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For my mother, who pressed wild sage between her palms and said: smell this, my child. This is what home smells like when it has not yet been taken from you.

And for every woman who has had to choose between the scent of who she was and the perfume of who she is expected to become.

"Smell is the sense closest to memory. Closest to the dead."

— Zakes Mda, The Whale Caller

"He was the kind of danger that smelled like safety. I should have known better. I did not want to."

— from the journals of Nomvula Dube, perfume maker, Soweto

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART ONE

[image: ]


THE APPRENTICE OF SCENT

"A woman who knows her own smell knows herself. Guard this knowledge. It is not given twice."

— Mama Dube, to her daughter Nomvula, 1999


CHAPTER 1

WHAT I CARRY

I am going to tell you about a man who smelled like rain on  soil, and what happened to me because of it.

But first I must tell you about my mother, because without her, I would not know that smell means anything at all. I would be like everyone else — walking through a world of scent without understanding that every fragrance is a door, and that behind each door is a time that is not finished with you yet.

My mother, Mama Constance Dube, was a woman who collected smells the way other women collect fabric or recipes or the photographs of grandchildren. She kept small glass bottles on the windowsill of our house in Meadowlands, Soweto — brown glass, the kind that pharmacies used before everything became plastic, filled with things she had gathered. Wild sage from the veld at the edge of the township. Dried impepho, which we burned when we called the ancestors, so that they would find the smoke and follow it home. A root she called ibhubhusi that her own mother had given her, and which smelled of something so old I could not name it, only feel it behind the sternum like a memory I had not personally experienced.

"Nomvula," she used to say, sitting me down in front of the bottles when I was perhaps seven years old, before I was old enough to be embarrassed by the ritual. "Close your eyes. This one. Tell me."

And I would breathe, and something in me would unlock, and I would say: "Rain. No — earth. Earth after rain. The  kind, Mama. The kind near Gogo's house in Limpopo where the road goes red."

She would smile. She would say: "You have it. The nose. Your grandmother had it. I did not have it — I can smell the thing but I cannot read it. You can read it."

I did not know, at seven, what this meant. I only knew that the bottles were sac in our house in a way that the Bible on the sideboard was not — the Bible sat there to be seen; the bottles were for using.

My mother died when I was twenty-three. Breast cancer, the kind that moves fast once it has decided to move. She was fifty-one, which is too young, though I have learned that there is no age at which it is not too young. At the funeral, I could not cry. I stood at the graveside in the Soweto sun, in the black dress I had borrowed from my cousin because I had not owned a black dress, listening to the pastor say the things pastors say, and I could not cry because I was too busy trying to smell her.

I know this sounds strange. I was trying to smell her in the air, in the soil they had turned over, in the flowers on the coffin. I was standing at the edge of her grave trying to find her in the way that was native to me — not through words, not through sight, but through my nose, which had always been my most honest sense.

I could not find her. She was not there.

I went home and I opened every bottle on the windowsill. I smelled them one by one, the wild sage and the impepho and the ibhubhusi root. I breathed them for three hours, until I stopped shaking. And then I understood what I was going to do with the rest of my life.

I was going to learn how to bottle the dead. How to hold them in glass so that they did not go completely.

This is not as mad as it sounds. Fragrance has been doing this for centuries — holding the gone, preserving the before, making the permanent impermanent. You think the Egyptians embalmed their pharaohs in scent by accident? You think women in every culture have kept their dead mothers' perfume bottles on their own dressing tables for no reason?

Smell is the last sense to leave us. They say we can smell long after we can no longer see or hear or feel. We go into the dark following a scent.

I did not go into the dark. I went to the library. And then I went to a course in Johannesburg city that taught the basics of perfumery. And then I worked for six years in a factory in Randburg that made personal care products — body sprays, roll-ons, the cheap kind sold at taxi ranks and spaza shops in plastic bottles with names like Desire and Midnight and Forever Love. I learned the chemistry. I learned the vocabulary — the top notes and the heart notes and the base notes, the way a fragrance breathes and changes on the skin, the way you cannot assess a perfume in the bottle because it is not finished until it meets a body, becomes a person's second skin, enters into conversation with who they are.

I was thirty-one when I decided I had learned enough to do it myself. Thirty-one, with six thousand rand saved, a rented room in Dobsonville, and a mother's collection of glass bottles that still held their scents as though she had breathed into them herself.

I was going to make perfume.

Real perfume. Not the kind that comes from a lab in France or smells of the same aldehyde on every wrist in every city in the world. The kind that comes from this soil. This specific soil. The  Highveld earth after summer rain. The impepho smoke of ceremonies. The wild fig trees that grow in the gulley near Orlando Dam. The particular sweetness of the fat cakes — vetkoek — frying in the early morning, which is the smell of poverty and also of warmth and which I have never been able to separate into its separate meanings.

I was going to make a perfume that smelled of home, for people who had come from places like mine and were now — as most of us are, in one way or another — somewhere else.

I did not expect that the making of this perfume would take me to a man I was not prepared for.

I never expect the things that matter most. Perhaps this is my particular gift and my particular problem: I can read the language of scent with precision, but I have always been illiterate in the language of my own heart.

~ ~ ~
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His name is Darius Khumalo.

But I am not ready to tell you about him yet. First I must tell you about the estate.


CHAPTER 2

THE ADVERTISEMENT

The advertisement appea on a Friday, which I believe was not an accident. Fridays have a quality of possibility that other days do not — the week's accumulations fall away, and things seem more achievable than they did on a Wednesday. I had been applying for development grants and artist residencies for four months, and the rejections came on Mondays and Tuesdays with the kind of bureaucratic consistency that begins to feel personal even when it is not.

The ad was posted on a community board at the Soweto Theatre — I went there sometimes to attend the exhibitions, to be near things being made — on a plain piece of cream paper, typed in a font that was serious without being cold.

It said:

PERFUME APPRENTICE SOUGHT
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