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For Nkgono.

For the green-covered notebook.

For every child in a yard who was worth the trouble before they were anything.

Motho ke motho ka batho.

A person is a person through other people.
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Red Soil, Two Worlds
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Chapter 1
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Ke Mang? (Who Am I?)

The house belongs to someone else.

That is the first thing I think every morning — before the prayer, before the journal, before I remember what day it is or what is required of me. The house belongs to someone else and I am in it on borrowed terms, the way a book borrowed from a library is still the library's book no matter how carefully you treat its pages.

It is a council house, old government stock from before democracy, the kind they built in the townships in the seventies and eighties when the apartheid government was arranging Black people into neat geographic inconvenience. Brick walls, small rooms, a corrugated iron roof that amplifies rain into something biblical and amplifies heat into something punishing. Aunt Dikeledi's family has been here for thirty years. Her mother got it first. Then it passed to her. The ownership papers are complicated — everything in Extension 6 is complicated — but the house stands, and people live in it, and for the past two years one of those people has been me.

I sleep in the sitting room.

I say sleep, but what I mean is: I unfold a mattress from behind the couch each night and fold it back before anyone wakes. The mattress has a pattern on it — faded blue diamonds — that I have studied so many times in the dark that I could draw it from memory. By 5am I am already up, the mattress already pressed back behind the couch, sitting at the kitchen table with a single lamp and my journal and the pen moving before I am fully conscious of what I am writing.

This hour — 5am to 6am — belongs entirely to me. It is the only hour that does.

Outside, Jouberton is waking in its slow, collective way. Extension 6 is a particular street-texture: the loaned houses with their small yards, the low walls between properties, the syringa trees that drop purple flowers on the paths in October. This morning in June the air is cold and sharp — a dryness that gets into your lungs — and I can hear the Tiang Primary School gate opening. The night security guard, Rre Mosimane, is doing his last round. His keys make a particular sound. I have learned his schedule better than my own.

I write:


Ke mang? Who am I on a Tuesday morning in June in someone else's house in Extension 6, Jouberton, a city that did not ask for me? I am nineteen years old. I am the child of a woman who left before I could ask her why, and a man whose name I do not know, and a grandmother who decided, before I could decide anything, that I was worth the trouble. I have R47 in my pocket and a taxi to catch at 6:45 and an essay due in Ms. Dondolo's class that I finished at midnight on the edge of this kitchen table.


I stop. Look at it. Cross out the last sentence and rewrite it four times — each version technically correct, each one less honest than the one before it. This is my problem: I know when a sentence is good and I cannot stop polishing it past good into careful.

I write a different line instead:


Today feels like the kind of day when something shifts. I do not know what. I have learned not to trust that feeling. I also haven't managed to ignore it.


I close the journal. The crossing-out bothers me. I am aware that crossing out four attempts at a single sentence in a private journal, at 5am, when no one is watching, is a very specific form of vanity.

I am aware of this and I do it anyway.

— — —
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By 6:15 the house is awake in its controlled chaos. Bontle is looking for a school sock. The teenagers — Katlego and Refilwe — are arguing about whose turn it is to use the bathroom, an argument so old it has become a liturgy, the words said in the same order every morning. Aunt Dikeledi is at the stove, making pap for Bontle's lunch box with the economical movements of a woman who has cooked under time pressure every morning for twenty years.

She does not look at me when I come through. She does not need to.

"Kagiso," she says to the pot. "Thabo is outside."

I take my bag, my jacket — the broken zip I have been meaning to fix for three months — my journal, and I go.

Behind me, from the kitchen: Aunt Dikeledi says something in Setswana, quietly, to no one in particular. It takes me two steps to realise she is saying it to me. She is saying: go carefully today.

Not today specifically. She says it most mornings. I have only just noticed.

— — —
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Thabo Setlhare is at the gate eating a magwinya from a packet, still warm, steam rising from the fried dough in the cold air. He is from Lichtenburg, which he considers a worse version of everywhere. He has been in Klerksdorp two years, attending the FET college on the other side of town, living with his uncle two streets away in a house that is also not quite his uncle's. We do not discuss our accommodation. The silent agreement of two people who have learned that some things shrink when you name them.

"Dondolo's essay," he says. By way of greeting.

"in the bag. Finished it at midnight"

"How many pages?"

"Seven."

He looks at me with the expression he reserves for my specific excesses. "She asked for four."

"She asked for at least four."

"Kagiso." The way he says my name when I am doing the thing he finds most exhausting. "At least four means four. Not seven. Seven is you having an argument with yourself at midnight and charging it to the assignment."

"Seven is what it took to say what needed saying."

"What needed seven pages that couldn't be said in four?"

I think about this genuinely for a moment. "The third argument in section two. It needed room to work."

"Nobody cares about your third argument."

"Ms. Dondolo will."

He finishes the magwinya and falls into step beside me. "Right. And when she gives you ninety-two instead of ninety-four because she ran out of patience on page six, you are going to tell me that the third argument was worth it."

"She will give me more than ninety-four."

He looks at me sideways. "You know what your problem is?"

"Several things."

"You are usually right. And you know you're usually right. And you haven't yet learned to hide that you know."

I say nothing. Because he is also right.

We walk the Extension 6 streets — past the Tiang Primary gate where Rre Mosimane raises his flask, past the forever-broken bakkie, past Rre Jan's spaza stacking bread in the door — and then out onto the main road. The taxis already moving. The music already loud.

We join the informal queue near Checkers. The taxi fills: a woman in a nursing uniform, two men in overalls, a girl from Alabama High with her earphones in. I squeeze into the middle row between Thabo and the window.

The driver has Motsweding FM on. A Setswana praise song I half-know from Mankgonoe. My body knows it before my mind does — something in my chest adjusts, the way it always does when the language comes unexpectedly, finding the parts of me that English doesn't reach.

Thabo, beside me, closes his eyes and drums his knee. He knows this song too. He would never admit how much he knows.


Ke Mogorosi. Ke Motswana. This city has not decided what that means yet. I have not either. But the music knows.


— — —
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Manzilpark Comprehensive School. The grounds swept clean by the Grade 8s on duty, a tradition that has outlasted three principals. The classrooms have desks with initials carved into them — NM loves TK, 2009 — the names and small declarations of students who sat here years before me and wanted to be remembered.

I have been here two years and I still feel, some mornings, like I am moving through the school rather than in it. Thabo says I walk like someone expecting to be asked to leave. I told him he talks like someone who has never had a reason to expect that. We didn't speak for two days after that. Then we did. That is the whole story of us.

— — —
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Morning assembly. Ms. Portia Dondolo takes the microphone — she has a way of doing this that makes the assembly go quiet before she speaks.

"I want to acknowledge that one of our Grade 12 learners has been selected as a regional finalist in the Northwest Provincial Writing Competition. Kagiso Mogorosi. Kagiso, stand up."

I stand.

The response is not polite applause. It is the genuine, loud, specific pride of a community watching one of its own do something. Somebody in the Grade 10 rows whistles. Thabo, next to me, leans over and whisper: "A provincial finalist entry from last month and that Seven-page monster due today? You are a machine, Kagiso." As though my overachieving explains everything.

I sit back down. My face does what it always does when I am seen in a way I haven't prepared for — it goes still. The expression Thabo calls my "security camera face" because it records everything and shows nothing.

Inside, something is shifting.

After assembly Thabo leans over: "You're going to be impossible today."

"I am always possible."

"That's the most impossible thing you've ever said."

There is a specific quality I get when I have been publicly acknowledged — a tightness, the feeling of needing to immediately justify the acknowledgment by doing something worthy of it. I know it is not healthy. It is also true that the essay was very good. Both of those things are true simultaneously and the fact that I know that about myself is probably the third thing.

— — —
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After school, the library.

The Klerksdorp Public Library on Margaretha Prinsloo Street is the one space in this city that belongs to me as fully as to anyone. Three afternoons a week. I am currently on my second pass through Bessie Head.

Bessie Head was from the Northwest. Not Klerksdorp, but this province, this sky, this particular flatness of land. She wrote about belonging and not belonging, the interior life of people the world decided were peripheral, from Serowe across the border in Botswana, in exile, in a place that was not quite hers either. Something in her sentences knows something about me.

I am reaching for A Question of Power — my second time, the first time I understood less than half — when another hand reaches for it at the same moment.

I look up.

A girl. My age. Her hand on the spine from one side, my hand from the other. Alabama High School uniform. Not removing her hand.

"I was here first," she says.

"My hand is on the book."

"My eyes found it first."

"Eyes don't borrow books. Hands do."

She looks at me as though she finds me interesting against her will. She has looked at the borrowing card. My name on it twice.

"You've read it before."

"First time I didn't understand it properly."

"And the second time you will?"

"That is what I'm here to find out."

She removes her hand — not conceding, considering. "I'll wait. What's your name?"

"Kagiso."

"Naledi." She finds the window table, pulls out Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, begins reading without looking at me again.

I sit at the opposite table with Bessie Head and read the first paragraph three times.

I am not reading it.

I catch myself stealing glances. I stop. I steal one more. I make myself stop properly. Then I try to analyse why I stole the second glance after deciding not to, and whether that analysis itself is a form of avoidance, which I recognise is a very long way from reading Bessie Head.

— — —
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My phone rings at 6:17pm. Uncle Lerato. He calls on weekends, not weekdays.

"Your nkgono had a stroke this afternoon. She is at the Mahikeng hospital. She is stable. But Kagiso — you must come."

I stop walking. Margaretha Prinsloo Street continues its evening. Taxis. Voices. A radio. The smell of amagwinya. All of it without adjustment.

She is the only person who has always been there.

The sentence arrives whole before I know I am thinking it. Then, underneath: in how many more ways is that true than I know?

I do not understand that second thought yet.

I will.

At Aunt Dikeledi's house I sit on the couch — the family's couch, not the mattress — and tell her what happened. She mutes the news.

"Haai, shame," she says. Not without feeling. With the feeling of a woman who has managed grief alongside logistics her entire life and knows they must be handled together. "When are you going?"

"Tomorrow morning. First taxi."

She nods. Unmutes the news. A pause. Then: "I'll make you something for the road."

I start to say thank you. She has already turned back to the television. She does not like thank you for practical things. She has said this exactly once: just eat it.

I have been eating without thanking her for two years. This is the first time I have understood it as its own form of love.

I pull the mattress from behind the couch. I lie on the faded blue diamonds and stare at the ceiling and do not sleep for
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