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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The prose work by Violeta Tancheva - Zlateva, titled “Bela Sama” attracts the reader's attention 

with its unusual title. The analysis of the novel itself reveals a multi-layered structure, because in 

addition to treating the meaning of the mother-daughter relationship for a child/adolescent, it also reveals 

the impact that the loss of the only support in life - the mother - has on the child, which we have discussed 

on another occasion (Denkova 2024). 

The four-part compositional structure reveals different narrators. In the first two chapters of the 

novel, the narration of Maria-Lena (Bela's mother) prevails, whose name also arose as a compromise to 

please both families. In the next two chapters of the novel, the narrator Bela "untangles" the events after 

the great tragedies in the family. One gets the impression that the first two parts are the history of Maria 

Lena's life, and the second two parts - of Bela. 

While the first part of the novel is an optimistic picture of the strengthening of a new family, 

which initially consists of only Marija Lena and her aunt Nevena, and then Marija Lena's husband - 

Ilija/Ilko, and the newly created life in the family - Bela, complements the final picture of the first part 

of the book, with the vision of a happy, four-member family, in the second part of the novel, the narrator 

Marija Lena brings us a different picture, in which family happiness and harmony are a thing of the past, 

and everything is in the sign of death, first the death of the aunt, and then the death of Bela's husband 

and father: 

“Then the three of us remained, me, Ilko and Bela, speechless by the emptiness of the apartment 

after her sudden departure. Now only the two of us remained, me and Bela. ...We were left 

without the fulcrum that maintains the balance of the home, of life, of the heart. We float like 

two specks of dust in the void, convulsively holding on to each other, afraid that the gaping 

space would swallow us up” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 87). 

The complex social and political upheavals mentioned in the book (job loss, corona, protests for the 

change of the name of the state, closing of media, etc.) are just one background for a realistic anchoring 

of the action: “The newspaper failed, an entire editorial office that we formed with such great hopes.... 

The truth doesn't always suit someone... Sometimes I feel despair. It seems to me that nothing can change 

in our society. We are drowning in this political gibberish... I don't see a way out, at least not in the 
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foreseeable future... And here I am, unemployed again... I don't know how much longer we will survive 

on one salary without having to eat the monthly rent from my aunt's apartment” (Tancheva-Zlateva 

2023, 70-71). 

Such dramatic social events are the reason why, even before the death of father Ilko, the family 

decides to move to the countryside and renovate the old father/grandfather's house. After the sudden 

death of father Ilko, thanks to the down-to-earth nature of her mother, Bela quickly adapts to the new 

life situation, continuing her life in the countryside.  

 

2. A NOVEL ABOUT VIOLENCE HIDDEN BEHIND FEAR AND SHAME 

 

Tancheva-Zlateva achieves the realism of her novel dedicated to adolescents by treating contemporary 

themes. These are topics that were considered taboo in the past, and few authors spoke about them. One 

of these topics is the topic of domestic and sexual violence and abuse. 

Domestic violence occurs in all forms and among all social classes. It is therefore a global 

phenomenon and a social problem. Violence against women, especially that perpetrated by intimate 

partners, remains the most widespread yet least recognized human abuse in the world. Worldwide, at 

least one in three women has been beaten, forced into sex, or otherwise abused in her lifetime (Rotimi 

2007). 

The theme of domestic violence in Tancheva-Zlateva's novel is depicted through the character 

of Trajko - Bela's uncle. Namely, in her husband's home village, Marija-Lena has Neda, her husband's 

sister, as a friend. Neda is married, with three children and a husband - Trajko, who is openly and 

unequivocally jealous of the arrival of Ilko's family in the village, the construction of the summer house, 

etc. Therefore, he does not miss an opportunity to quarrel with them, and especially likes to vent his 

anger on his wife Neda: 

“He will eat my soul for the house again, he will convince me again that I deserve a part of it. 

What have I done so wrong to you, Lord, that you torture me like this... with this man who 

should be my closest, not my worst enemy” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 50). 

At the beginning of the novel, we see Neda as a submissive woman, fearful even of the thought of her 

husband's arrival home:  

“I am ashamed that I have turned into a submissive housewife, constantly worried about making 

a mistake, afraid of saying something that might anger him. I am ashamed that I do not know 

how to defend myself as a woman and that I naively believed that children would fix our 

marriage. I am ashamed that I have become a voiceless letter, a woman who does not know how 

to give her own opinion. I am ashamed of him, of his shamelessness” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 

44). 

Neda's feeling of hopelessness appeared a long time ago, when Trajko first raised his hand 

against her, but unfortunately, she did not find support from her mother, who was herself pressured by 

hardened patriarchal perceptions:  

“You chose him, Neda... Don't be a hypocrite. When he starts rubbing salt on your head, let it 

go in one ear and out the other. That's life, what comes will go. But look... don't make a fool of 

yourself so that the village will be fed up with you” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 110). 

It is evident from the above quote that the woman's feeling of depression and passivity can be 

the result of a lack of support in the environment. In their study, Gondolf and Fisher emphasize that as 

the acts of violence against them intensify, women increasingly seek help. However, their attempts to 

find help and protection outside the family often go unanswered, which can be frustrating (Gondolf & 

Fisher 1988). 

The mother's speech, on the one hand, indicates a reconciliation with the situation, which seems 

to stem from her own experience, and on the other hand, the lexeme "disgrace" indicates a warning to 

shame the family and leave her husband. Neda herself is aware of her unenviable situation: “But where, 

where can I go with these three little children who are dragging me along, and Bela too... if something 

happens to her, God forbid!” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 110)". 

It is the shame of what the environment will say, as well as the family's economic status, that is 

the reason why Neda is forced to endure daily harassment. Studies have shown that among abused 

women, low levels of education, low income, unemployment and living in the countryside were 

significantly more common than among women who were not abused. Many studies support the 
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impression that a higher level of education, belonging to a middle or high economic status, living in an 

urban area and financial independence have a protective role for women from partner abuse (Faramarzi, 

Esmailzadeh & Mosavi 2005, 228). 

The violence against Neda is almost daily, especially after Trajko returns from the bar. 

According to the theory of cyclical abuse, abusive relationships, once established, are characterized by 

a predictable, recurring pattern of abuse, and living in such a recurring cycle can lead the victim to 

helplessness. This cycle of abuse is known as the 'battered woman syndrome' and consists of these 

symptoms: re-experiencing the beating as if it were happening again even when it is not; attempts to 

avoid the psychological impact of the beating by avoiding activities, people, and emotions; hyperarousal 

or hypervigilance; impaired interpersonal relationships; distorted body image or other somatic problems; 

problems with sexuality and intimacy (Walker 2009), all of which Neda experiences on a daily basis: 

“He hits the wall behind me with his fist and looks at me bloodthirsty. He pinches my face with 

his thumb and forefinger and squeezes me so hard that he splits my mouth open. - Your muzzle 

knows a lot, but I will break it one day - he whispers fiercely, getting into my face. Then he 

abruptly lets go of me and leaves the kitchen” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 54).  

Trajko is a typical type of selfish man and drunkard, who is convinced that all the property of a woman 

should belong to him. He himself is a lazy man, for whom alcohol is a faithful companion. 

Finding support only from her brother's sister-in-law, Marija-Lena gathers the courage to offer 

(at first) silent resistance to the abuser, especially to Trajko's threats not to go to her brother's house: “I 

remain silent. We stand like this and look at each other like a dog and a cat. But I don't take my eyes off 

his” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 56). Over time, thanks to Marija-Lena's encouragement, Neda gathers the 

courage to openly confront him, which causes surprise in the abuser:  

“He stands speechless, he can't believe I said something like that.... He still stands speechless 

by the table. His hand with the cup is halfway to his mouth... Maybe I'll regret it later, but now 

I can't stop myself. And what can he do to me? He can't take my soul” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 

109). 

Abuse of women by their male partners can manifest in physical, psychological or emotional forms. 

Physical violence can manifest in the form of rape, pushing, punching, choking, spitting, kicking, 

poking, slapping, slamming victims against doors, throwing them to the floor, pushing them down the 

stairs of a building, throwing acid or boiling water on the woman, whipping or even beating the victim 

to death (Del 1978) 

Neda's physical and psychological abuse has been going on for years. She usually remains silent 

about the provocative and insulting words, aware that if she retaliates, she risks being physically harmed. 

Her secret fear manifests itself as fear even before the abuser comes home, as fear of doing something 

wrong, even if it's just lunch: 

“He kicks and mumbles. He hisses. He swears. Then he comes in and slams the door behind 

him, to say that he's come. It's like he's punching me in the stomach” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 

50);  

“I exhale hesitantly, looking at the wall clock. Wherever he is, he'll come... He'll surely ask 

about food right away, whether lunch is ready, it should be eaten on time, like in a host's house... 

I tremble over every lunch - not to leave it bland... Then the outer door slams, as if it were 

slamming me in the middle of the chest. Something has angered him. It's not the first time, but 

I can't get used to it. To calm the restlessness that's overwhelming me, I start to chop the cabbage 

vigorously, but being careful not to knock the sharp knife on the board too much” (Tancheva-

Zlateva 2023, 54-55). 

Psychological abuse, which is often less visible than physical abuse, can take the form of harassment, 

excessive possessiveness, deprivation of economic resources (especially in cases where the woman is a 

full-time homemaker), denial of access to family income. The victim may also be subjected to constant 

belittling, intimidation, humiliation, and so on. In psychological abuse, victims may continue to suffer 

the corrosive effects of abuse without being noticed by others. Another subtle form of abuse is 

controlling behavior, which can manifest itself in the form of isolation from friends and relatives, 

monitoring of the victim’s movements, and so on (Okemgbo 1999). 

Domestic violence also leaves its mark on children, no matter how hidden it is. The author 

Tancheva-Zlateva also captures the psychological state of Neda's children – the eldest Maja, Marko and 

Matej, who witness their mother's daily abuse:  
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“Don't talk like that in front of the children, I say quietly, pointing my head at Marko and Matej... 

He looks at me bloodily and grits his teeth... - Don't teach me how to speak in front of the 

children! - he growls. Let them learn to swear, not just in books! Life is not smooth!” (Tancheva-

Zlateva 2023, 56). 

Domestic violence affects everyone exposed: perpetrators, victims, and children who witness the 

violence. In addition to the consequences of domestic violence on the victim, the impact on their children 

is far-reaching; there are numerous psychological effects for children who witness this abuse. Children 

experience delays in cognitive and emotional development, extreme withdrawal or aggression, anxiety 

disorders, and internalizing and externalizing behavior problems. It can be easy to overlook the problems 

of children living in families with domestic violence. Children may seem to be doing well, or parents 

may do everything they can to protect their children from violent episodes, but the impact on children 

as witnesses to the events is detrimental (Pingley 2017). 

In fact, studies have shown that the consequences are far greater for children who witness the 

events than for children who experience violence themselves. These children have been observed to 

have greater anxiety, reduced self-esteem, and pronounced antisocial behavior (Meltzer, Doos, Vostanis, 

Ford & Goodman 2009). Perhaps the best example of the psychological consequences that domestic 

violence has on children is when Maya apologizes to Bela in a certain way for her father's behavior: 

“He's not like that since yesterday. He doesn't like everything. I don't know how mom puts up 

with him for so many years!... How can I not get annoyed? There's not a single normal day in 

this house. I can't even call a friend home or anything. He just embarrasses me... He's only in 

the mood with his friends at the bar. He doesn't know how to smile at home. And when you ask 

him for money – he doesn't have any... But for the betting shop, he always has!... He snuggled 

up to me and leaned on my shoulder” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 131).  

Although Neda's children are not direct victims of physical violence like their mother, life in the family 

community with the mother's continuous abuse contributed to the development of certain psychological 

and behavioral problems in them as well. 

Furthermore, from Maja's speech, we learn that the children in their family are exposed to 

neglect by the father, who is an alcoholic and a lover of gambling, which is why there are not enough 

funds for the children. 

Today, many children are abused and mistreated on a daily basis. The term "abuse and neglect" 

most often refers to: physical, psychological abuse, sexual abuse, insufficient and poor-quality nutrition 

that leads to developmental disorders, failure to provide necessary medical care and care, and malicious 

drugging and trafficking of children. Abuse has short-term and long-term consequences for the child, 

which can sometimes lead to death. Is it because the majority of abuse occurs in the child's immediate 

environment, in his or her immediate family, and is a well-kept secret, which is - sexual abuse and 

mistreatment of children. 

This is a very difficult topic that is in some ways taboo in our society, a topic that is avoided for 

comment or not given much attention (Manasova-Jovanović 2018). The World Health Organization 

(WHO) defines childhood sexual abuse (CSA) as “the involvement of a child in sexual activity that he 

or she does not fully understand and cannot give informed consent to” (WHO 1999,  15) (Lemaigrea, 

Taylor, Gittoes 2017, 39-52). 

In the professional literature, this issue is often discussed as a risk factor for the occurrence of 

sexual abuse by an adult towards a child/adolescent. One of them is alcohol. The relationship between 

parental alcohol consumption and sexual abuse of children/adolescents can have complex consequences, 

as the abuser can be an alcoholic father/parent or another person (Widom, Hiller-Sturmhöfel 2001, 52). 

In numerous studies conducted with perpetrators and victims of violence, alcohol abuse by the 

perpetrator was most commonly reported. Alcohol appeared in many cases to be a trigger for abuse. 

However, children tended to discuss this in the context of “social drinking” reporting that the abuse 

occurred when the perpetrator was drunk or was more likely to occur in the context of social drinking 

(Jackson, Newall and Backett-Milburn 2015,  322-332). 

The alcoholic Trajko's first attempt to sexually assault Bela occurs when her father is already 

dead, but her mother is still alive. From the text in the novel, we learn that at that moment, she is fourteen 

years old, because she previously informed her mother that she wants to continue her education at the 

high school of art in the city from the following year. This places Bela within the framework of middle 
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adolescence, when adolescents are already becoming aware of the physical, emotional and cognitive 

changes that are happening to them. 

Adolescence comes from the Latin word “adolescere,” which means “to mature.” It is a stage 

of life between childhood and adulthood. Adolescents are also called teenagers, and the period of 

adolescence is closely associated with the teenage years (Kapur 2015). Adolescence is a stage of 

transition from childhood to adulthood, roughly considered to be the period between 11 and 19 years of 

age. 

An adolescent experiences not only physical growth and changes, but also emotional, 

psychological, social, and mental changes and growth. Adolescence can be broadly categorized into 

three stages - early adolescence (approximately ages 11 to 13 years), middle adolescence (approximately 

ages 14 to 17 years), and late adolescence (approximately ages 17 to 19 years) (Salmela-Aro 2011). 

The first sexual assault occurs while Bela is at her aunt and uncle's house:  

“I can still feel his hand on my ass, as if to pull me away from the sink to wash myself. I see the 

bright look in his wide eyes as he wipes his hands on the towel hanging on the wall, uttering 

those strange words: Mashala, Bela, how beautifully you grow... And then the hand... his hand 

that reaches out to me and touches me... on my chest” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 84). 

Bela's first reactions are typical of all those who are subjected to this type of abuse. As research shows, 

the victim of the attack is initially confused and frightened: “I run frantically down the alley. My legs 

are shaking so much that I wonder how they have the strength to move one in front of the other. My 

whole body is throbbing. ... My throat is parched from the air that I try to inhale with my mouth full. 

My chest is so tight that I think it will burst” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 84). 

The next phase for Bela is fear and hesitation that she may have misunderstood her uncle's 

behavior, and she even has a kind of self-blame: “I'm stretching my chest forward, every moment I 

expect him to grab me by the hair from behind, grab my shirt and rip it off... But I have to hide... And 

maybe mom will come out...” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 85). 

The next phase in victims of sexual violence is the emergence of shame, guilt, self-blame, 

depression, phobias, sleep and eating disorders (Browne, Finklehor, 1986):  

“Shame overwhelms me, it covers me like a huge wave under which I can't breathe. God, what 

did I do to make him say that to me? To catch me like that? How is that possible? Well, he's my 

uncle, he shouldn't, he shouldn't... And if he just wanted to caress me, to praise me for growing 

up nicely? But that bright look, the outstretched hand...” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 85) 

Children who have experienced sexual abuse may suffer a wide range of emotional, behavioral, 

and social difficulties, including anger, hostility, guilt, shame, depression, posttraumatic stress, sleep 

disorders, fears, general behavioral problems, and age-inappropriate sexual behavior (Deblinger, 

Stauffer, and Steer 2001, 332-343). Hence, we are not at all surprised by the behavior of Bela, who is 

afraid to appear in front of her mother, so “dirty”: “God, help me calm down before Mom sees me. I 

don’t want to appear like this in front of her eyes. Out of breath, sweaty, shaking, scared...Dirty” 

(Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 85). 

Research shows that children and young people often choose not to disclose sexual abuse, which 

prevents them from accessing help. It also allows perpetrators to continue living undetected. Research 

findings on this issue show that young people face a number of different barriers, such as limited support, 

perceived negative consequences, and feelings of self-blame, shame, and guilt, when they choose to 

disclose. The uncle’s attempts at sexual abuse continue and gain intensity when Bela loses her mother, 

who dies of cancer, and after the funeral she moves in with her aunt and uncle. 

Knowing that she is now helpless, the uncle first begins to verbally abuse her, in order to subdue 

and break her. The second sexual assault occurs during lunch and this scene is described as morbidly 

calm and grotesque:  

“Everyone is bent over their plates, silent and eating. Even Matej and Marko are unusually calm. 

I look sideways – the uncle has spread his legs, a little more and he will touch my leg with his. 

He again pushes cabbage from the salad and chews with his mouth open. Then he calmly puts 

the spoon in the plate and the next moment he lowers his hairy fangs onto my thigh, squeezing 

me like a claw” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 154-155). 

And the third attack happens while he is at his aunt's house:  

“I turn to the sink to wash my hands. I feel his fat body next to mine, his gaze... -Where are you 

running...whore? - he cuts me off in a low voice... Alone, huh? Are you waiting for someone- 
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he presses me against the wall, bends over my neck... He stabs me with his crotch, squeezes my 

breasts with his dirty hand, while with his other calloused hand he wants to pinch my face and 

bring it closer to his, all the while muttering incomprehensible words. He instantly pulls away 

from me, huddling like a pig, and in a panic I realize that he is unbuttoning his pants!” 

(Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 159). 

After failing in his intention, the abuser gets drunk, and when he returns home, he again pours 

all his rage on his wife at the same time telling them that he was leaving them:  

“He talked and pulled, foamed and squeezed, pulled and hit, squeezed with his fists, smashed 

my waist in the shoe rack... finally he left me fallen to the ground, submerged in the carpet with 

my face swimming in tears, snot and blood. Bent over like a rod, hunched over like a sink, 

crushed like dry bread” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 164); “You've gnawed at me enough, you 

mother's cunt!... Trajko goes to Italy, to work for himself, enough for you, only for you... die 

here in the fields, you mother's cunts” (Tancheva-Zlateva 2023, 164). 

 

3. CONCLUSION 

 

The novel “Bela Sama” by Violeta Tancheva Zlateva speaks about difficult topics that were 

avoided in the past, however, it is encouraging that more and more authors are speaking about this issue. 

This does not exclude contemporary authors for children and young people. 

Tancheva-Zlateva speaks about the topic of domestic violence hidden behind the fear of shame 

in a patriarchal environment. This violence, although directed at the wife/mother, the entire family 

suffers and suffers from it. Domestic violence, in Tancheva-Zlateva's novel, shows that the greatest 

psychological consequences are suffered by children, which has the potential to affect their entire lives 

as adults. The character of Marija-Lena, who, as a bearer of progressive ideas, comes to the village with 

its hardened understandings, represents a ray of light for Neda, a victim of domestic violence by her 

husband Trajko. 

The other difficult topic that Tancheva-Zlateva addresses in the novel “Bela Sama” is the topic 

of sexual violence by uncle Trajko towards the adolescent Bela, who, although "alone", without parents 

and without institutional support, still manages to escape from his clutches. The novel “Bela Sama” by 

Violeta Tancheva-Zlateva is both a family and adolescent novel, which with its content stirs emotions 

and opens up many questions about the themes of violence, the mother-daughter relationship, death and 

loss. 
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