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Preface

It’s funny how time stamps remain stuck in our heads for life in the most seminal moments of our lives. In 2019, on the second day of March, 10 pm, was that kind of day for me. It was on a Sunday, and my father’s breath rasped in his chest. He lay unconscious on his bed in the next room. I bounced my whimpering seven-month-old son Kai on my knee and glanced wearily at my husband Roy, who sat on the couch across from me.

The air felt hot on my neck. The living room felt too small. My father had moved from his home in Ruai months earlier into this small bungalow to be closer to my elder brother Dennis, who is a medic. Dennis sat on the arm of the couch, next to Kai and me. His wife, Sara, stood in the bedroom doorway, her eyes glistening with tears.

“Any change?” I asked her.

She shook her head. I felt defeated. I was exhausted. My father had been diagnosed with acute kidney failure a little over two years before this day. It had been many months of countless hospital visits, months of bi-weekly dialysis sessions, of watching his pain worsen, of watching the kilos melt off his body-months of watching him waste away.

I had seen him brave; then I had seen him falter. I remember one night when he had suddenly taken a turn for the worse, and we rushed him to Kikuyu Mission Hospital at midnight. As we put him in a wheelchair at the hospital emergency section, he turned to me and asked me why we couldn’t just let him go.

Because children do not let their fathers die, I was screaming inside.

“Because you looked after us when we were sick,” I told him playfully, ruffling his greying hair like I always did.

On this night, it had been four years since we’d buried my mother. His almost platinum head reminded me of this dance the two of them liked to do. Every second Sunday morning, she would insist that she was in a rush to get to church, so she didn’t have time to apply hair dye on his head. He would talk her round to it, and she would give in only on the condition that he would rinse it off himself after it dried. He was often not thorough enough with the rinse, and he would stain his shirt collar or her white towels, or both and man, would she be mad. After she died, it’s as if parts of himself were buried with her. Like the part of him that desired to remain youthful.

Just three months before that evening, when we all sat and listened as my father struggled to breathe, my father had called me. It was a day after Christmas; I was away from Nairobi, spending the holidays with my husband’s family. His voice boomed on the phone. He said he needed to see me urgently. We went to see him the next day. The urgent matter was that he didn’t want us to get his suit for my upcoming wedding just yet because he wanted to wear a white one when he walked me down the aisle.

I told him he couldn’t wear a white suit to my wedding. He said he could consider a red one. I thought red would be too much. He suggested a green one. We spent that Boxing Day afternoon deliberating. Him suggesting suit colours I thought were preposterous, me turning them down. Finally, around 5 pm, I asked him why he needed to wear any of these colours.

“I am the father of the bride. I need to stand out,” he told me.

My father was a bear of a man who took up much air in every room he entered in his healthier, younger days. His personality was also almost as tall and wide as he was. He never planned to stand out. He just did.

This afternoon as we planned the wardrobe for my wedding was the first time in my life that I had seen him expressing a need to be noticed. It was also the first time I patted him on the back and reassured him. On February 2, 2019, he walked me down the aisle at St Andrews Church in a grey pinstriped suit that our tailor Mike made for him. For colour, he had on a purple tie. He was in a great deal of pain that day, but he insisted that he wanted to do it, and he braved through the day. From there, the decline was fast.

A month later, we sat listening to life oozing out of our father, and there was nothing we could do about it. His kidneys were no good. At 72, he was not eligible for a transplant. His doctor had told us that while the dialysis was working, it was not a permanent solution. The doctor had seen him earlier that evening, given him antibiotics, put on him an IV bag, and told us to wait.

So, we sat, listened as our father struggled to breathe and waited. At midnight, by the bedside, Sara, my sister-in-law, said the most earnest prayer I have ever heard, and Roy and I left for home.

I didn’t sleep much that night. I just lay there listening for the moment my phone would vibrate, and Dennis would be on the other end telling me things that I didn’t want to hear. My phone did not vibrate that night.
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3rd March. Monday. 10 am. 2019. I sat in the back seat of a hot Uber as it sped down Mombasa Road. I was coming from the set of a morning show on Switch TV. The details of what was discussed on that show are now vague.

From the car, I called Dennis. How was dad? Bad. They were taking him to the hospital, where his doctor would meet us. I told the driver to change the destination to the hospital. Once there, I half ran to the entrance where Dennis’ red car was parked. Dad lay on the passenger’s side, the seat reclined, and a doctor was bending over him, shining a light in his eyes. He stopped, turned to Dennis standing next to him and lightly shook his head.

As I write this, it’s been two years since that dark Monday morning. I remember my heartbreaking. I remember shaking dad, trying to wake him up. I remember standing there alone, quietly sobbing into my hands. I also remember everyone else around us going about their usual Monday morning business.

That morning, I learnt the most profound lesson I’ve had about life. It goes on. I had just suffered one of the most profound losses of my life, and yet life around me did not even skip a beat. Life went on. It would be up to me to catch up. The morning I lost my father, I grew up.

I have spent the last two years going through the grief process. I have had days when I feel strong and able and days when I miss him and my mum so much that I feel like a child without a home.

In writing this book, I have put together all the things that the men and women in my life have taught me about myself and life. It is a collection of harsh truths about being an adult African woman in 2021.


-
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About Being a Woman
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Normalise asking for help

My friend was getting hitched not too long ago, and I met this woman, her aunt, at her bridal shower. She is a mother of four, mid-fifties, and after the party toned down, she sat all of us down in a semi-circle to dish out wisdom on life.

I listened open-mouthed as she bragged about how she has lived with a man she neither likes nor loves for twenty-five years. A man who uses every coin that lands in his pocket to buy cheap liquor and comes home in the middle of the night to wake the whole household up and create fracas. She seemed most proud that she took the disrespect, the abuse and the loneliness that only a woman married to the village drunk can understand, all without complaints.

“That’s the strength of an African woman,” she kept saying.

I left that bridal shower angry. At first, I thought I was mad at how selfish this woman has been all these years having her children go through hell so that she could fulfil her goal of what she deemed a strong woman.

After some thought, I realised that I was angry about the standards society has put to measure the strength of an African woman. I was angry at the image of the strong African woman I grew up with. The one society pins us against. The image of a woman who carries the weight of the world without complaining. This woman who is stuck in an unhappy marriage but braving it does not need help, so she never asks for it—the woman who wears perpetual strength like a well-fitting Ankara dress.

The struggle with this expectation

I remember my struggle with this view of what the strong African woman means when I had my son almost three years ago. I had been through a difficult pregnancy which had me in the hospital nearly every week. He came through a hurried emergency C-section on a Friday evening, and when we finally got home from the hospital a week later, he would not stop crying. He would stretch his tiny body out and just cry for hours at a time. This went on for six months straight. For a while there, I would not leave the house because every woman I encountered, from the neighbours to the mama mboga knew precisely what I needed to do to calm him. One even told me to shave his hair off. The paediatrician said he had colic, which has no known cause or cure, and we just needed to wait it out.

In the afternoons, when he was inconsolable and I was alone in the house, I would sit on the couch with my beautiful baby in my arms and weep. When I looked around me, other mums seemed to have it all figured out. I contemplated reaching out for help many times, but I didn’t because I wondered how this might reflect on me. I had put myself out to the world as a strong African woman. This meant that I could take it all, motherhood, career, marriage, and colicky baby in my stride.

What would all these women who had been looking up to me think if I admitted to struggling or if I broke down? Wouldn’t that be betraying womanhood? My mother had had seven of us and ran a business alongside that, and she had never allowed me to see her cry. Who was I, with all the resources available to me, to fall apart?

I grew up with images of strong African women like Wangari Maathai. Although I got to see Wangari’s struggle, I never got to see her falter or need help. Even when the police pulled her braids and protested to save Karura Forest, she was still the strong, tough-talking woman. And we all loved her for it. I grew up wanting to be just like her.

Now that I have lived the adult African woman’s life, I admit that we were wrong about what it means to be a strong African woman.

The burden of strength

No single woman can carry the weight of her entire world on her shoulders. She wasn’t meant to. But this, culturally, is the way of the African woman, so we now have a stressed, strong Black woman.

It was all well-intended. The strength of the African woman was supposed to be the one good thing that no one can take away from her. If someone refers to you as a strong African woman, it is supposed to be a compliment. The African woman isn’t acknowledged or celebrated for much else, so she should carry her strength as a proud legacy. As the good thing she got from her mother and grandmother. But it has turned out to be a double-edged sword.

Instead of helping the African woman, this image of an unbreakable woman is hurting her. She is expected to deal with everything that is thrown at her with unwavering strength. This means that she can’t acknowledge her hurt or her trauma. The result of this is a generation of women who are burnt out and angry. That strength, the armour she carries to shield her from her everyday life pressures, turns out to be the very sword that brings her to her knees.

I remember a young woman I interviewed a few years ago. She was 25, a single mother of two aged four and two. When I met her, she worked the night shift as a bar hostess. She would get home in the morning after a night of managing drunk men and women to look after her two children. At night, she would leave her children at a daycare, pick them up in the morning and start all over again. She spoke with pride about doing all of it without any help.

“I don’t need help,” she kept saying over and over as if trying to convince herself.

All I could see when I looked at her face was how tired she was, but she couldn’t admit it because she wanted to appear strong and, well, good. I wondered about her children, seeing their mother do it all by herself but having various vital aspects of their lives ignored because their mother is too worn out and afraid to ask for help. They grow up to be women who undermine their mental health, women who do not ask for help but who unwittingly pass on their trauma to their children. It’s a vicious cycle. It’s time we redefine what a strong Black woman means. Let’s normalise asking for help.

Redefining strength

At the beginning of 2021, I was looking to hire a nanny for the first time in seven years. Oh, how things have changed!

These days, believe it or not, whether you get a nanny depends on whether you have a husband and how far from home he works. Also, nobody is desperate for work anymore. You have to send fare and lunch for her to come to work, and even after you do, there is a high probability they will not show up.

I also learned that I have dealt with my ‘mum guilt’ over the year on my hunts. You know, the pervasive feeling that you are missing out on the action when you stay home with your children and then getting a sinking feeling in your tummy worrying you are failing your child when you travel for work.

‘He! I put my children in front of my career’, ‘My mother never hired a nanny, she raised all five of us, cooked, cleaned up after us and still worked as a teacher’, ‘You don’t like looking after your children by yourself?’ I heard repeatedly. Some of the words were said in good faith, and others intended to elicit some guilt.

A male friend whose wife is a stay-at-home mother was ranting the other day that he would never ‘send’ her to an office be another man’s work wife. That it was crazy to have his wife working in an office and then having other women in his home or a daycare facility looking after his children.

It’s been decades since the Kenyan woman’s place ceased being barefoot, pregnant in the kitchen. I hate how struggle has been romanticised. A woman is not seen as hardworking or a ‘full woman’ until she has struggled to balance motherhood, career, and her social life. It’s time we took the shame that has been placed on delegating some of the parenting duties. It’s time to change this narrative.

If you want and can afford to hire a nanny, a housekeeper, a personal assistant, or two, go for it. Don’t kill yourself trying to do everything by yourself and only managing to be average at everything. A lifetime of struggling to do everything yourself is not worth those bragging rights at the family gathering.

Let us normalise paying for help. Let’s tell the African woman that seeing a therapist or hiring domestic help is not a luxury but an important tool to help her cope. Let’s normalise emotional displays of anger, sadness and despair.

It’s time we took the African woman outside this box. A woman who has her life somewhat together (no one has it all figured out), a woman who is child-rearing, a woman who is working or raising a family, a woman who is in school and acing it, that’s a strong woman.

Strength is standing tall in the face of everyday womanhood pressures. Strength is also admitting that you can’t pour from an empty cup, taking a day off for yourself. Power is being self-indulgent.
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Be nosy

Hi there! I’m Joan, and I’m nosy. I love eavesdropping on random conversations, breakups, intellectual debates, hot sweet nothing conversations. I listen because you never know where you will get the next big story idea, right?

Every time I meet a woman for the first time, I wonder what her story is. What makes her eyes light up? Who hurt her? What is she running away from? Because most women are running from something. Most days, I wonder, but sometimes, I ask my questions out loud. Sometimes, I hear the most heart-wrenching stories, and almost always, there is a story idea.

There were days I minded my business decades ago. In the late 90s, I went to this boarding primary school built on the edge of Kutus, a compact town in Kirinyaga County. The school director was a religious fanatic. We had the most bizarre routines. On Fridays, for instance, we would assemble at the parade ground, and she would instruct us to shout, “All men are mad, including my father!” over and over. All the teachers but one were male, so they would awkwardly stand in front of us, their eyes lowered.

The school director’s husband was an animal who derived pleasure from preying on little girls. We knew to run if you saw him in the dark, especially if you were an early bloomer because if he caught you, he would fondle you, sometimes worse.

Instead of calling the cops on this predator, his wife saw us, little 12 and 13-year-old girls, as her competition. On random evenings, she would call girls into her office, soften them up with a soda and then ask the students whether her husband had called them into his office, tried to touch them. Woe unto you if you ‘admitted’ to having been touched because she would give you the beating of your life, have you kneel and pray loudly and in tongues for the spirit of seduction she was convinced you were carrying. Her actions have warped my view of religion for a long time. When I close my eyes and sit very still, I can hear her praying, her voice hoarse. I can see a teary 11 or 12-year-old girl kneeling at her feet, begging God to take away the spirit of seduction from her.

When I think of this time of my life, I think about a girl who was my classmate in Standard Seven, a girl that the director’s husband liked calling into his office during night preps. I think about the night I walked in on him raping her, how terrified and confused I was and how I ran back to class and tried to put all of it behind me. Decades later, I can’t.

Could she have been saved had I spoken out? Could the tens of girls who came after her have been saved? If you are reading this, I am sorry.

In retrospect, I think this part of my life is what turned me into a nosy parker. Into this pesky feminist. I guess I subconsciously hope that speaking out as much as I can now redeem myself from not speaking out then.

It’s interesting how easy it is to sweep things under the rug when they happen to other people. At my old primary school, some adults knew what was happening but turned a blind eye probably because they did not have a child, or their children were too young, or their children went to a different school, one they regarded safer.

In February 2019, Beryl Ouma, a pregnant woman, was battered to death by her spouse in their home in Kasarani, Nairobi. Like the many stories of the dead women and girls making headlines, this is such a tragic tale. What was more tragic, for me, was the interviews I watched of Beryl’s neighbours. They said that they knew her. They spoke about how they listened as she screamed for help for four long hours. According to one man, they couldn’t interfere because it was a private affair. ‘Mambo ya nyumbani’, they said. It was a private affair that cut short the life of a young woman and snuffed out that of her child even before it began.

Now, I’m a curious person. I will ask many questions; ask for things to be repeated. This is particularly so if the matter in question has a gender aspect. I have been called nosy. Annoying. I have been asked why I care so much that this happened to this woman or that man, yet it doesn’t concern me. When people say this, you can almost hear them thinking, why can’t she mind her own business? You know, hydrate, eat her vegetables and mind the business that pays her?

The truth is that while it might not directly affect you if injustice occurs to another if a hapless woman loses her life to a beating next door, it does concern you. How? The way I see it when it comes to domestic violence, silence is complicity. If you do not care that a man or a woman is being beaten black and blue next door, if you can ignore their screams as you tuck your children in their beds and go on to have a good night if it doesn’t bother you, then you approve of it.

Care more

I have heard that argument that you shouldn’t interfere when a woman is battered because even if she leaves, she will come back. I have heard it said that ya waliojifunika blanketi moja, usiingilie. I have listened to a battered woman asked what is wrong with her. Why can’t she leave? Is she stupid? Doesn’t she love her life? Doesn’t she love her children?

Being on the receiving end of physical abuse, tolerating it does not mean that a woman is stupid. It doesn’t mean that she doesn’t want to live. The truth is, physical abuse always begins as emotional manipulation. By the time a woman is slapped, this man has gotten so into her head that she doesn’t think she has what it takes to leave. He has her mind so twisted that she might think that she invited the violence. That she must have done something wrong to provoke him. At this point, this woman needs you to speak up for her.

Even if you may not be in an official position of influence, you do have a voice. Use it. Don’t worry that a person or two will hate you. Don’t worry that a battered woman might go back to her abusive husband in the end. Do your part. If she does come back and things go south again, speak up for her again.

Sometimes people need more than one chance. And if you do your best, no matter the outcome, you will sleep better at night.

All is not lost. I believe that if all of us were a little nosier, if we asked more questions, raised more eyebrows and spoke out more on the things we felt were unfair even if they didn’t happen to us, then the injustices around us would significantly die down.

Start caring. Worry about the things that are going on in other lives other than your own. Don’t be so quick to judge the whistleblowers. Do not assume that the person that speaks out for others is seeking some personal gain in return.

People may not listen to you. Others may slap nasty labels on you. Keep going.
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You can manspread, too

It’s 6 am when you scramble into the only available matatu at the stage, and because you know no one is going to agree to crack the window in the morning cold, you head for the window seat. You settle in and whip out your phone to catch up with bloggers like Biko Zulu or Edgar Obare. A little gossip is food to the soul, right? Maybe you caught an older matatu today, and the radio volume is low enough for you to read that book you have been carrying around in your bag for two weeks. Just as you are getting down to it, a man boards and makes for the seat right next to you. He plops on it, leans back, and spreads his legs wide apart like he is at a bonfire.

He is all but sitting on you, but he doesn’t even acknowledge you. We call it man-sitting or manspreading. Whether on a crammed bus, a waiting room, or even those tiny seats they have in the banking hall, every woman the world over has been on the receiving end of it. In 2019, Laila Laurel, an American student, was so fed up with manspreaders that she designed an anti-manspreading chair. Actually, she designed two, one for women designed to encourage them to sit with their legs wide open and another for men designed so they can sit with their legs closed. She won an award for her efforts.

Is it boys being boys?

My friend Faye swears that one of these days, she will sit on a manspreader to see what he does then. Wouldn’t that be a sight?

When it happens, we lump it up together with all those other annoying things that Kenyan men do, like scratching their crotch in public, peeing on the roadside, or letting their index finger linger on your palm when they shake your hand and say it’s what men do. It’s boys being boys.

If you are the woman pushed to the corner or squashed in the middle of two men. Usually, you will have one of two reactions. You may react annoyingly and push him back, but you will shrink back in your seat and let him take up space more often than not. You will tell yourself that it’s just a seat, nothing to lose your cool over. You don’t want people thinking you are crazy that early in the morning.

Like most women, you think the world would be a much better place if only the men around you could behave a little more like women. You know, want to talk more, be warmer and more considerate. You’re right. It would also be better if, in some ways, women behaved like men. It turns out that some of their annoying habits, like manspreading, can be a learning opportunity for you.

You can learn from them

Manspreading isn’t just about posture or a man feeling more comfortable in the matatu. It’s a language. A powerful one. It’s power play. The fact that a man doesn’t think twice before he takes up space for two seats on the bus is something we can learn from. Well, I am not talking about the inconsideration of sitting with your legs wide open, feet pointing out. I’m talking but learning to take up more space, to assert your presence, ooze confidence.

As a little girl, your mother or auntie yelled at you to cross your legs or sit like a girl every time you sat with your legs apart. Woe unto you if your mother was the kind that likes to throw things. Now, as a woman, you subconsciously take up as little space as possible.

When the man takes up his space and yours and asserts his presence, you put your knees together and shrink back, give in to the power play.

It could help your career

The reason a man will occupy his space and yours in a public space is also the same one a man will apply for a job when his only qualification is that he is alive. His puffed-up sense of self-importance is why a man with only a Form Four certificate will apply for a job that clearly states he should have a Masters’ degree. It is also why he sometimes gets the job.

When you are a woman, in whatever job position, in a society as patriarchal as ours, whichever room you walk in, there will be someone thinking that you do not belong there. If you are a good student, you will make a conscious effort to act as if you belong there, own your space. Your body language is a big part of how successful you are at this. Hold back your shoulders, stand with your head held high, your elbows held out. Dare someone to walk up to you and say you don’t belong. And ditch that limp, disinterested handshake. It’s doing little for your career. Also, resist the urge to sit in the corner at departmental meetings.

Next, take up space with your voice. This doesn’t mean becoming loud and obnoxious like some of our female politicians. It means having the conviction that your opinion is essential, not hesitating to speak out at every chance, and speaking out when you are interrupted. Your opinions are just as important as, if not more important, than anyone else’s in the room.

This is not something you will be able to wake up one morning and do. It will take baby steps. You may even need to practice before certain situations. Even if you don’t feel the confidence all the time, fake it till you feel it.

You may feel the fear of sounding obnoxious at the beginning. If you keep at it, holding your head up and speaking up, you will begin believing that you deserve every space you occupy because you do.
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Girl, have your babies

My friend June has been broody since she was 23, just fresh out of campus. She was one of the lucky ones who nailed big jobs before graduation. Her mentor, a man, in this regional corporation where she worked, advised her not to have a child yet, to continue working at her job, and get up the ladder. He told her that there would be plenty of time and money to have the children once at the top. She waited.

She bolted if a man she was dating even fleetingly suggested that he wanted to have a child. Then, as fate would have it, somewhere along the way on her journey to the top, the company she worked for suddenly went under, rendering her jobless. That’s when she had her child. She deviated from what she thought was the perfect plan. One would say she is doing great at motherhood.

By now, we all know not to pay attention to what ‘society’ thinks is the ideal time for a woman to have a child. 18 or 45, we have all seen that someone, somewhere, will be dissatisfied.

I remember meeting a middle-aged woman in the streets when I was eight months pregnant with my first child. My 19 years must have shown on my face because she stopped me and, with a sad expression on her face, told me, “I’m sorry,” all the while looking at my bulging tummy. I stopped for a few seconds, bewildered about what she was feeling sorry for. Concluding that she was concerned I was about to become a young mother, I nodded politely and went my way.

When I had my daughter and then my son a decade later, I heard different sentiments. This time, the problem seemed to be that I was waiting too long to get pregnant. What’s wrong? You have a good man and a good job, what are you waiting for? Remember, the clock is ticking, I heard over and over. Whatever age or stage of your life you decide to reproduce, someone will have a contrary opinion. We have learnt to live with this. It’s our careers we worry about.

They will slow down your career

Ask a childless career woman what she thinks will happen when she has a child, and she will tell you she is worried that it will slow her down. If a woman in this position asks for career advice, she will be given the same advice as my friend June. Secure the bag first, then it will be the perfect time to have a baby.

Now, having had my first child at 19 and dead broke and my second at 30 with a little more cash to spend, I know that this isn’t a cut and paste answer for all career women thinking about having children.

Whether you want to have children as you grow your career or if you choose to wait to secure the bag first, inevitably, it will slow down your career. It’s a natural consequence of being female. There is a lot stacked up against a career woman who wants to have children from the workplaces that are unfriendly to the working mothers to the hassle of trying to reconcile looking after a growing family and chasing your career ambitions.

Don’t stress too much about it because there isn’t much you can do about it. Except perhaps have children with a man who is a more involved father. The kind that doesn’t use phrases like ‘baby-sitting’ when referring to their parenting duties. If he helps you hold down the fort, you might have time to catch up with your career – somewhat. It is impossible for most women to catch up with their peers earning power after having a child.

Back to when the right time to have a child is, it’s when you want to have one. When you are prepared emotionally and mentally, everything else will fall into place. There are pros and cons in waiting until you are older and financially stable to have a child, just as there are to having your children when you are younger, full of energy to chase them around and can snap back after delivery.

There will be no perfect time. If our parents all waited until they were financially stable to begin having children, only God knows how many of us wouldn’t have been born.

If you have been hearing those tiny feet running around your home and are stuck in the house with your partner to flatten the Covid-19 curve, now is as good a time as ever. No matter the timing, motherhood is for life, and you will have to juggle the two at one point or the other.

And if you never feel broody and prefer to focus on your career, that’s okay too. It’s a valid choice. Your auntie Jemima who thinks that women were born for the sole purpose of getting married and having children is just going to have to deal with her expectations. Do you.
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You can’t have it all

My friend Mukami called me the other morning distressed.

“The system is rigged! Women can’t have it all. It’s rigged,” she said.

“It is, dear. It’s rigged,” I agreed.

She had her first baby late last year, and she just returned to work. She had a tough time finding a nanny, and now that she’s back at work, she feels like she has fallen behind her colleagues, and on top of this, she has to deal with the mum guilt of leaving her three-month-old at home.

And the pandemic which has all of us in competition mode looking to see who has managed to open a business, who is keeping the cleanest house and who has managed to get the most work done, and who has doubled their numbers on Instagram, has amplified everything she’s feeling.

Over the past few months, social isolation has turned into a productivity contest. It’s interesting to watch as women contest online about who has been most productive, who has been able to tick everything off their to-do list, of course, with video and photo evidence.

It’s interesting because even after the pandemic lifts and we go to the after-life, we will be back to compete on who can have it all. Who gets to smash the glass ceilings, kick-ass at work and still get to go home in time to bathe her children, help with homework and whip up gourmet meals for her husband, all without ruining her make up or missing a workout at the gym?

Before we get here, let me say here that the game is rigged. You, woman, can’t have it all. Let me explain.

Do you ever notice how women who seem to have it all, the Sheryl Sandberg’s of this world, outsource their lives outside the office? I have. They may have 24 hours in a day just like everyone else, but these high-powered career women who seem to have attained love, career success and motherhood have employed tens of people to keep their private lives running. They have a host of people managing their busy lives and looking after their children so that they can shine in their chosen fields. They have that, or one of those forward-thinking husbands who have no qualms about being a stay-at-home husband or taking on the primary child caring role so that the woman can smash that glass ceiling.

Now, being able to pay equal attention and succeed in all areas of your life sounds like an utterly fulfilling thing. I, however, think that for the average Kenyan woman who has one house help at home, two or three children, and the typical Kenyan husband who just will not eat microwave-warmed ugali, this notion of striking that perfect life balance is just a myth. A fantasy.

The truth is that today’s regular woman can’t have it all. At least not at the same time. Maybe one after the other. She has to prioritise which area of her life means more to her than the others at any given time. If you decide that your twenties are when you immerse yourself in your career, do that. If the thirties seem like the right time to slow down a little bit and raise the tots, do that. If you decide, once again, to go after the corner office in your forties, great. Only you can know what is most important at every stage of your life.

The truth is that a while she sure tries, a woman can’t and should not try to do it all. Success is not the ability to do everything for yourself, your children and your spouse. It is in finding out what of all these things is most important to you at any given time and letting others do the rest.

You shouldn’t try to have it all

I’ve been here three times already and battled with the feeling that I was missing in action when I stayed home with my children and then got that sinking feeling in my tummy, worrying that I was failing my infant when I had to go back to work.

If I have learned anything trying to juggle everything, it’s that the woman is biologically disadvantaged when it comes to the workplace. It’s worse when she becomes a mother. No matter how you look at it, a woman’s career takes a hit when she has a child. My friend Bett likes to joke that her career has stalled two years with every child she’s had. Isn’t this the truth!

The race is rigged. Look around. You probably know the local companies that have daycare centres because they are so few that they’ve made it to the news. A new mother will not ask for flexi-time because she is scared of reinforcing the negative stereotypes against women at the workplace, so she gives up her social life. If you are always dashing to the office or the house, you will indeed have no time left for a drink with colleagues or with friends.

The race is rigged. Just being a woman puts you at a disadvantage concerning life balance. It is a biological disadvantage that even advancing technology can’t fix. Accepting it might change how women come to life. It may save us those feelings of failure or guilt that always come with the quest for the perfect work-life balance.

Biology put us in this box that we can’t wiggle out of. What we can do is stop glorifying struggle and learn to ask for help.

The notion that a woman doesn’t know what womanhood is about until she has struggled to balance motherhood, career, and social life belongs in the trash. Let’s take the shame out of delegating housekeeping or child care.
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Don’t be the woman who hates herself

“Ithink it’s because I am a young woman who is not afraid to say the things that others just think,” Mbula told me one Friday evening.

She had been my colleague for a little over two years at this point, and for most of that time, she had been on the receiving end of open animosity from other colleagues—more women than men.

This Friday had been yet another tough day at the office with an older female colleague blatantly telling her that the only reason she was so confident was that she was sleeping around with a string of male bosses.

We were looking for possible causes of all this, and by the end of the evening, we concluded that it must be the fact that she was young, gorgeous and intelligent. But so were many other female colleagues. So we concluded that Mbula was prettier, more intellectual.

It’s been years since I have seen her. I know she’s gone on to have a remarkable career. When I look back to this evening, I know that we were wrong about why people around her reacted the way they did. It wasn’t because she was young or pretty. It’s that she didn’t hate herself. She was not commonplace.

These women are rare

Our streets are riddled with women who hate themselves. Women who think very little of themselves hold themselves to lower regard than others around them. Women who look at themselves in the mirror with self-loathing, who will tell themselves things they never would another person – You are so stupid! You are dumb! You are ugly! You are so cheap!

If we’re honest, it would be unfair to heap all the blame on the Kenyan woman. We are a generation of women who grew up seeing fashion and beauty empires built on African women’s insecurities. We have corsets to cinch our waistlines because they are not small enough, a myriad of companies offering oils and serums to give a glow to our skins. After all, they are not bright or clear enough. We have women accosting you if you dare venture into downtown Nairobi trying to sell you some concoctions by listing all the wrong things with your face. And then there are the make-up techniques that the woke woman must learn so that her lips appear fuller, her nose pointier, and her cheekbones more pronounced. How then can we be surprised that we are a society full of women who hate themselves?

I watched a vlog by American singer and talk show host Adrienne Houghton the other day doing her makeup. Her husband Israel was doing the voice-over on this episode. As she lathered her face with the product upon the product, he was getting perplexed at how she seemed to be making the tinier bits of her face appear more prominent, and the larger ones appear smaller. It’s every woman’s daily struggle.

The beauty and fashion industry all preach one thing – You need this one or these five things, then you will be good enough. A few years ago, a journalist colleague, who we will call Vee, was assigned to interview a famous plastic surgeon in Kilimani, Nairobi. As soon as she walked into his office, he started listing things he could do to make her better looking, from surgically cinching her waistline to making her skin a few shades lighter. Vee is still quite offended by this ambush.

Women subconsciously internalise these messages people throw their way and become overly critical, especially when it comes to their bodies. Case in point, a 2016 study of more than 2,000 women conducted by Weight Watchers, a popular weight loss program, found that women criticise themselves an average of eight times a day. One in every two study subjects admitted to having negative thoughts about themselves at least once before 9 am. This is before the average woman has even settled in their job or had their morning cup of coffee.

There will be someone that agrees with you

Unfortunately, for every woman who hates herself, there is someone out there that agrees with her. If you think little of yourself, some people will love being around you because you are suitable for their ego.

When you stand in a room full of people and make jokes about your forehead or your legs, it might seem harmless. You might think of it as just playfully taking one for the team. The truth, however, is that self-invalidation is damaging. It has real and deep running consequences.

When you are constantly thinking little of yourself, you will subconsciously be afraid to take up chances, apply for high-end jobs because you can’t possibly make it past the first interview, so what’s the point? You downplay your achievements. You become the woman at the office who starts sentences with, “I’m sorry, but…” The woman who no one takes seriously.

Girl, love yourself

They say that if you think you can’t, you are right. I agree. Train your mind to focus on the positive things, on your strengths. On how amazingly confident you are, on your killer smile, on your charming personality. We all have strengths.

It’s not always easy to love your body, hair, or personality, especially when surrounded by people constantly pointing out your shortcomings. It’s often easier to love someone else.

But it can be done. I’ve found that writing down the good things people say about you helps a great deal. If someone in the office or on the street thinks you have a great smile or that you smell great, write it down. Do this every day. Validate yourself.
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Your friends do not owe you as much as you think they do

Maybe you are one of the lucky few who, in this wretched economy, quickly landed a cushy job after university. Or perhaps you are like most Kenyans who tarmacked for months or started at the very bottom doing a job you felt overqualified for but which barely covered your basic needs. Maybe you didn’t get the job at all but instead decided to start a business. The early days were so tough you fantasized about closing shop often.

But you needed the money, so you kept going. You worked long and hard, played all your cards right. Lived in a bedsitter the size of a shoe box in an estate where if it rained, you had to do the hop, skip and jump to get to the matatu stage. You saved every extra coin in the Sacco until you had enough to start that side hustle or until finally, your efforts at the workplace started getting recognised and rewarded.

With your new income, you upgraded your life. Quickly. You moved to a cabro-paved neighbourhood. Into a much bigger house, of course, with a bathtub and wooden floors. And because you now had the biggest space, weekends became for throwing house parties. Your circle of friends grew. You were loved. You were on top of the world.

Then Covid-19 happened, and your employer could not keep up with the flailing economy. You were put on half-pay for six months, and then eventually, they let you go. Your business took a hit, the sales plummeted.

With a lifestyle to maintain and friends to please, you quickly depleted your savings. Your weekends became quieter, your friends seemed suddenly too busy, and eventually, it was just you and your thoughts in your big empty house. Soon enough, you couldn’t keep up with the rent and the bills, so you packed up your belongings and went back to your parents’ house in the village.

While you licked your wounds upcountry, other than the sporadic You Ok? How are you holding up? , the silence from your friends persisted. You felt the things you needed to feel and slowly dusted yourself up. After what felt like ages, you’ve come back to the city to start over. You’re starting from the bottom. Again. This time though, you have learned a few lessons about living within your means.

Social media is your only source of solace these days, so you regularly go there to keep tabs on how the friends who ghosted you are doing and vent. Everyone needs to know about the kind of friends who run out the door the instant things get complicated, right? So you litter your timeline with bitter posts.

Well, you may be barking up the wrong tree. They say that only the people with you when going through hard times are true friends, but I know now that this statement is not valid.

We all have issues

June 2021 began with tragic incidents which stirred the crucial conversation on mental health. In the first case, Dr Lydia Wahura Kanyoro, a 35-year-old paediatrician, a Masters Student at the University of Nairobi, walked out of her class one Saturday morning only to be found dead in the back seat of her car in the parking lot. Two empty bottles of anaesthesia medication and a syringe lay beside her.

In the second incident, on a cold Friday night, a 28-year-old new mother in Nairobi who had been battling post-partum depression put her two children to bed, waited for the neighbourhood to quieten down and then hang herself with a bedsheet in her bedroom. A tragic story. Her friends were grief-stricken. If only we had known you were struggling so much, we would have done something about it.

An interesting thing happened the week these stories came out. Every other person on social media thought fake and inattentive friends were to blame for these lost beautiful souls. If only you checked on your friends more often, if only you did more than just hang out with them when things are good, all this would not happen. Let’s be better friends, people.

Our mental health and wellness and that of those around us should be a constant priority. That said, your friends do not owe you as much as you imagine they do.

It’s not easy being a 20 or 30 something woman in Kenya today. Before you come on social media saying that your friends abandoned you in your time of need, internalise this fact. This life is hard, and they are also just trying to figure it out, just like you.

Whether it is poor mental health, job loss or relationship issues, child loss, or keeping up with new motherhood, your friends are trying to stay afloat. You are still upset about that one time when your friend failed to make it to your birthday party, and maybe she didn’t have money even to feed her child, much less buy you a birthday gift. The day you were upset your long-term friend didn’t show up for your business launch, maybe she was so down on energy all she managed to do that day was get out of bed that morning.

Stop expecting too much

Be grateful when friends focus on your issues and communicate that you are not alone. If your friend goes silent, it could mean that they are also struggling with something, and it is time for you to show up for them.

What may seem like self-absorption or fake friendship on their part could be just a case of them having no more emotional bandwidth to stretch towards you.

If you expect your friends to be there for you all the time, your idea of friendship and giving is wrong. Friendship isn’t transactional. Do not become someone’s friend expecting that every shilling, every ounce of energy or emotion you spend on them; they will reciprocate. Show up for them because you care about them and because it feels good. Don’t attach the strings.

Cut your friends some slack.


-
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You can’t shame a man

Idon’t remember the first time I felt ashamed. However, I vividly recall feeling shame wash through me several months ago over a piece of bread. I had been fighting to lose the baby weight from the birth of my son Kai for months. On this fateful late afternoon, I was just sitting down to have a bite after a long day of running around at the office when someone walked in on me. Looking from the sandwich to my not so flat belly, he asked, ‘You’re going to eat that too?’ with what looked like shock chasing across his face. Before I lost my appetite for a split second, I remember feeling a deep shame for trying to eat a sandwich.

For years, shame has been used as a currency to put women in their place. One of the women that stands out the most when I think about shame and how it has been weaponised, this side of the world has to be 35-year-old Rwandese human rights activist Diana Rwigara. She attempted to run for the presidential seat in 2017, and nudes doctored to look like her were leaked in a bid to discredit her, a move that one might say was successful.

Closer home, over the years, we have seen countless women in the limelight, from singers Kaz to Avril to socialites Vera Sidika and Bridget Achieng, have their naked photographs leaked online by spiteful ex-lovers and friends in a bid to ‘put them in their place’. More often than not, these cyber-attacks are effective in discrediting women. If a faceless person leaks nudes of a woman we know and declares that she is an ashawo, people believe the pseudo account more than the woman when she comes out to say her truth. Why? From the time we are born African women are taught to feel shame towards their naked bodies. We are taught that they are dirty and shameful, so if a nude photo is leaked online, all the unflattering things said about the woman in the picture, the woman who allowed another person to video tape her shame, must be true.

We are terrified of being shamed

The last time I got an ass whopping from my mother, I was 15 years old. It was the school holidays, and I had gone to a youth church event that ended late. She thought I was out with a boy. “Why are you trying to bring us shame?” she repeatedly asked as she came at me with a pipe. She found out that I had been telling the truth much later after I had bumps on my face and my head.

Shame. We are a generation of women who were raised to hide the parts that we think are shameful. Our darkest fear is getting shamed. We spend a great deal of time hiding our vulnerabilities and mistakes, and when we cannot anymore, we let these vulnerabilities consume us.

It’s no wonder social media has taken over our lives. It’s a place we can feign perfection, hide the less than perfect parts of our lives. Social media has also become the tool through which shame is amplified. It’s where private messages and images are splashed when relationships go sour. Where memes making fun of people’s misery are shared.

Monica Lewinsky was perhaps the first woman to lose her reputation globally and instantaneously when her love affair with President Clinton became a scandal. In a 2015 Ted Talk, she talks about being publicly shamed almost to death and for what? Falling in love with her boss. She was only 22. Show me a 22-year-old who hasn’t made a stupid mistake, and I will show you a liar.

Shame is costly

I fell pregnant four years after that ass whopping from my mother, at 19. Thinking that I was protecting all of us from shame, I hid my pregnancy for as long as possible. When I couldn’t any longer, I inflicted pain and humiliation on myself before anyone else could. I told myself all those things I imagined were going through the minds of the people I encountered every day. I isolated myself on campus before friends could ditch me.

By the time I delivered, there was nothing anyone could have said or done to me that could have made me feel worse than I already was feeling. If I could go through that phase of my life again, I would be kinder to myself, but I would still own my shame. You see, when you admit your mistakes and vulnerabilities to yourself, nobody can use them against you.

Shame can’t be weaponised against men

Research has shown that humiliation is an emotion that is felt more strongly than anger or sadness. Unfortunately, shame is not as effective when used against a man

In December 2018, there was a video making internet rounds and sources claimed that it was of a woman having sex at her clothes stall in Imenti House at the CBD in Nairobi. For those few hours, before it was discovered that the incident didn’t even happen in Kenya and the story died down, the hours before the Governor of Nairobi threatened to shut down the shopping mall, many things were said about the woman in the video. A lot of things were said about her loose morals and lack of shame.

A few weeks before this, after calling her relationship with a local musician quits, a Kenyan socialite went on the rampage dragging him through the mud. She decided to tell the whole world about his lacklustre bedroom skills, sharing snapshots of their conversations and all. Had I met her at this point, I would have told her to stop. When she was done, all manner of things were said about her. Banter on the street was that she was bitter and still not over him. The man was chastised; the single he released that month went viral.

You can’t shame a man, not with his sexuality. Shame is the currency that society uses to control women, not men. From a young age, it’s drummed into our ears that a woman’s body is shameful, that being female even is something to be ashamed about. That’s why ‘you run like a woman’ or ‘you fight like a woman’ are used as insults. That is why Female Genital Mutilation is still rife in parts of Kenya. It’s intended to destroy a woman’s sexuality because it’s seen as something shameful.

On the flip side, boys are raised to take pride in their sexuality. To be proud that they were born men. By the time he is a grown man, he couldn’t care less about your opinion of his sexuality.

It’s unfair, I know, but that’s just how it is. And unless something drastic that can change society’s attitude towards a woman happens, things are not going to remain the same. Think about this the next time you get intimate with a man and things go south, and you are tempted to try and shame him by telling everyone what a lousy lay he is. You will have all these people wondering what is wrong with you—wondering about why it is that you can’t get satisfied.

Don’t leak intimate pictures and videos of you and your ex because they left you abruptly, and you are hurting. Only you will get muddied. Learn to walk away from relationships that are not working gracefully; it isn’t that hard.

Most important, do not let another woman’s shame become a source of entertainment for you. Don’t spread unproven rumours and delete their pictures in a compromising position as soon as they hit your inbox. Tune into your empathy. Be your sister’s keeper. I don’t want to tell you that every dog has its day, but it’s true.

Be wary of amplifying another’s shame. Take a pause the next time a meme pops in your inbox. Is the suffering you are about to inflict by sharing another woman’s shame worth the three seconds of giggles you will elicit? I don’t think so.
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Men are not good liars

My friend Shee is sleeping with a married man. Before you begin throwing stones, let me give a little back story. She met him when she worked as a bank teller five years ago. He was one of the regulars. Good looking, charming, generous, the works.

They had a smile here, a wink there, and they had coffee dates that then morphed into dinner dates and then sleepovers and weekends down at the Coast. Then, her man engaged and then married another woman in a lavish wedding somewhere along the way. Of course, she was mad that he had cheated, that he was committing to someone else. But he calmed her down, told her he loved her, that it was she that he wanted, that his wife had trapped him…and other such bull that married men tell women when they want to get laid.

She hated him for a year, and then he started coming around with flowers and little invites to dates and her heart thawed up to him. He is still happily married. He’s part of one of those picture-perfect Instagram couples. He and Shee now co-parent somewhat peacefully. Every other weekend, he comes around with a bagful of goodies to see his son. Every other weekend, he asks her for sex. Usually, she gives in.

But we have a child together; we are bound for life. We are family. Plus, he tells me he loves me. He wishes that he had married me instead of her - she will tell you if you wonder out aloud why she is sleeping with this man who has very little respect for her and seems to be just stringing her along.

She calls herself his first wife and will not date anyone else because she is saving herself for him. Never mind that he has shown no indication of dissolving his marriage or at least taking her in as wife number two. Like many women, she seems hell-bent on just listening to what a man says but ignoring his self-explanatory actions and all the bad parts—choosing instead to focus on the minor details, the hurried, stolen rolls in the sack on Saturday afternoons, after which he showers and heads back to his Instagram ready life.

He will show you

So, I will just say here what I haven’t come round to telling Shee to her face yet – Men do not lie well. Most of them know exactly what a woman needs to hear to keep catering to them, so they come with bags filled with these goodies. If a woman bothered to listen to the things he doesn’t say, look at his actions, or even analyse his choice of words, she would see right through the lies.

The excuses women make for men are as many as the lies they are told: But he told me he loves me, but I am a better match for him than his wife, but we talk all the time, but he calls me even when he is at home, but he took me on a trip out of town last year. He may have told you all these things, but what has he consistently done to progress the relationship? More often than not, nothing.

If a man is not making an effort to progress your ‘relationship’, you are not a priority to him; it doesn’t matter that he wants to have sex with you all the time or that he calls you every day or lets you drive his Jeep.

And that man who likes to call you his wife, if he hasn’t been doing anything else to try and make you his wife, is just playing with you. He loves me; he is almost committing to me is not a relationship status.

I know this for sure about men- if he wants you, he will try to have you. If he isn’t trying, he doesn’t want you.

Think about the man you are dating, shacking up with, hooking up with or even fighting with...how does being in a relationship with him make you feel? If you feel anxious or insecure, if you feel anything other than happy and secure, you’re probably just another woman.

Men know that women would rather listen to what they have to say than watch their actions. This is why shaggy sang that song; It Wasn’t Me. You will catch a man in the act, but still, he will deny because he knows part of you will want to believe what’s coming out of his mouth.

Guard your heart by reading between the lines when the men in your life talk to you, even if what is coming out of their mouths is precisely what you want to hear. Listen and when they are done talking, observe their actions. These speak loudly and clearly.

And once you’ve seen the truth, act on it. And don’t become one of those women who spend all their free time on social media complaining about how the men in their lives are cheating on them or disrespecting them, telling people how much love is a scam. Do something about it.
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Make good use of men in your life

On December 31 2020, according to a community organisation, Counting Dead Women Kenya, 39 Kenyan women and girls had been reported in the news as having been killed by their romantic partners that year. These are the ones whose stories and faces made it to the news, the ones whose families we mourned with. You can only imagine how many more went unreported, how many suffered violent deaths and their bodies disposed of so we’d never hear of them.

These past few years, we’ve heard disturbing details of gruesome murders. One of them is that of medicine student Ivy Wangeci who was struck with an axe in a carefully executed attack by a childhood friend whose affection she couldn’t reciprocate in 2019. In 2018, a heavily pregnant Sharon Otieno was stabbed multiple times, and her body was dumped in a thicket amid a love triangle with a prominent man. In 2018, 31-year-old Joyce Syombua was murdered with her two children and the three of them stashed in a gunny bag and buried in an abandoned cemetery by a man they loved and trusted.

These stories are what had me recently binging on a popular American digital series titled Extreme Love. After all the dark stories, it was nice to hear stories of couples whose love has survived in the face of great odds. I particularly enjoyed one episode titled My Girlfriend Is Now My Husband. It followed the life of a formerly lesbian couple whose relationship was tested when one of them transitioned to become male.

He talked about his experience becoming a man. Other than the physical changes he experienced from the hormone therapy, his most significant change as a man is how differently people now regard him.

“There is a certain respect that comes with being a man. People listen to you when you talk. It’s sad, but I have seen it. It’s true,” he says on this episode.

It can be annoying

“It can be annoying when you say something, and people assume you have no idea what you are talking about, but then they become attentive when a man comes in and says the same thing,” Cess, a 31-year-old Nairobi business woman says. I recently encountered Cess while on a journalistic assignment.

Cess runs an optical business in Nairobi with her boyfriend. The two built it from the ground up to occupy an entire floor in one of the buildings in the CBD. Still, when her partner is not around, she encounters customers who tell her ‘Nataka kuona mdosi’. They want to speak to the boss because there must be a man in a big office somewhere for a big business to thrive, right?

It’s a fact. What can you do about it?

It’s a fact, both men and women pay better attention when a man speaks. This is a fact that is unlikely to change in the foreseeable future. What you can do now is make better use of the men in your life. Please bring them to the table when having important conversations like rape and Female Genital Mutilation (FGM).

I was surprised the other day as I talked to my friend, a man from one of the few Kenyan communities where FGM is still practised. First, I was surprised at how little he seemed to know about the procedure. When I explained the details to him, he was taken aback.

“That can’t be right,” he told me.

Why? The procedures I explained can’t be right because women from his community are happy to get married, and they are happy to have sex. They also have children. Many children.

Talking with him, I realized just how many assumptions we have made regarding this crucial subject. We carry on campaigns; say that FGM is painful and interferes with a woman’s sexuality and motherhood experience. We assume that everyone knows the details; after all, this is a conversation we have been having for decades. This got me thinking, maybe, just maybe, if everyone knew the gory details, perhaps we would have many more people fighting for the girls and women who are being cut today.

To be fair, we have been having conversations about FGM. Even government institutions and NGO’s have become more vigilant. Lots of girls and women have been rescued. But could we be overlooking the one group of people who could stop this practice altogether?

Enter the man

You could say that FGM is a woman’s problem because it happens to her. The truth is most of our laws and customs were founded on patriarchy. It was a man’s world long before the first white man set foot in Kenya. If you can get the men to speak out actively, get fathers to pay attention, know the details, and make informed decisions against this practice for their daughters, then this war will be as good as won. If patriarchy started this cruel practice, patriarchy could end it.

Men listen to other men more than they do women. A father is more likely to listen to another man telling him that this practice is retrogressive and harmful for his daughter more than he will listen to a woman.

If you tell a man who is pursuing you romantically that you are in another relationship, he is likely to leave you alone not because he respects you but because of the respect he has for the man you are dating. This is true even in other areas of life. Get more men condemning this act and see the numbers of these secretive and deadly cuts go down. Talk to the girls, talk to parents likely to arrange FGM for their daughters. But also speak to the men. Even the ones you think should already know.

Campaigns against rape and gender-based violence, and even gender parity are ineffective if only women are involved. This is having just one side of the conversation. Bring men on board. Remember, people will listen when they speak.
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Courtship is dead

Iheard a hilarious love story the other day. When in his early twenties, almost two decades ago, Peter, a friend of a friend, fell hard for this girl. An effortless beauty, he calls her. She liked him too.

She lived in his neighbouring village in Meru. Dating those days took the form of loitering around the home of the girl you liked and peeking through the live fence, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. If you did, you would throw a stone over the fence to catch her attention, and if she wasn’t too busy with house chores, she would sneak out with you for a few stolen minutes.

After months of this, Peter came to her home one hot Saturday afternoon only to be told she had moved to another village kilometres away. He cycled in the simmering sun and paid the last five shillings he had to a little boy to call her only for her to emerge from a hut in one end of the compound visibly pregnant. She had not just moved houses. She’d gotten married in the middle of their courtship! Peter says courtship died for him that day.

I’m sure you’ve heard stories like these. Stories about men who courted their women for years before they gave in. These men proposed to the same woman numerous times before they could get a yes, men who still come home with a bouquet of flowers on random evenings nine years after the wedding.

Hearing stories like this makes one wonder what women of our generation did wrong because courtship these days is DMs on Instagram and late-night texts asking, “You up?” If he brings flowers and takes you out on a proper dinner date, there’s a good chance that he is creating content for his ‘fans’. You know, doing it so that he can Vlog or Tweet about it.

Is he lazy?

I am yet to meet a Kenyan man under 40 who has proposed to the same woman twice. Most will ask once, and if there’s even an iota of doubt, he will move on swiftly. He is wary of investing money and his time in a woman who isn’t already wearing his ring or nursing his babies.

The easy explanation would be that the Kenyan man has grown lazy when it comes to love. But has he? If it was a simple case of a man not wanting to exert himself, shouldn’t the Kenyan woman who is intelligent and discerning be snubbing his DMs and late-night texts and demanding more?

The more realistic explanation is that the man today for sure will not cycle six kilometres in the sun to see you. He will not wait around for a year, waiting for you to decide whether or not you want to be his girlfriend. He won’t, but he does want to be part of a relationship. He wants your company, to please you, and see you happy; it’s just that times have changed, and he courts different now.

The whole truth is that if you are dating in 2021, you will not be dated like your mother or grandmother was. It’s time you began adjusting your expectations.

Woman up

If a man asks you out and you like him, don’t start playing games because you heard your uncle asked your auntie out four times before she agreed to go on a date with him. Prince Charming is enlightened. He has seen those feminist tweets, and he knows a woman’s no means no. He won’t keep asking you out.

To guard your heart, say precisely what you mean. Stop expecting him to read your mind; he can’t. And most importantly, if you like him call him and ask him if he’s game. If Covid-19 has taught any of us anything, it’s that life is fleeting.

I recently visited a high-end entertainment joint in Nairobi. It was interesting to see men and women partying with cameras in their faces like they were on a reality show. Women, tagging along with professional photographers to take their photos and upload every moment on social media in real-time. What happened to good, old days when we dressed up, went out and let our hair down like no one was watching?

It’s the same thing with the dating scene. When on the prowl, while the man of the yesteryears went to weddings and churches to meet women, the Kenyan man today goes online. I recently had a conversation with a chirpy social media influencer who fell for another local celebrity in 2018. The two had a whirlwind romance before she fell pregnant, and then the bottom fell apart. She says he was abusive; he began dating another woman when she was pregnant and couldn’t even make it to the difficult birth of his child. When I asked her what she would tell her younger self about relationships, she said, “Sis, don’t reply that DM.” Instagram DMs is how we meet people now.

DMs and WhatsApp messages have taken the place of lunch dates and romantic nature trail walks. Accept this fact and adjust your expectations. That DM you ignore while waiting for a man who will swoop in through your front doors bearing a dozen stems of yellow roses because he knows and remembers yellow is your favourite colour could be the best thing you’ll ever do for your love life. That WhatsApp message from a friend of a friend could be the beginning of the happiest time of your life.
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A case for the arranged marriage

Marriage is a scam. You’ve said it, or you’ve heard it and nodded in agreement. Because you’ve had bad luck dating or you’ve been planning to settle down, but when you look around, all you can see are commitment-phobes and tales of deceit and heartbreak.

Marriage is not a scam, far from it. We are just doing it wrong. We are living in the era of multi-tasking and instant gratification. Our world is just a tap of the finger away. We are meeting people on Tinder and carrying out the entire dating process in the bedroom. Instead of truly getting to know each other while fully clothed and building solid foundations for long term relationships, dating has now taken the form of text messages typed hurriedly amidst the frenzy saying I miss you or What are you wearing? Or the popular Have you eaten? You go through months or even years of this, and when you finally wed or shack up together and your partner bolts at the first sign of trouble, you wonder why.

If you are getting increasingly disillusioned by the dating scene, if you think marriage is a scam, you are probably courting wrong.

Could we learn from our grandmothers?

I know, happenings in the relationships scene these days make getting married seem like going sky diving without a parachute. If partners are not raining blow on each other, they are sleeping with the people next door or, better still, hiring shooters to take each other out. The case of Jacque Maribe, a former news anchor with a local television station, who, in a whirlwind romance, fell in love with and got engaged to the classic bad boy who took her down the rabbit hole with him with a murder charge, has got me thinking about marriage and courtship as it was in the past. The days when your parents went for a two-day trip and came back and told you that they’d found you a man to marry. The days when there wasn’t so much variety.

I have always wondered how these women in our past, our grandmothers and their mothers, would be content marrying men who didn’t give them that butterfly feeling in the stomach, how they could be happy marrying men that their families chose for them. Didn’t they at least want someone they were physically compatible with? What if the sparks never flew? Weren’t they worried about that? Recently though, the arranged marriage is beginning to make some sense to me.

Someone asked me the other day whether men and women today get to know the people they are getting hitched to, and I answered no. These days we socialise in clubs and coffee houses. The towns are fast-paced. Relationships are hurried. People are getting into them for the wrong reasons ranging from dry spells and the desire to move into a higher socioeconomic class to good old loneliness.

Perhaps because we are in a hurry to fulfil the societal expectation of having a ring on our finger so that we can tick off a box, appease the folks back home and move on with our lives, we have lots of couples just shacking up. People are moving in with each other without having even met each other’s family or close friends. There is absolutely no sense of accountability. You can’t then wonder how easy it has become to just destroy a love interest. After all, you have not made promises to or built a relationship with anyone else in their life.

The problem is how we are dating, not with marriage as an institution.

Someone to have your back

If I were heading back out to the dating scene today, it wouldn’t seem like an absurd idea to have someone scope out my prospect first. It would even be better if this someone were not a private investigator who is only in it for the money but someone who actually cared for me. You know, one of my brothers or a close cousin. Someone who’s got my back.

I am aware of how those marriages of the past took from women. Having your father pick a partner for you and having no say in the matter, not even when to get married, might not work for today’s somewhat liberated woman. I am not suggesting that we go back there. I believe, however, that we can borrow from some aspects of these marriages.

Marry for love or even money if you want but let’s slow down a little bit. Let the dating process be systematic. Be thoughtful. Be interested not just in a man’s career exploits and his bank account but in his back story. Make sure at least you are on the same page. Remember when you get together, his past will be your past and his family yours. Also, there are some skeletons that love can’t triumph over.

Maybe if we slow down the dating process, marriages will last longer and be safer. We won’t have men rushing to move in with and reproduce with a woman only to realise that the said woman is already a mother of three tots living back home with her mother. We will no longer have women sitting clueless in marriages with con men only to get shocked when the said man begins trending on the internet over a scam he carried out.

Take your time to discover his true self and confirm if you’re truly compatible. Take time to learn what he is like when he’s annoyed or frustrated, how being broke changes him. Take time to ask the important questions. What does happiness mean for you? What’s your view of polygamy? Where, in your eyes, is a woman’s place? How much debt are you in? Is your source of income legal?

How you court will determine whether your long-term relationship is a scam or a success. Remember this.
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If a man wants you, you’ll know it

Awoman called me the other morning in a fix. She thought I am a psychologist. I told her I am not but offered to listen (Most times, people know what they want and just need an ear to say it loudly to). Her relationship is dead. It was all roses and chocolates initially, and then her husband flew out of the country for work. That was when the silence began. He would go for weeks without communicating, turning his phone off at night, and when she caught him in a lie, he finally admitted that he was seeing other people. Through all this, she had two babies with him – don’t ask. In 2020 when he was laid off from work due to the Covid-19 pandemic, he came home. Came right back to his wandering ways. This time openly and with one woman in particular.

She knows she should leave. So why was she calling? He won’t let her. I was alarmed at first, thinking he’d threatened with harm or tied her up and locked her in the house, but no. Apparently, on the morning she first packed up to leave, he begged her to stay, got on his knees, cried for her, and made grand promises. She unpacked her bags and stayed. She has packed and unpacked amidst his tears and promises four times since. Once the dust settles, he goes right back to entertaining this other woman. She says she is conflicted. Why won’t he let me go if he doesn’t want me? She asked. My response? I think that this man doesn’t want her in the sense she imagines he does, he just loves having control over her. He is still making demands because she lets him.

He doesn’t want it for keeps

It’s interesting how, when it comes to love, common sense is not always common. A woman will get in a relationship with a man who, somewhere along the way, will do things to show her that he doesn’t want to be with her, at least not in the long term. He will do things like openly avoiding conversations of a future with her, he will talk of how she will make a good wife to another man, or he will disrespect her or go silent on her for days at a time.

Meanwhile, he will benefit from being with her, be it sex, being cleaned up after and cooked for or, as is common these days, being financially taken care of. So he will blow hot and cold. He will show her exactly how little she means to him, but if she wants to leave, he will say nice things and make grand declarations of love to make her stay. He may even splash a few thousand shillings.

Like the woman who called me, many women let these sweet words, social media posts, and hurriedly planned staycations become the chains that keep them in a relationship that is just taking from them and going nowhere.

Here’s the plain truth: Just like they sometimes say things they do not mean, men chase women they have no intention of keeping all the time. He will carry on what appears like a relentless chase on a woman he would never take home to meet his folks. He will begin showering a woman with attention because he heard someone say she’s hard to get.

Of late, I have become a sucker for reality television. I have binge-watched a long list of reality dating shows. It’s interesting to watch a man relentlessly pursue a woman for weeks, go above and beyond, sometimes embarrassing himself in the process of worming his way into her heart. When it’s all done, the cameras go off, and the love birds leave the exotic locations; hardly any couples stay together.

My point? Just because he is chasing you, just because he’s in your DMs every morning, doesn’t mean that he wants to have a serious relationship with you. Maybe he loves the chase, or perhaps having you hanging on his arm is an ego boost. And just because he begs you not to leave him in the middle of the night doesn’t mean that he thinks the relationship is good or that he wants a happy ever after with you. It’s possible that having you around is just convenient and easy. And he keeps calling because he doesn’t want to burn bridges. Who knows when he might need someone to call for some hanky-panky, right?

Holding onto you doesn’t mean that he wants you. He may be using you as a placeholder as he waits for a woman he sees a future with. Stop listening to what he says or does in a moment of panic when you threaten to leave and pay more attention to the things he does consistently. Calling you wifey isn’t enough. Posting your photographs on his Instagram isn’t either. Is he planning a future with you? Is he faithful to you? Is he respectful? Think.

Being an adult woman is taking charge of your life. It’s not up to the person you are dating or married to, to decide when you leave a relationship. That’s your decision.

You are not a toy for someone to pick up and then drop when they see a shinier toy, only to pick you up when they realise that the other toy is broken inside or belongs to someone else.

Don’t let lies put you on a leash. Stop dwelling on the fact that he apologised, that he tried to act nicer for a few days or even that he still found other ways to contact you after you blocked him. If he treats you like you don’t matter to him, you do not.

On the flip side, if a man wants you, if he is interested in pursuing you, you will know. Interestingly, the inflated sense of self men have. Stop any woman on the streets, and she will have a story about the time the most unlikely man pursued her. About how a man half her age or twice older chased her for ages, how a man from a different socio-economic class with whom she had nothing in common was convinced he was created just for her. If he isn’t showing any interest in you, he isn’t interested in you. Don’t psychoanalyse or look for excuses about why he isn’t calling you. Stop trying to read between the lines looking for things that he didn’t say. Men are simple creatures.

Similarly, if he is going to cheat or leave you, it doesn’t matter what you do or how you look. Just ask Beyonce about the time Jay-Z left her-the sexiest woman alive at home to go and play with another woman. You only truly have control over the things you do. Focus on those.
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Don’t hunt when famished

Most women have that one person, or more, in their past who they are not proud to have been involved with. Men who, if they had a second chance, would go back to the morning of the day their paths crossed and stay in bed instead.

For a lot of women, it’s a man whose character they judged poorly, a man who went running around the town with a dozen other girls while she was busy playing wife to him. For some, it was the good looking man who turned out to be a bum, or the quiet one who she realised was a thug many months in. Mine is a violent narcissist who nearly killed me.

If you’ve had relations you wish you could undo, look back to when you met him. What was happening in your life? It is more likely than not that you had just come out of a long-term relationship or a marriage, had just come from a period of self-proclaimed celibacy or...prison. I have learned these past few years that sex or relationship starved women often make horrible choices in men.

I like to think of this relationship as similar to the one we have with food. What happens when you are famished? The only smell your nose catches is junk food. Intermittent fasting is all the rage in our health and wellness circles these days. I have jumped onto the fasting bandwagon because... why not? When in the middle of a fast, all I fantasise about these days is a big plate of chips with a splutter of ketchup to boot.

Before you go to the buffet…

It’s the same thing with men. When you have come from a long-term monogamous relationship, hanging out at the club every night is probably not the best idea. Every man that looks your way will seem desirable. Everyone that tries to chat you up will be irresistible. Joining Tinder may not be the best idea, as everyone who messages you will seem like God’s gift to womanhood.

This, being famished, is why women get back with their unpleasant exes. Or have one-night stands or unprotected sex with men they would otherwise never be seen crossing the street with.

If you must go to the bar or to that party or to all those other places that women on the prowl go these days, take along one of those friends who will not hesitate to speak when they see you making a stupid decision. Even then, I can’t promise that bad choices will not be made. We all know that there is nothing stronger willed than an infatuated woman.

To be honest, if you’re coming out of a committed relationship, spending time alone can be difficult, but do it anyway. Instead of frantically searching for a date to that family gathering, try going solo.

There is a lot of sense in taking things slow especially at the beginning of a relationship. If you’ve just met someone new and just thinking of him gives you the illusion of walking on clouds, pump on the breaks. Resist the urge to be with him every waking moment. Just give it a little time, and the rose-coloured lenses will fall off, and soon he will not be so perfect anymore. When you step back, then the dating experience ceases being a mad sprint to the finish and instead becomes a marathon as it should.

Other sectors of your life

They say don’t go swimming in shark-infested waters when you’re bleeding. This does not just apply to your love life but also your finances.

If your bank balance has been reading like a digital watch and you suddenly get a windfall or win a lottery, now is not the time to make rushed investments. Any moves at this point are likely to be influenced by adrenaline, friends or family, meaning they are likely to be wrong. Take your time, even a few weeks or months, talk to experts.

Don’t go on the hunt when you’re famished. If you are sex or relationship starved, give it a little time before going to a buffet. Ease into it. Take time to rediscover yourself and rebuild your unromantic friendships. Enjoy your singledom. Only then is it a good idea to get back into the dating scene.
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If you can’t trust him, don’t marry him

Iencountered a woman in distress the other day. A friend of a friend. She was set to leave town for a work assignment for a fortnight in a few days. She was planning to leave her two young daughters with her husband and her house help, who has been working for the family for four years. At a glance, there doesn’t seem to be any problem at all. There will be two adults in the home, one of them the girls’ parent.

She was, however, quite heavy-hearted about this arrangement. When she first started talking about her reservations, I imagined that as many Kenyan women are, she is uncomfortable with leaving her husband alone with her house help because he might seduce her- never mind that outside the house, he sees women all day long. But no, she wasn’t worried about the house help. She was concerned about leaving her daughters with their father. Concerned that their biological father might molest them. She even used an analogy suggesting that she would be leaving sheep with a wolf. Imagine.

Your man is one of your life choices

So why are you married to this man if you think he is a paedophile? I am still wondering days after our conversation. How did you marry him if you think he gets excited by little girls?

Worrying that your partner will not be a sufficient parent in your absence, especially if they are the uninvolved type who only know how to cook tumbukiza and who have never washed an item of clothing in their lives, is one thing. Worrying, however, that your husband will molest your daughter speaks a great deal about you and your life choices. It means that for your selfish reasons, you picked a man you couldn’t trust with children and then went ahead to have children with him.

Worrying about whether a man is a paedophile is common with single mothers trying to get back into the dating scene. She will worry whether that charming man she just met is a little too unfriendly with Junior. However, thinking the same of a man you vetted, married, spent a considerable chunk of your life with and even had children with is a sign of a bigger problem. It means that you didn’t trust this man to begin with or that you married a man you didn’t know very well.

It should not get to this point. If you think that a man you are dating or just getting to know could abuse a child, do not invite him into your life to begin with. Please do not give him the time of day, and do not tag him along, waiting to see what will happen. This relationship will not thrive. I mean, how do you respect, how do you trust with your life, someone you can’t trust with the children you have together.

Abuse of children, more often than not, happens from people known to them, so be vigilant. If something is off, if you believe that your child is in danger from any other adult in the home, take action. Complaining about it or trying to be around all the time will not give them the protection they need.

Being a parent in Kenya today means being worried about the stranger down the road, the one your child will brush shoulders with on their way to school or church, the one that could come kicking down the doors of your house demanding money in the dead of the night with a gun pointed at your head. You shouldn’t be worried about your child’s other parent.

Your female friends and cousins

Have you attended a ‘girl talk’ session where they told you that a wise woman knows to keep her man away from female friends and cousins? I have. Heard all those stories about women who introduced their cousins and friends to their men only to kugeuziwa katiba? I have. I even heard one sad story of a woman whose own biological mother turned her man against her and went on to carry on a relationship with the said man openly. Years in, this woman was still in denial and so much turmoil.

Having heard these stories, I still maintain that these scandals have more to do with your choice of man than with what your friend or cousin tells him or with the general nature of men.

If you get with a man you feel you have to hide from other women in your life lest he is snatched away from your grasp, it’s time to rethink this relationship.

Finally, remember that children are more intuitive than we give them credit for. If the man they call their father is one you never allow them to spend alone time with because of your trust issues, they will eventually know. It will be pretty confusing. And there is a good chance that they grow up to be women who can’t trust any man.

So make a good choice of your man at the beginning. If you have doubts, don’t dip your feet in the pond.
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Let’s stop glorifying infidelity

Ihave lots of respect for the serial monogamist. You know, that man or woman who is always in a relationship but with only one person at a time? Yes, that one. The one who appears to be in love with the idea of being in love. The one who dreads being single so much that they will delay breaking off a dead relationship. I know that serial monogamists leave a trail of broken hearts in their wake so before you accuse me of being a sadist, let me explain.

In the recent past, there have been several instances of women caught out cheating by their partners. Women caught in cars with strange men, naughty text messages exposed and men straight up walking in on their women playing hanky panky with other men. That people stray from their relationships is hardly a surprise. What I find amusing is how people, of late, are reacting when a woman is caught with her panties around her ankles. Where there is usually disapproval and disgust, these days, there is admiration and praise. What men can do; women can do better – we are now tweeting.

One of the incidents I came across not too long ago is of a man who was still reeling with the shock and disgust of learning that his wife of 13 years has been sleeping with four other men throughout their marriage and that his last-born son was sired by one of these men. His voice broke as he narrated how happy he thought his marriage was and how he found out that she was cheating while they were on a romantic holiday abroad.

The first person to comment on this video wondered what this man could have done for his wife to cheat on him because ‘women do not just cheat’. What did you do to her? What did you fail to provide? Did you gain too much weight?

In sarcasm, the next person suggested that he tries and prays about it or reads self-help literature, you know, the way women on the receiving end of cheating are advised. Pray for her. Fight this battle on your knees. Her eyes will be opened, and she will come back to you.

Most of the reactions celebrated this woman for doing ‘what men have been doing for ages. She was cheered on and congratulated for being able to juggle four men and a husband. Go, girl! Show them.

There is nothing to glorify

A few years ago, when I was young and foolish, I believed that if you do everything right, if you play your part in the relationship, look right and treat him right, a man will not stray. Now that I have lived a little bit, I know that people do not cheat because of what their partners do or fail to do. Your man will not cheat because you are failing at housekeeping or because you added too much weight.

When you hear that someone has been on the receiving end of infidelity, the first instinct usually is to ask what they did or failed to do. Next time, hold your tongue. People cheat simply because they can.

Maybe it’s time we began talking about the value of walking out when things are no longer working. It’s about time we started celebrating women brave enough to leave toxic situations as much as we celebrate them when they finally ‘bag’ a man. People need to remember that success in a relationship doesn’t have to be measured in its ability to last forever. That a relationship can last five years or five months and still be considered a success. Gone are the days when the true measure of the strength of an African woman was how much pain she could take in a relationship. It’s time we began celebrating what it takes to find the power to accept that a relationship isn’t working and to walk away from it.

It’s not a personal failure

I imagine that people opt to jump into bed with the next mildly attractive person of the opposite gender they encounter because a relationship is no longer working, but they are afraid to leave. They imagine that a relationship failure will seem like a personal failure. That people will whisper behind her back, look at her, she can’t even keep a man.

The end of a relationship isn’t a personal failure. If anything, it takes maturity to evaluate and admit that a situation is toxic. And news flash, if you’re staying with him because you’re afraid that people will talk, people talk either way.

If you feel bored of the relationship you are in, if you have found someone you think is worth throwing everything away for, it’s not time to start making up lies to tell your partner. It’s not time to get another phone, so you can begin sneaking around in dingy lodgings downtown with your newfound love. It’s time to leave.

Cheating and then lying about it is cheap. It’s weak. And don’t cheat to revenge your partner’s infidelity either. You will not feel any better. Hurting him will not make you hurt any less.

And now that you’ve done it too, your cheating partner could always use it to justify their behaviour. Take you back to square one.


-
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As long as you can back it up

It is interesting how the idea of a space that he is not welcome is totally foreign to the average man. When a woman merely hopes and prepares her heart in the face of unrequited love, a man will keep trying, oblivious of the fact that this woman is with another man or even out of his league.

He will camp in your DMs for months, ignoring the fact that you’re evidently taken, he will send you flowers and gifts, and if you let him, he will take you out to eat at expensive restaurants even if you remind him at every chance that you want to be just friends. Ignoring the big shiny ring on your finger, he will insist that you are his soul mate, the future mother of his children. That all you need to do is give him a chance.

In the decade or so that I have been in the workforce, I have seen men exude this trait at the workplace. You will see a man who doesn’t have a resume applying for a job interview whose advert clearly indicated that applicants should have a degree and ten years of work experience. You will see a man shamelessly gunning after that promotion even if he is not the most qualified person. A man who just got hired running after that promotion even before he’s settled in. Even when the office politics or the conditions don’t favour him, a man will put himself out there, speak about even his unrelated achievements, try his luck. If he can ask for it, he imagines that he deserves it.

Women, on the other hand, perhaps because we were brought up in a culture that expects modesty, especially of women, shy away from putting themselves out there or speaking about their achievements, preferring instead to work hard and long, spending every free minute they have in lecture halls trying to get that certificate all the while hoping that someone will notice and reward them for their efforts. When given compliments, we downplay them because we don’t want to seem like were bragging.

The truth is that while it is admirable, being passionate and working hard and long isn’t nearly enough to get you a seat at the front row. I mean, look around. Look at the men and women at the top, look at our politicians, are they the best that the country offers? No. But they are the ones who are continually putting themselves out there, the ones who shout the loudest, the ones who rub their achievements and capabilities in people’s faces.

Women of the yesteryears strived to appear humble. My mother, Janet, for instance, had excellent people skills. If people from this sub-tribe were beefing with the other sub-tribe, in Kiamuringa, the sunbaked village in Mbeere where she and my father settled to raise us, she was the person everyone thought to call. I remember her uncomfortably brushing it off every time someone mentioned it, saying it was nothing. Women of her generation were conditioned to stay out of the spotlight. Some of us are following in those footsteps.

We are constantly on alert so as not to appear self-absorbed or vain. We, as women, are still struggling to be taken seriously. I have learnt that in today’s workforce, self-promotion can make up for what you lack in experience or skills.

If you worked for it, then do not be ashamed to talk about it. It’s not that hard. Keep the focus on the things you’ve achieved or on your great qualities making sure not to belittle others – the latter is a put-off. While at it, don’t add a qualifier. Don’t begin your sentences with – “I hate to brag but…” Just go ahead and toot your horn.

If you haven’t already, the other good place to start is creating a social media presence. The people’s whose attention you are trying to attract actually spend hours there every day. Stop thinking of sharing snippets of your achievements on these platforms as a vain attempt to seek validation from others; think of it as making yourself more valuable in your industry. The more people know about your good work, then the more useful you are to your employer or, if you are in business, to your clients.

If you can back it up, don’t be afraid to brag about it. Be shameless. You might get sneered at by those still on the humbleness train, but you will also get the corner office. Own your success.
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Sleeping your way up isn’t winning

In February 2021, the internet lit up once again. This time it was leaked conversations between one of our top Governors and a young woman from the Coast.

The story was that the married Governor met this young woman in a club, wooed her and bedded her for months. She had audio recordings of him when he flew down to the Coast for their affairs. Then, when she fell pregnant, he dropped her like a hot potato. No surprise here.

But what surprised me was how, in the voice clips recorded after the affair, she asked for a quarter-million shillings to have an abortion. A whole quarter million! What amazed me even further was how she got entangled with a married public figure, enjoyed his company and his networks and then thought she is owed something for it. If only life was that easy. Wouldn’t we all be sunbathing and sipping drinks with tiny umbrellas on them on an island somewhere?

There is an excellent chance that this young woman will end up as an unsupported single mother, forgotten by the gossip blogs as old news, and the governor will go on with his life, enjoying the company of younger, prettier women. He may even make president.

If I had met her six months ago, before she got herself into this mess, I would have told her to stop. To throw the idea that she could become wealthy and influential overnight by bedding a rich influential man out of the window, put her panties back on and make something of herself with her brain.

Please don’t do it

When a woman tries to sleep her way up, she pulls us down the career and even social ladder. By ‘we’, I mean all those women working hard, long, and smart both at the office and in lecture halls to close the gender gap in the career world. Women who want to be seen as people first before they can be seen as women. In a professional setting, women want to be recognised for their professional skills and brains, not their plunging necklines.

Oh, and this isn’t just limited to the corporate sector. I’ve spoken with a model who thought about sleeping with a casting agent to get placed on a big advert, a singer who slept with the owner of a record label to get a recording deal (news flash, she didn’t get it). Even a young writer who entertained a man she said repulsed her so her story could be picked for a series. Years later, she says it wasn’t worth it.

We are in the era of sexual liberation, and I won’t even attempt to police who a woman should or shouldn’t sleep with. What I am concerned about is how some of these choices affect the rest of womanhood.

For as long as some women are giving sexual favours to get ahead in the workplace, women will generally be seen as sexual objects. We will be expected to smile, give the company or even extras so that we can be given what we have already earned through our professional output.

It’s women like these who continue to reinforce that stereotype that a woman can’t be young and/or mildly attractive and be broke, that she can’t have a high-end job or run a successful business without having been ‘sponsored’. That she can’t get to the top without a man pulling strings somewhere. A woman will throw her hat in the ring to run for a public office, and conversation will go to who she is sleeping with to fund her campaign. Because women just can’t have that kind of money or even ambition without a dirty, older man calling the shots somewhere.

Not too long ago, I was reminded just how deep-rooted this stereotype is. I was having lunch with two sensible gentlemen, having a heated conversation about getting paid more at the workplace. When I started to give my opinion on how hard career growth can be in some industries, I was shut down with, “You do not know hard it is; you are a woman. You can have a godfather.” This was all said so matter of fact.

The office seductress is, in part, to blame for this. Because of her, my professionalism, work ethic, and dedication don’t seem to matter. It has all been reduced to what else I can offer as a woman. To how well I can smile, who I can agree to have lunch with or do other things with outside the office.

If you can manage to corner her and sit her down, she will tell you that a woman’s got to do what a woman’s got to do. Well, that’s just one little way of looking at it. If you believe this, I don’t think that you have looked at the complete picture. You are not only jeopardising other women but yourself as well. Your colleagues know you are getting special treatment, and they resent you for it, but I guess you already know that. What you might not know is that you are not free. That man you are cosying up to will always have something over your head. You are giving him the power to bring you down that ladder at will.

But men sleep their way up the ladder too, you might argue. You’re right. They do. But that is not a good enough reason to water down the efforts of other women. By sleeping your way up, you are sleeping all of us down the ladder.

Second, it is more likely than not that sex with this man you are not attracted to will not be great. Why do you want to do that to yourself? Finally and more importantly, when you begin using your body for career growth, you tell yourself that you cannot achieve success on merit. You are telling the man you give sexual favours to and the others he will tell that you’ve no faith in yourself.

Amid harmless flirting and sharp dressing, know where to draw the line. If you can’t do it for yourself, do it for that little girl looking up to you.

And you, standing on the sidelines. You can help this cause by choosing not to invalidate another woman’s success by spreading unfounded rumours about her sex life. When you hear a woman’s success made the news, ignore that sudden urge to know who she’s sleeping with. Let her have her moment.
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Life is about money

“It isn’t about the money. It can’t be. There’s so much more to life,” we tell ourselves and others over and over.

It is what you say when you are dissatisfied in your job when you like your work but feel a disconnect between what you are putting in and what you get in return, but you do not want to seem ungrateful. It is what you say when you are not quite sure that your new catch is on the same financial level as you, it’s what you say when you finally get the courage to turn your passion into a business, but the profits are not nearly enough to keep the doors open.

I get it; money is not a sexy subject. No woman wants to obsessively talk about it lest she gets the gold-digger tag slapped on her. You will think about how to make money all the time, you will be on the lookout for money-making opportunities non-stop, but you will not voice it because you already have more than most around you, and you don’t want to seem greedy.

The lies we tell others affect the quality of our relationships with those around us. It is the lies we tell ourselves, I believe, which have the most impact on us. Many women who diminish to themselves, and others the place of money in their lives believe it or want to believe it because they imagine that this is the ‘correct’ way to be. A proper woman shouldn’t think about money all the time.

Why it is about the money

I was chatting with a psychologist friend the other day, and she listed some of the basic human needs as security, freedom, significance, relaxation and the need to love and be loved. She didn’t list money, but I do not think that one can truly feel secure, have freedom, or relax while their pockets are empty. Especially not in this day and age.

To be honest, it also takes more than words and that feeling of warmth in the stomach to show love in Kenya today. We will say that money doesn’t make the man but don’t you want a man who gives you a sense of security even if you are financially independent?

Why are we shying away from talking about money and love in the same sentence when finances are at the very top of the list of things that couples fight about today? You will ignore conversations about debt, spending and attitudes towards money when dating because you don’t want to ‘scare him away’ and then you marry him, and these conversations become inevitable. What happens then when you find out that your situations and opinions on these topics are clashing? Chaos.

They will tell you that true fulfilment is doing what you want with your life but can this be separated from money? Isn’t everyone’s dream job one that they are both passionate about and one that also adequately helps take care of your loved ones? I don’t think that passion, fulfilment and financial freedom can be separated.

We are dishonest with ourselves. We only start believing that money means little when what we have is sufficient. The plain truth is that life is about money. If it weren’t, then we wouldn’t spend half our lives studying and working.

Why basic financial knowledge should be a life priority

There are many reasons why women should prioritise acquiring the tools to help them adequately plan their finances.

Today, for the same work done globally, women earn considerably less than men. This means that in the grand scheme of things, you have less to work with. Second, there is motherhood, which will slow a woman down both in her career and in the world of business. And let’s not forget that, on average, women are the caregivers in both their primary and extended families. This means that you will need to stretch your money more and for longer than a man’s.

Talk about money with friends, family and financial experts. The more you talk about it, the less daunting it will seem. Speak out, ask questions, make sure your money is working for you, that retirement is a priority and that you are investing as much as you are saving. Even if you do not bring home the bacon, seek to understand how your partner makes and spends the money in a home setting. I have seen women who become lost when their spouses die because they have no idea how much the house bills are or how they were paid. You can do better.

While it would be nice if the reality were different, the truth is that money is both a valuable and a necessary life tool today, and we should start treating it as such. I think that every woman should, at the very least, seek basic financial knowledge. Let’s start telling our daughters the truth – Money may not make the woman, but life will be more comfortable if you have options.

Be a role model. Let your daughter see you being strong and financially independent. Let her know that money can also come from a woman’s pocket, not just a man’s.

And if a woman is controlling her purse strings, then we are less likely to have these sad tales of women stuck in violent and toxic situations that they can’t afford to leave.
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You will always be incredibly imperfect

Idiscussed book writing with a friend the other day, and she shared her ambition of becoming a published writer. When I asked her what was holding her back, she told me that she is scared of imperfection. That her opinions and worldview will evolve years down the line, so her book will be imperfect.

“Aren’t you scared?” she wanted to know.

Of course, I am scared. When I re-read my already published works, I find that there are things I would like to add or remove or sentences that, given a chance, I would write differently. But I know that waiting for the day that my ideas will be perfect is like waiting for a cold day in hell. That is life. It’s imperfect. Still, this should not stop us from seeing the beauty around us, from improving our skills, from sharing our art, from putting who we are at this moment out there.

Refusing to share your writing, music or paintings because you are afraid of being imperfect is like sitting in an examination room and leaving your answer sheet blank because you are so scared of writing down an imperfect one. You will never know if your answer was right or wrong.

The strength in imperfection

You are imperfect. That is a fact. Very much like the fact that you have a heart beating in your chest or a tongue in your mouth. The good news is that you will find power in awareness. If you think that you will only inspire others when you become perfect, look around. The most empowering and inspiring stories I have heard are stories told by imperfect individuals. The catch is that they have learnt to embrace their imperfections. Some of them, like stand-up comedians, even exploit these imperfections for good.

Take Kenyan comedian Professor Hamo for instance. The story is that years ago, he married and had three children with a woman identified as Mama Melissa. Then he joined Churchill Show and met the easy on the eye Jemutai, also a comedian. What followed was fireworks, lightning, thunderstorms and two children. We all came to know of all this when in June 2021, Jemutai came out accusing Hamo of neglecting her and the children. With the spread of Covid-19 still being high and there being a ban on public gatherings, she could no longer perform her comedy. She said that things were so bad that she was selling her Facebook page, which had 850k followers.

There was a lot of excitement on social media; memes featuring the couple were created fast in our usual Kenyan style, and bloggers had a field day before Churchill intervened and got the two to sit down together so they could solve their issues away from the public.

What intrigued me most was what happened after. Many people in the limelight would have come up with excuses or try to point fingers but after the excitement died, Hamo came back to his fans as an apologetic, imperfect man. He gave no excuses for his behaviour. He didn’t try to cut corners. He owned up to his shortcomings, gave a heartfelt apology to both his women and promised his fans that he would do better. And just like that, he is a darling to the lovers of comedy once again. There is strength in embracing imperfection.

None of us is perfect

This goes for all areas of your life. That body you see on Instagram and think goals, it doesn’t exist. Sit down that woman whose page you go to before you’ve opened your emails in the morning, and she will show you something on her body that she doesn’t like.

There is no such thing as a perfect body, even in this era of plastic surgery. Magazines, television shows and billboards will try to tell you otherwise, but it just isn’t the truth. The truth is that, more often than not, even the woman on Instagram in actual life does not look like the woman on Instagram. We’re all insecure about something.

That man whose image you have etched in your mind doesn’t exist. When you hear of a perfect relationship, that perfect couple that pops in your head, they have problems. If you sat the woman in your crush’s life down, she would give you a list of his imperfections. Instead of chasing perfection, think of a relationship as loving a particular set of imperfections. The upside is that in love, you get to choose the set of imperfections you stay with.

Even your dream job will not be perfect. It may pay you tons of money and in it, you might get to pursue your passion every day, but there will be bad days when you will wonder whether it is worth it. And that’s alright.

I’m not saying that we all sit back and settle for mediocre. No. By all means, strive to get better, improve your skills, and your physique. But do not buy into this pressure for perfection. Go for that relationship, pursue your dreams but expect imperfection along with your successes. Embracing the imperfect part of yourself makes all the difference between being fulfilled and being insecure. Knowing that we all have issues is the difference between giving up in the face of a challenge and fighting through it.

If you are an artist who fears imperfection, you will never get to share your art with the world. You may be holding back, waiting for the future. But even the future is imperfect. The trick is in taking control of our imperfections, how you see them and the space they occupy in your life.
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Be aware of your limitations

Icame across a sad, sad story of a 14-year –old boy from Nyando whose hands were set ablaze by his step-mother and his father because they suspected he’d stolen a phone. I always struggle to understand why people with such low regard for human life go ahead and have children. If it will get to this, why not decide to have a child-free life?

Such stories send chills down the spine. You wonder how things got so out of hand. I don’t think that any woman in her sane mind gets into a relationship with a man who is already a father to set his child on fire. When I read such stories, I see women who are underprepared for the role of being a bonus parent. Women who get with men who are already fathers, blinded by love and the other things that people get married for, thinking that fatherhood is just a little part of their lives, but when the reality of how much it takes to nurture a child dawns on them, they are unable to cope. So, where some flee, others lash out, often at the unfortunate children.

This reminds me of a hilarious poem my daughter’s pre-school class recited during one parent’s day. One line went: Mother, father, did I write you a letter to be born? Could they have been more accurate?

A few years ago, on the morning of her ruracio, a woman we will call Kendi for this chapter walked in on her fiancée in bed with her cousin. (Keep your friends close) Of course she caused a racket, then she called off the ceremony and the relationship. Weeks later, she found out that she was pregnant for this man and resolved to raise her son alone. Her son is now 13.

“Why didn’t you remarry? Maybe marry someone with a child and raise the children together,” I asked her one afternoon during one of our heart to hearts.

She is a warm, bubbly person, and I imagined 13 years was a long time for her to wait.

“I have dated, but I haven’t wanted to get married. Especially not to a man who has children. I know that I can’t be a good mother to a child I didn’t give birth to. I also don’t think that a man out there can love my son like his own. I decided to leave the whole marriage thing alone,” she told me.

If my mother had heard her, she would have quieted her. Told her that people don’t say such things out aloud.

How aware Kendi is of her limitations was mind-blowing. She knows her truth and isn’t afraid to own it, however unpopular it may be.

Know thyself

There are women who the motherhood bug never bites, just as there are women who are ill-equipped for the problematic, overwhelming role that step motherhood is. There is nothing wrong with this. There isn’t just one way to be a woman.

All this becomes a problem when a woman ignores her limitations, when she knows that she could never be comfortable raising another woman’s child but goes ahead and dates that single father anyway. When she detests motherhood and all the things that come with it, and goes ahead and has unprotected sex anyway. What follows is incidents of women who are supposed to be a bonus mum turning on these children. Women who are supposed to be nurturers turning on their children.

Don’t fall in love with fantasy

If you want to fall in love, fall in love with the man standing in front of you in flesh and blood. Not the man you think he could be if only he did not have that child clinging on his shirt. Get into a relationship with the knowledge of who you are. If you can’t raise a child you haven’t birthed, don’t date the single dad. If you know in your heart that you want to be with a man with some extra money to spend, leave the broke dude alone. Don’t get on with the broke dude thinking that something inside of you will change. It won’t. You’ll just become bitter, or worse, begin cheating on him with a man with better-lined pockets.

This goes for other life aspects as well.

You can’t have half a baby; if you want to have children, stop dating men who don’t and hoping that something will change along the way. If you wish to be with a teetotaler man, marry a teetotaler one, not Johnny, who leaves home Friday morning and comes back at 3 am on Sunday thinking that if you love him enough, he will prefer to stay home with you. If the finer things in life are a priority to you, marry a man who can provide them. Don’t marry a man for his potential and then turn into a whiny bitter woman. If looks are your number one priority, go to Mr Kenya’s DM and shoot your shot. Most of these choices are for life. Be shameless.

Most of the time, with people, what you see is what you get. Be clear about what you want.
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You are not a victim

Many years ago, I was in an explosively violent relationship. Humans like to label things, so I am a victim of both physical and emotional abuse by definition. In real life though, this abuse is just a simple fact of my life, a faded memory that I often go months without thinking about.

Dictionary.com describes a victim as a person harmed, injured, or killed due to a crime, accident, or other event or action. Over the years, I have made conscious efforts to ensure that when my name is mentioned, ‘victim of abuse’ is not what comes to someone’s mind. I have endeavoured to be known for my many good qualities.

Now, I am all for power and resilience. I am also aware that admitting that a certain specific type of abuse did indeed happen for many people who have been abused, helped them move forward. Still, I refuse to put the sum of all my life’s experiences in a box and label it ‘battered or ‘victim of abuse’. Why? Because I am so much more than that one bad thing that’s happened to me. Plus, this bad thing that happened to me is not the most exciting thing about me.

You need to decide

I’m revising this part of my life because of a woman I encountered. A gorgeous, intelligent 35-year-old woman. When I struck up a conversation with her to find out who she is, she told me that she is a victim of domestic violence. She didn’t tell me her name or that she is a mother or even an entrepreneur. The first thing that she said about herself was the abuse that happened to her over a decade ago. As we went on, she also seemed convinced that this man from her past with his angry, despising words took away her good fortune. She blames him for everything that’s happened to her since their break-up. On the other hand, according to what she told me, this man has gone on to marry, have other children, and build a business empire something that she thinks is unfair and adds onto her anger. How could he dare move on with his life when he shouted hurtful things at her about her body and her personality a decade ago?

Different women react differently to abuse. Some fight back, those who fall but get right back up and those that linger on the floor a little bit. However, the simple fact is that in the long run, we shape how our lives turn out after the abuse. My mother told me that a woman should sit on the toilet for as long as she needs to, but when she eventually gets up, she shouldn’t forget to flush the toilet.

Take back your power

No woman deserves to be abused. But this world is not perfect, and women are abused far too often. When it does happen, how a woman’s life looks like moving forward is decided by her choices. If you allow the world to put you in a box because of your experiences, you relinquish all the power.

This reminds me of our local socialites, most of whom are first introduced to the limelight by a set of ‘leaked’ nudes. Our population has quite the appetite for those. Over the past seven years or so, we have seen a handful of them turn around and try to rebrand themselves as entrepreneurs or even wives and mothers. A few of them have been successful.

When you lead your life in a way that you allow or even encourage constant association with being a victim of your experiences, then you can’t blame people when the only thing that pops into their mind despite all of your accomplishments is ‘she is the woman who was abused.’

Find a way to be happy, seek an identity away from your abuser. See a therapist if you need to. Feel all the things that you need to feel. But ultimately, you will decide what pops into the minds of people when they think of you. You are not just a victim of abuse. Every woman is an entire universe in herself.
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So, what if she likes being called Mrs?

“Don’t you just hate those women who put ‘wife of’ or ‘mother’ in their social media profiles?” This comment sparked a lot of nods during a discussion that I was part of not too long ago.

This conversation reminded me of an interview of former US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton by African author Chimamanda Adichie. She faulted Clinton for having ‘wife’ as the first word describing her on her Twitter profile. Adichie disagreed with Clinton’s choice of words. At this interview, Adichie also wanted to know whether taking on her husband’s name had been a ‘choice.’

The general feeling of most present at our discussion a few days ago was that if Hillary were liberated enough, she would not take pride in the fact that she is someone’s wife. You know she has many other things to be proud of, like her academic achievements and her long list of successes in the political arena. Some even saw it as a betrayal of feminism. As if by describing herself as a wife first, Hillary has been feeding patriarchy.

This reasoning, I believe, explains an attitude I have observed interviewing successful women over the years. We all know that the man a woman marries is one of her most important career choices. Your choice of spouse determines whether or not you get to smash those ceilings at the workplace. Still, more often than not, when you get up close and candid with a successful woman, she will not admit to having had her husband’s support as she struggled through her career or business. It is as if admitting to having had a man support her will take away from her success. It is as if a woman’s success, liberation and support or presence of a man in a woman’s life are mutually exclusive.

It has nothing to do with liberation

I do not get it. The truth is, that self-made hashtag we have been attaching to our pretty photographs on Instagram is complete bull. No one is self-made. Whether at a personal or business level, achieving success takes a team – one you seek mentorship from or one you hire to prop you up. Let no one tell you that she got to the top all by herself without the support of anyone.

It’s time we began giving credit to those who’ve propped us up on our journeys to the top. Having had support from a man – or woman- through your struggles does not take away from your efforts or success.

Also, there is not just one way for a woman to be liberated or to be empowered. Just as it is in general life, different life situations make different women feel fulfilled and liberated.

While some homes run perfectly on one income and the women who live in them get fulfilment from homemaking, some women, like me, do not feel like they are living unless they are out there kicking ass. While some effortlessly take on child-rearing and gain utter satisfaction from it, others struggle with it and are more comfortable with the role of being the provider. While surnames mean little to some, others are keen on taking on their husband’s names after the nuptials. Others still can’t imagine taking on another name other than their father’s under any circumstance. There are different strokes for different folks.

We all seem to forget that when a woman takes on her husband’s name, she is simply replacing one man’s name with another. If we were going to turn this into a battle against patriarchy, we would need to go back and shake up the naming system.

She knows her situation best

We often assume that when a woman changes her surname or if she seems to be enjoying the Mrs. title a little too much, she must have lost herself in the relationship. She must have lost her way somewhere, is giving away her power over to the patriarchy, and she must need some talking to.

My friend Bett embarked on the long and tedious process of adding her husband’s name on her ID card soon after her wedding four years ago. I assumed that it must have something to do with a power play, but when I asked, she told me that she simply likes how her husband’s name sounds alongside hers, and likes that she gets to have the same surname as her children. She has a social and legal identity outside of her husband’s, but she likes having his last time. It’s a choice. Not everything is a battle of the sexes.

If we go back in history, mistress, which is the root word for both Mrs and Miss, was used for centuries in English-speaking countries to refer to both married and unmarried women. Then, with time it evolved to be what spoke about the evolving status of the woman both at home and at work. Now, these titles have become things that some women hate, and all some women live for. I say it’s not that serious.

A woman’s liberation and sense of fulfilment is not a girls’ club where all members must all make the same choices. The important thing is that there are many life choices available to a woman. Even more important is that this woman is aware of all the options available to her. If she wants to be known as someone’s wife or mother after all this, what is your problem?

And the Kenyan woman has much bigger problems at hand. Starting with the fact that it might be decades before a woman gets into State House or other simpler things like the fact that there are still women who live tens of kilometres away from the closest maternity centres. Who are more likely to give birth at the roadside than in a health facility. This here is a real problem, don’t you think?
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It’s not what you know but who you know

Afew weeks ago, a local television station put out an advert for a position of a host on one of their shows. It is one of those daytime shows where a handful of bubbly women in heavy make-up and fancy clothes sit around a table and dissect people’s lives. Hundreds of youths showed up for these auditions. My friend was one of them. Weeks later, after she had attended the second interview and was waiting for the final call back, she found out that the position had been filled. She is still hurting. She is convinced that the position wasn’t given out on merit because she saw the woman who got the job at the second interview drunk out of her wits. The woman knows people.

“Why were they even advertising if they already knew who they were going to give the job to eventually?” she poses.

“Life is like that,” is my response.

After reading a set of my books, a reader called me late one evening not too long ago to ask me if I am a black and white thinker. I told her that I have seen the world in this way but now endeavour to see the grey because it is there.

The world is far from perfect

In a perfect world, only the most skilled, the most educated and the one with the most job experience would always get the job. But the world is far from perfect. The truth is, a lot of people have degrees now; we have young adults racking up on that job experience when they are barely out of their teens. After a series of interviews, the person who gets the job these days isn’t necessarily the one with the most degrees and diplomas or has been working the longest, but the one who has networked the most. This is our reality.

There are two things you can do with this information. You could sit on your hands and complain, go online every morning and rant, or refuse even to send in your application because you don’t know anyone. Or you could put yourself out there, seek to understand others in your field, attend networking events where you are likely to find influential people in your area of work.

I’m talking about being more than just sociable and deliberately putting yourself out there and building these networks. Seek out networking events, make the connections, genuinely root for the success of the men and women you connect with and then sit back and watch as these connections open doors for you.

This is easy for women in their twenties. It becomes challenging when women get to their thirties and focus shifts to family responsibilities. Even then, amidst the crazy hours and the mum guilt, create time to network.

The office politics

And networking doesn’t stop when you nail the job. You could be the hardest worker. The one who offers to come in on the weekends or stays late when everybody else is rushing off somewhere. You could be the most natural choice based on your position and work experience buts still be passed over for that promotion. Why? Because you decided that you were too good for the office politics. Who has time for all that gossip and bootlicking, right? The woman who wants to get ahead has time. Office politics may not seem beneficial; it can even get unpleasant at times, but it does pay to engage.

Every corporate woman should have a godfather. No, I am not talking about the dirty old man with the corner office who you give sexual favours to keep your job or get picked for the cushy assignments. I am talking about the experienced man or woman who mentors you and looks out for you. A person who has been in your industry longer than you have, who is aware of the market trends and will see layoffs coming long before you. A man or woman you can learn from, look up to and who will mention your name in a room where there’s an opportunity.

Being the one who comes in every weekend will just make you seem like a walkover. Cooking for and feeding your colleagues, being the one who always cleans after them in the office will make you well-liked, but it does little for you when important conversations come up. Having the right people know you, on the other hand, is everything.


-
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Nuggets
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About being a woman

1. It’s time to get rid of your superwoman cape. You can’t carry the whole world on your shoulders. Let’s normalise asking for help.

2. Be curious about the plight of people around you. Ask questions, be nosy. You don’t know whose life you could be saving.

3. Take up more space in every room you walk into. There is value in being seen.

4. Whichever way you look at it, having children will slow down your career. Now is a good time as ever to have them.

5. When it comes to life balance, being a woman puts you at a biological disadvantage. The only way to win is to decide what is more important to you at every point of the way.

6. For every woman who hates herself, there is a whole world that agrees with her. Show people how to love you.

7. Womanhood has much bigger problems than what a woman decides to call herself.
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About men

8. Shame is the currency that society has chosen to put the woman in her place. It doesn’t apply to men. Be careful how you use it.

9. Many times, men say what they mean. And when they don’t, they show you. You just need to pay attention.

10. People pay attention more when a man speaks than when they do a woman. Make good use of this advantage. Use the men in your life.

11. If you are looking to be courted the same way your grandmother was, you’re in for a rude shock. Today’s man exerts himself much less.

12. While the exercise did take away many freedoms from a woman, there are many aspects of the arranged marriage that we could borrow from in our relationships today. He (must have been a man, right?) was clearly onto something.

13. Quit making excuses about why a man isn’t pursuing you or actively keeping the relationship afloat. No need to read between the lines that don’t even exist. If he wants you, you will know.

14. It’s a terrible idea to jump right into the relationship scene when you’re sexually or emotionally starved. Period.

15. If you’re in the kind of relationship where you worry about introducing your man to your female friends or relatives, you have a bigger problem on your hands than you think.

16. There is absolutely nothing triumphant about infidelity. What happened to walking out?
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About life
17. It’s selfish to think that your friends exist solely for your benefit. Life is hard. We’re all trying to figure it out.
18. Downplaying your achievements and waiting for other people to praise you will not get you very far these days. As long as you can back it up, tell everyone who will listen about how amazing you are.
19. Dear office seductress. When you try to sleep your way up, you’re sleeping all of us down the ladder.
20. The sooner you accept the important role finances play in your life, the sooner you can get your money to work for you.
21. Chasing perfection is a futile endeavour. It will be more rewarding to embrace your imperfection.
22. There is a load of strength in knowing and accepting what and how much you can and can’t take.
23. You’re much bigger than that one bad thing that has happened to you. Put it down.
24. You’ll need much more than your skillset to get that job or for your business to thrive. These days, networking is just as, if not more, important.
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