
Teen Talk 

Created by Paula Gruben 

First delivered to Grade 10 at Rand Park High School 

23rd August 2016 

 

 

http://randparkhigh.co.za/


9th May 1974 

 

Dearest Mom 

 

This is one of the most trying times I think I have ever experienced. I want to thank you, so 

sincerely, for all that you have done, and supporting me in this time. Words are so inadequate to let 

you know how much your love and concern means to me. 

 

They are very concerned about doing it, as I seem to be on the borderline (about 24 to 26 weeks). 

Everyone has been extremely thoughtful, friendly and helpful. But you know, Mom, the final 

decision still depends entirely on me. 

 

There are so many doubts in my mind, with both alternatives. If I go through with this now, how can 

I live with myself? If I am to return and have the baby, I know I shall not be doing it justice to bring it 

into the situation as it is now. Yet it deserves to be born! 

 

Oh Mom, I am so confused. You have spent so much money already, sending me here, but I want 

you to know that whatever happens, I appreciate it all. Please forgive me, if I don’t have it done, 

and try to understand, as I know you always do. 

 

I love you. 

 

 

That was a letter my birth mother wrote to her own mother when she was pregnant with me, from 

an abortion clinic she had been sent to in London, when abortion was still illegal in South Africa. 

My birth mom was 21 at the time, and going through a very messy divorce. She found this letter 

amongst her mom’s things when her mom died.  

 

Obviously she didn’t go through with the abortion, as I wouldn’t be standing here speaking to you 

today. She decided to return to South Africa, and three months after writing that letter, she gave 

birth to me at Addington Hospital on Durban beachfront, and put me up for adoption instead. I 



spent the first three weeks of my life in the care of nurses, before going home to my adoptive 

parents. It was a highly secretive closed adoption, which was common practice in those days.  

 

I’m glad to say I had a happy, carefree childhood, growing up in Durbs by the sea. But when we 

were 14, my best friend’s mom committed suicide. Up until then I hadn’t really thought too much 

about searching for my birth mom, but suddenly the fragility and unpredictability of life became all 

too clear, and so started a secret obsession of mine, to meet my birth mom and ask her all the 

questions I had buried deep inside, before it was too late.  

 

When I found out I would have to wait until I turned 21 to access my file at Child Welfare without 

my adoptive parents’ consent, I felt hugely disempowered. It was as though all the personal 

information which formed the very core of my identity was being held hostage by someone, or 

something beyond my control, and I acted out by becoming extremely anti-authority and anti-

establishment. There was a massive gaping hole inside of me, and knowing virtually nothing about 

my biological roots, my ancestral heritage, resulted in a crippling identity crisis, manifesting in all 

forms of anti-social and self-destructive behaviour.  

 

When I was 16, I had a pregnancy scare, and when my parents threatened to kick me out of home, 

I almost ended up taking my life. Thank God it turned out to be a false alarm – just a missed period 

– but when I got that ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card, I vowed to be religious about contraception from 

then on. 

 

Then, when I turned 21 in 1995, and was finally granted access to my file at Child Welfare, within 

days I reunited with my birth mother. It was a day that changed my life.  

 

I recently self-published a fictionalised memoir, called Umbilicus, about this whole journey. It’s not 

just about adoption, but also about loads of other stuff that affects teenagers, like crisis pregnancy, 

self-esteem issues, and finding one’s identity. If you want to know more about my adoption story, 

or the book, you’ll get an opportunity to ask me questions at the end of this talk. 

 

 

https://paulagruben.com/umbilicus/


The main reason I have been asked to come and speak to you guys today is to give you some 

information and sound advice on what to do should you ever find yourself facing an unplanned or 

unwanted pregnancy, also known as a crisis pregnancy. It’s a serious subject and one which I 

hope you will all think about very seriously, because it is something that can happen to anyone at 

any time. Not just in your teens, but right into adulthood, till the time your biological clock stops 

ticking, several decades from now.  

 

--- 

 

To start off with though, I want to chat to you about teen sex and the law – the age of consent, and 

what statutory rape actually means. 

OK, so age of consent refers to the legal age at which society feels it is appropriate for a person to 

consent to sex, and this has changed over time. The first recorded ‘age of consent’ laws date back 

800 years and, believe it or not, as recently as the start of the 19th century, in England it was legal 

for a man to have sex with a 10-year-old girl.  

Thank God times have changed, and these days age of consent around the world ranges from 13 

to 18. Here is South Africa, age of consent is 16. And this is where the crime of statutory rape 

comes in. If a child under the age of 16 consents to sex with another child over the age of 16 

where the age difference is more than two years, both parties are guilty of a Section 16 offence. 

The older party could be prosecuted for statutory rape, which basically means ‘sex with a minor’, 

and land up with a criminal record.  

Last year, a controversial bill was passed, decriminalising consensual sex between 12-to-15-year-

olds, or between one child under 16 and another child over 16 where the age difference is less 

than two years, for example a 15-year-old girl sleeping with a 17-year-old boy. 

There was much wailing and gnashing of teeth about moral decay, about children having too many 

rights these days, and that this would just be giving kids the green light to go out and start bonking 

like bunnies. But let’s be real. People don’t all of a sudden rush out and start doing something just 

because it becomes legal. Take heroin for example. If the government turned round tomorrow and 

said heroin was now legal, do you really think every Tom, Dick and Harry would suddenly start 

doing heroin? No, of course not. That’s not how it works. 

The fact is, times change, and laws need to change to keep up. Before this change to legislation, 

any sexual activity between consenting kids under the age of 16 was against the law, including, 

http://randburgsun.co.za/264050/rs31pgcrisispregnancy/
http://randburgsun.co.za/262889/poll-12-to15-year-olds-can-now-have-sex
http://randburgsun.co.za/262889/poll-12-to15-year-olds-can-now-have-sex


believe it or not, French kissing. Yip, a good old game of tonsil hockey could’ve gotten you a 

criminal record. Which was ridiculous, obviously. 

What this well-considered amendment to the law actually means is that pregnant girls under the 

age of 16 no longer need to fear criminal prosecution when coming forward to seek help and 

guidance regarding their options to a crisis pregnancy. The hope is that this new law will lead to 

fewer unsafe, illegal, and late term abortions. Currently around 50 per cent of all abortions amongst 

teenage girls are illegal abortions, and around 30 per cent of those are done after 26 weeks 

gestation, or around six months into a pregnancy, which is considered age of viability, or the stage 

at which a baby is able to survive outside the womb. The hope is that this change in law will help to 

stem the epidemic of baby dumping in South Africa. In this city alone, about three babies are 

abandoned every single day. Most of them are found in public toilets and rubbish bins, or out in 

the veld, sometimes alive, often dead.  

 

Just for the record, unsafely abandoning a newborn is a crime. If found, the mother can be 

prosecuted for ‘concealment of birth’. If a mother wishes to anonymously and safely relinquish her 

baby, there are a number of baby hatches around the country where she can go, 24 hours a day, 

to leave her child to be found and cared for. The nearest place like this is the ‘Moses Basket’ in 

Sundowner. It’s a discreet ‘baby bin’ set into the garden wall of the Lighthouse Baby Shelter on 

Drysdale Road. It is waterproof and padded. When a baby is placed inside, an alarm is activated 

inside the property. There is also a camera set up inside the basket so that in the event of the 

alarm failing, they are able to have eyes on the basket at all times. The camera cannot, however, 

identify the person placing the baby inside the basket. Sometimes the mother will leave a note with 

the baby, telling its date of birth and given name. The shelter works with a local doctor who sees to 

all the babies’ immediate health needs. If the baby is very ill, it will go to a government hospital for 

treatment before being returned to their care. They have a staff of ladies who help nurture the 

needs of these children until they are placed with their adoptive families. 

 

http://northcliffmelvilletimes.co.za/203265/the-birds-and-the-bees-2/
http://doorofhope.co.za/
http://doorofhope.co.za/
http://www.thelighthousebabyshelter.co.za/


 

 

Next I want to chat to you about your options, should you ever find yourself facing a crisis 

pregnancy.  

 

Firstly though, it goes without saying that with the right to have sex comes the responsibility to 

contracept. I sincerely hope that those of you who are already sexually active, or are thinking of 

going there soon, are on some form of contraception, which you should be using correctly and 

consistently. 

Some of you girls will be lucky enough to have an open relationship with your mom, or an older 

sister, or an aunt perhaps, who can take you to see your family GP, or a gynae, and get you set up 

with a form of contraception that suits your needs. But for many of you, like it was for me and most 

of my friends, the local Family Planning Clinic is probably going to be your first port of call. 

Government clinics provide free contraceptives, PAP smears, treatment of STIs, HIV testing and 

counselling. Here in Randpark Ridge, your closest clinic is in Berario, at the corner of Dolores 

Avenue and Hoover Street.  

These days, you guys are lucky enough to have an alternative to these government clinics, in the 

form of affordable, privately run clinics, like Marie Stopes, which specialise in sexual and 

reproductive health. They do everything that family planning clinics do, and they offer safe and 

http://www.mariestopes.org.za/


legal abortions. You will never be judged or discriminated against because of your age, your sexual 

activity, or your choice to terminate a pregnancy. Your closest Marie Stopes Clinic is on Peter 

Place in Bryanston.  

Just remember, girls: if you’ve had unprotected or non-consensual sex, go and get the morning 

after pill from the clinic or your local pharmacy. You don’t need a script, and it is highly effective at 

preventing pregnancy. Even though it’s called the ‘morning after’ pill, it can actually be taken up to 

three days after sex. 

And if any of you, girls or boys, have had high risk, unprotected sex, or been a victim of rape, you 

need to go to the clinic or your GP and get screened for STIs ASAP. PEP is a short-term, 

emergency ARV treatment which can be taken up to three days after sex, and drastically reduces 

your risk of HIV infection. The sooner you take the morning after pill or PEP, the more effective 

they both will be. 

OK, so let’s assume you’ve done the right thing, you’ve been responsible and taken all the 

necessary precautions, and for some reason you still find yourself facing an unplanned pregnancy, 

what are your options? Well, you have four choices: Abortion, foster care, adoption, or teen 

parenthood.  

Let’s break them down.  

Firstly, it is every woman or girl’s legal right in South Africa, regardless of her age, to request an 

abortion up to 20 weeks gestation, or around four months into a pregnancy. A simple blood test 

shows pretty accurately how far along you are. Abortions are offered for free at most government 

hospitals, and although nurses and doctors can refuse to perform the procedure on the grounds of 

conscientious objection, they do have a legal and ethical right to refer you to a facility where you 

can have the procedure done. 

An illegal, ‘backstreet’ abortion by an unqualified provider – like those guys you see blatantly 

advertising ‘quick, safe, and pain-free’ abortions on public property all over the city – should never 

be an option. They operate in unsanitary environments, use dodgy medication and dubious 

methods, like injecting poisonous liquids into the womb and inserting objects to dislodge the foetus. 

It is dangerous, dirty, and sometimes deadly.  

Some of you might have read in the local papers a few weeks ago about the horrific story of police 

discovering what appeared to be a botched abortion scene in Douglasdale. Both the mother and 

baby were dead. The foetus was found under the bed. This is a situation that should never, ever 

have happened. If you have already been to a backstreet abortion provider and you feel ill or are 

facing complications, please go your doctor or hospital and get help immediately.  

http://safersex.co.za/index.php?id=31
http://safersex.co.za/index.php?id=31
https://youtu.be/vAoc4t9e1KQ
http://www.mariestopes.org.za/safe-abortion/
http://fourwaysreview.co.za/239526/update-two-dead-following-botched-home-abortion/


 

 

If you have missed out on the timeframe in which to have a legal abortion – up to 20 weeks – then 

it’s time to start preparing for the birth, and looking at adoption, fostering, or teen parenthood 

options.  

 

Placing your child in foster care is a temporary solution, until you can prove you are financially 

stable and ready to support that child on your own.  

 

Adoption is a permanent solution. By signing consent to adoption, you relinquish all parental rights 

to that child. Your child can be adopted and raised by relatives, or by strangers. It can be an open 

adoption, where you will have access to information about your child’s wellbeing, or it can be a 

closed adoption which is completely private and confidential. It’s your baby, your choice. As the law 

stands, up to the age of 18, however, you will need your parents or guardians’ consent to sign the 

adoption papers. This is a point of contention with child protection activists, who are currently 

fighting for the right of teenage girls to have an equal option to a confidential adoption as they do to 

abortion, without the need for parents or guardians’ consent.  

 

And the final option is teen parenthood. My one cousin fell pregnant when she was 15. Abortion 

was still illegal back then, so that wasn’t an option. She did consider giving her baby up for 

http://adoption.org.za/


adoption, but eventually she chose to keep him and raise him as a single mom. This would never 

have been possible though, if it wasn’t for a huge amount of support from her own mom. It also 

meant a lot of sacrifice for my cousin. She dropped out of school, and for the remainder of her 

teens, and throughout her twenties, she missed out on a massive chunk of her youth, as she 

wasn’t able to experience a lot of the fun and freedom that all her peers were enjoying.  

 

The fact is, no matter which option you decide is best for you, it won’t be an easy choice to make. 

Your decision will affect every facet of your wellbeing, from the physical and social, to the 

emotional, psychological, spiritual, and the financial. Remember, this is a decision you will have to 

live with for the rest of your life. Don’t be bullied or coerced into something that doesn’t feel right. 

Listen to your heart. Let your conscience guide you. 

 

I hope I have given you some food for thought about taking ownership of your sexual and 

reproductive health, and given each of you pause for thought about what you would do should you 

find yourself facing a crisis pregnancy. Just remember: Your life matters. Your future matters. 

Enjoy your youth, have fun, but please be responsible, and try your best to make wise decisions 

going forward.  

 

If you’d like more information on any of the things I’ve talked about today, you’ll find a list of links to 

reputable organisations on the Resources page of my website, www.paulagruben.com. Or if you 

have a question that you didn’t get a chance to ask me today and you’d like to ask me privately, 

you’ll find my email address on the Contact page of my website.  

 

I am now going to open the floor to questions, and you guys are welcome to ask me anything you 

like. Please don’t be shy. Nothing is off-limits. Just bear in mind, we are talking about some 

sensitive topics here, and you don’t know what the person sitting next to you has gone through, or 

might be going through in their personal life, so please word your questions carefully. Be tolerant 

and respectful of one another’s views, and mindful of the fact that we all come from different 

cultural, religious and family backgrounds.  

 

 

Thank you! 

 

https://paulagruben.com/

