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The wind does not ask permission before it moves through your house.

It finds the cracks you did not know were there.

— Overheard, Matjiesfontein, February
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The Education of Phephile Mpongose, Née Buthelezi, of KwaMashu

Phephile

Know this about KwaMashu: it is a place that teaches you to speak in two registers at once.

In one register you say: I am from Durban. This is what you tell the people at UCT, the people at the firm, the people at the conferences where they give you a lanyard and a name tag and serve you wine in glasses so thin you are afraid to hold them too tightly. In this register, Durban is the ocean, the bougainvillea over the beachfront hotels, the warmth that rises from the tarmac after rain. Durban is easy to say. Durban is a postcard.

In the other register — the one that lives in the body, in the feet that remember the particular angle of Ntuzuma Road on a winter morning, in the nose that still finds the smell of coal smoke intimate and specific — you say: I am from KwaMashu. This is the truth. KwaMashu, Section D, a house with a corrugated iron roof that spoke its own language when the rain came, which was its own particular music, though Phephile was twenty-four before she used the word music for it, before she had enough distance to name what had always been the sound of home.

She was born in that house. Her mother laboured through the night of a June frost while the roof sang above them, and the neighbours — this was the kind of neighbourhood where the neighbours knew — came with hot water and muttered prayers, and old Mrs Ntombela who had done this for half the street stood at the foot of the bed and said things in Zulu that Phephile's mother would later claim she did not remember but whose rhythm she carried in her hands for the rest of her life.

Phephile was not given her name that night. Her father — Baba Siphamandla Buthelezi, who drove a municipal bus from four in the morning until two in the afternoon and who spent his free hours at the kitchen table surrounded by library books he had to travel to the Durban City Library to borrow, because KwaMashu had no library, this was a political fact that Siphamandla could not separate from any other fact in his life — Baba spent three days with the name before he gave it to her.

Phephile, he finally said. It is raining.

Her mother, Zodwa, said: It was raining in June?

Baba said: It is always raining, somewhere, for someone.

This was the kind of man he was.

Understand that Siphamandla Buthelezi had eight years of formal schooling. He had read more books than most people with three degrees. He had read them in the way of a man who knows that what is inside the book is the difference between being acted upon and acting — not because books are magic, he was not a man who believed in the magic of objects, but because understanding the machinery of the world was the only form of power available to a man who drove other people's children to school every morning in a bus that belonged to a municipality that did not believe he was fully a person.

He read history. He read politics. He read the anthropologists who had come to study his people with the careful eyes of collectors, and he read them with the particular critical faculty of the observed subject, noting where they were right and where they were constructing a country they needed to believe in. He read Fanon. He read Biko. He read, with patient and mounting fury, the Homeland Commission reports of the 1960s. He read the newspapers that were allowed and found between their lines the shape of the newspapers that were not.

He taught Phephile to read at three. Not from a book — there was no book for this — but from the labels on tin cans, from the sides of buses, from the flyers the municipality stuck to lampposts. What does that say? he would ask, pointing at anything with letters on it, making the world a classroom because it cost nothing and took everything from him to do it. She learned to read from: DANGER HIGH VOLTAGE. GOLD COIN COOKING OIL. DEPARTMENT OF BANTU ADMINISTRATION AND DEVELOPMENT.

That last one is a lie, he told her, when she sounded it out proudly, all six words in the right order. The word Development in that sentence is not doing the work it claims.

She was five. She stored this information in the place where important things go.

The house in Section D was three rooms and a yard. The yard had a guava tree that produced abundantly and a tap that produced intermittently and a small concrete area where Zodwa kept her washing and where Phephile did her homework on a board balanced across two upended milk crates. In the evenings, after supper — which was whatever Zodwa had made it from whatever the week had allowed, and Phephile would understand only later what skill went into this daily improvisation, the way her mother turned scarcity into something that tasted like intention — Baba would sit at the kitchen table and read, and the light from the single bulb would fall across his book and his face in equal measure, and Phephile would do her schoolwork beside him and the two of them would move in the quiet of people who understand that silence shared is not emptiness but a kind of conversation that does not need words.

This is what she was given. Not money — the bus driver's salary, however carefully Zodwa managed it, was a salary that ran out before the month did, in most months, in most years. Not connections — nobody in Section D could write her a letter of introduction. Not safety — KwaMashu in the 1980s was not a safe place; it was a place where political violence was a weather system, where UDF and Inkatha moved through streets like competing storms, where the body of a boy from her school appeared in a ditch one September morning and the school carried on because what choice did a school have.

What she was given: a man who made the world legible by pointing at it. A mother who fed her from nothing and did not complain. A guava tree. A roof that sang. And the particular knowledge, which settled into her bones around age nine or ten and never left, that the world was constructed — not natural, not inevitable, not God's arrangement — but built, by specific people, for specific purposes, and that what was built could, in principle, be rebuilt.

This is a dangerous thing to know. Siphamandla knew it. He gave it to her anyway. He gave it to her because he believed it was the most honest thing he owned.

The bursary that took her from KwaMashu to UKZN was not luck. Let nobody say it was luck. It was the result of being first in her class from Standard Three onward, of doing her homework on a milk crate in a yard while other children played or while the sounds of the neighbourhood — its arguments, its music, its occasional and terrible violence — moved around her like weather she had learned to work within. It was the result of a teacher, Miss Dube, who taught English at her secondary school with the ferocity of someone who had decided that the best form of protest available to her was making her students speak and write in the oppressor's language better than the oppressor. This was ideology and it was also, Phephile would conclude much later, love. Miss Dube loved them enough to give them weapons.

UKZN opened like a door into a room she had been able to smell through the keyhole for years. She was not naive — she knew the university was also a machine, also an institution built by people for purposes, also a place where the architecture of who sat where and who was called by what title told its own story. But the library. The library. She walked into the Pietermaritzburg library in her first week and stood at the entrance and made a sound that was not quite a sound, something that happened only in her chest, because she understood for the first time in her life that every book she had wanted to read was here, had always been here, had existed all along in a building she simply had not been allowed into.

She read everything. Business theory, economic history, political economy, post-colonial studies. She read the South African economists who were just beginning to develop a language for the transition, for the TRC, for the fragile and complicated project of building a country from the rubble of the one that had just ended. She found that she had been doing economics all her life — her mother had been doing it, her father's reading of the Commission reports had been a form of it — and that putting names to the machinery she had always watched gave her a particular satisfaction that she eventually understood was what people meant when they said they had found their vocation.

The MBA bursary came from a UCT programme designed explicitly to bring Black students from historically disadvantaged institutions into the business school. She read the application criteria with the careful eye her father had trained, parsing every sentence. She applied. She was accepted.

She packed her one bag and said goodbye to Baba, who stood in the yard under the guava tree and held her hands and did not cry but whose face did something she had never seen it do before — opened, briefly, into something undefended — before he closed it again and told her: Hamba kahle. Go well. And Phephile — do not let them tell you what you are.

She understood this to mean: you will be sorted. They will put you in a category. Don't let the category become the truth.

She was twenty-three. She thought she understood.

Here is the thing she has carried for thirteen years, the thing she has not told her mother or her father or any of the therapists she has briefly and periodically tried: she took a paragraph.

Not a chapter. Not a section. A paragraph — eleven sentences — from a paper by Dr. Zanele Khumalo, an emerging academic at UKZN, a paper that had been submitted to a journal and rejected and circulated among graduate students in a PDF that had no official status, that existed in the grey space of academic work before it finds its home. The paper was about the structural reproduction of poverty in post-apartheid urban spaces. It was precise, original, and completely unpublished, which meant it had no citation trail, which meant a twenty-five-year-old MBA student under the pressure of a dissertation deadline and the ambient terror of being the first person in her family to attempt something like this could absorb those eleven sentences, rephrase them — carefully, surgically, with the skill that Miss Dube had trained into her — and render them untrackable.

She told herself it was synthesis. She told herself she had built the same argument independently and was merely tidying the expression. She told herself that Khumalo's paper was informal, uncredited, living in no official record. She told herself many things. She got a distinction. She graduated. She joined HMC at twenty-seven, junior analyst, serious face, extraordinary work rate, a woman who arrived before eight and left after seven and who had the quality — which people called excellence without understanding its origins — of someone who has decided that she will outperform doubt by sheer accumulation of evidence.

The dissertation was published as part of a UCT working paper series in 2013. It has been cited nineteen times.

Dr. Zanele Khumalo published her own paper — revised, expanded, properly credited — in 2015. It covers the same ground. There is no accusation. There is no public record of any correspondence. There is simply the fact, which Phephile carries in the place where her certainty about herself should
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