

  [image: Cover]




Mlamleli Zide

Take Up Space


Zozibini Tunzi Becomes Miss Universe 2019





  

  Copyright © 2025 by Mlamleli Zide


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    Mlamleli Zide asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  
    
      ISBN: 9798223560647
      
    

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        1. The Pigment of Home
        
      

    
      	
        2. The Edge of Make-Believe
        
      

    
      	
        3. The Internal Library
        
      

    
      	
        4. The Architecture of the Xhosa Face
        
      

    
      	
        5. The Command of the Sun
        
      

    
      	
        6. The Wisdom of the Beads
        
      

    
      	
        7. Click-Click-Click! The Beadwork Echoing
        
      

    
      	
        8. The Circle of Witnesses
        
      

    
      	
        9. I Do Not Ask for Space; I Occupy It
        
      

    
      	
        10. The Corridor of Choices
        
      

    
      	
        11. The Symphony of the Chamber
        
      

    
      	
        12. The Northern Horizon
        
      

    
      	
        13. The Waiting Room Under the Jacarandas
        
      

    
      	
        14. The Threshold of the Atlantic
        
      

    
      	
        15. The Language of the Valleys
        
      

    
      	
        16. If the Root is Deep
        
      

    
      	
        17. A Foundation of Honor
        
      

    
      	
        18. The Key to 304
        
      

    
      	
        19. Emotional Impact
        
      

    
      	
        20. The “Fire” Metaphor
        
      

    
      	
        21. The “Crucible of PR” (The Academic Grind)
        
      

    
      	
        22. The Art of Perception
        
      

    
      	
        23. The Notice Board Spark
        
      

    
      	
        24. The Linoleum Runway
        
      

    
      	
        25. The Golden Step
        
      

    
      	
        26. The Power of the Chant
        
      

    
      	
        27. The Blueprint to Victory
        
      

    
      	
        28. The Balancing Act
        
      

    
      	
        29. Breaking the Standard
        
      

    
      	
        30. Beyond the Standard Mold
        
      

    
      	
        31. Forging the Mandate
        
      

    
      	
        32. The Blueprint Applied
        
      

    
      	
        33. The Blueprint and the Crucible
        
      

    
      	
        34. The Space Unlocked
        
      

    
      	
        35. The Calm After the Roar
        
      

    
      	
        36. The Universe Responds
        
      

    
      	
        37. Grounded in the Soil, Aimed at the Universe
        
      

    
      	
        38. The Atlantic Crossing
        
      

    
      	
        39. The Strength is the Point
        
      

    
      	
        40. The Atlanta Pivot
        
      

    
      	
        41. The Universal Stage
        
      

    
    


  




  
  1

  
  
  The Pigment of Home

  
  




The red dust of Sidwadweni had a way of clinging to everything it touched. 

It lived in the creases of my elders’ palms, stained the hems of our school uniforms hanging on the line, and coated the dreams we dreamed while running barefoot across those Eastern Cape hills. 

To some, that dust was a mark of the middle-of-nowhere—a place the maps forgot to detail with anything but a thin, winding line. 

To me, it was the pigment of home. 

It was the color of belonging.

I woke up every morning before the sun had fully cleared the horizon. 

There was a specific stillness in the air at that hour, a blue-grey quiet that felt like the world was holding its breath. 

The air inside our house smelled of floor wax, Rooibos tea, and the sharp, comforting scent of ink—the smell of my parents’ schoolbooks.

My mother, Philiswa, was a school principal, and my father, Lungisa, worked for the department of education. 

In our house, knowledge wasn’t just something you went to school for; it was the oxygen we breathed. 

There were books in the kitchen, books on the nightstands, and books stacked in the corners of the living room like small, paper monuments.

On this particular morning, I sat on the edge of my bed, smoothing the covers with my palms. 

In the next room, the quiet was already being broken. 

My sisters were a whirlwind of noise, a three-part harmony of life that I both loved and sought refuge from. 

Yanga, the eldest, was usually the first to be composed, her movements purposeful and organized. 

Sibabalwe and little Ayakha, however, were a chaotic symphony of giggles and the frantic, daily search for misplaced socks or hair ties. They were my first village, my first board of directors.

I turned to the small, silver-backed mirror on my dresser. It was a modest thing, its edges slightly tarnished, but it held the only version of me I knew. 

My hair was a short, midnight-dark halo. 

I ran my fingers through it, feeling the texture. 

In the magazines Philiswa sometimes brought home from the city, the women had hair that flowed like water—long, straight, catching the light in a way mine never would. Those images were like messages from a distant planet, beautiful but alien.

When I touched my own hair, it felt like the earth: dense, resilient, and coiled with a strength that didn’t need to flow to be felt. 

For a second, I wondered why the world said beauty had to be soft when I felt so much power in being solid. I didn’t feel like a flower; I felt like the mountain the flower grew on.

“Zozi! The tea is getting cold!”

My mother’s voice drifted in from the kitchen, firm but melodic. 

It was a voice that could command an entire school assembly with a whisper but held a softness that only her daughters knew. 

I straightened my tunic, took a breath, and joined the family.

The kitchen was the heart of the Tunzi machine. My father, Lungisa, was already at the head of the table. 

He was a man who spoke in full sentences, who treated a conversation like a bridge being built between two minds. 

He looked up from his papers and gave me a slow, knowing nod. It wasn’t just a “good morning”; it was an acknowledgment. 

In that house, we were seen as minds first, and daughters second.

“Did you read the passage I left for you, Zozibini?” he asked, his voice a low, steady baritone that seemed to vibrate the very floorboards.

“Yes, Tata,” I said, pulling out my chair between Sibabalwe and Ayakha. “The one about the stars.”

“And? What did you find in the darkness?”

I blew on the steam rising from my tea, thinking carefully. 

I knew he didn’t want a summary; he wanted a perspective. “I think the stars are just like the people in our village. They only look small because they are far away from the big cities. But if you get close, they are actually suns. They have their own heat. They have their own gravity.”

Lungisa paused. His pen hovered over his ledger. 

He looked at me—really looked at me—and I saw a flicker of something prideful in his eyes. “Don’t ever let the distance make you feel small, my girl. The star doesn’t change its size just because a man in a city is too far away to see its fire. Remember that when you walk outside these doors.”

That was the curriculum of our home. 

While South Africa was outside rubbing its eyes, waking up from the long, dark night of its past, those walls were our sanctuary. 

My parents were building a fortress inside our heads, a place where our worth was not a question to be debated, but a fact to be lived.

As we finished our breakfast, the house was a blur of activity. 

Philiswa was checking bags, Yanga was helping Ayakha with her shoes, and I was staring out the window at the hills. 

The red dust was already rising as the first cattle moved toward the grazing lands. It was a simple life, but as I stood up to leave, I felt like I was carrying a kingdom inside me.








  
  2

  
  
  The Edge of Make-Believe

  
  




The walk to school was a three-kilometer journey that served as my daily meditation. 

The Eastern Cape was a landscape of rolling green punctuated by the vibrant turquoise and pink of the rondavels, like jewels dropped onto a velvet carpet.

Yanga usually led the way, her pace brisk and efficient. 

Sibabalwe and Ayakha would lag behind, distracted by a colorful beetle or a particularly interesting stone. 

I usually walked in the middle, my mind wandering between the reality of the path and the stories I was beginning to write in my head.

The air was a symphony I never tired of: the rhythmic thwack of a neighbor beating a rug, the distant, hollow lowing of cattle, and the melodic exchange of Xhosa greetings that felt like a secret language of kindness.

“Molo, MaPhiliswe,” the elders would call out to my mother if she was walking with us. “Molo, Ntombi. Blue sky today, hey?”

I walked with my back straight, my chin parallel to the red earth. 

I had begun to notice something about the way the world moved around girls. It was a subtle pressure, like a low-hanging mist. 

It told us to lower our voices, to take up less room on the bus bench, to cast our eyes down when a man spoke. 

It was an invitation to disappear.

But as my feet struck the ground, I practiced the opposite. I made sure my footsteps landed heavy. 

Every step was a claim. I wasn’t just walking to school; I was announcing my arrival to the world.

That afternoon, after the final bell had rung and the classrooms had emptied of their chalk dust and chatter, I stopped by the small community library. 

It was a cramped space, smelling of old paper and wood glue, but to me, it was a portal. 

I was looking for stories of women who looked like me, but the shelves were filled with tales of English moors and American skyscrapers.

I left the library feeling a strange, hollow weight in my chest. 

On the way home, I came across a group of older boys playing soccer near a patch of thornbushes. 

Their “ball” was a masterpiece of necessity—plastic bags bundled tightly with twine. It was surprisingly aerodynamic.

As I approached, the ball took a wild bounce and rolled directly into my path. It stopped right at my feet. 

One of the boys, a tall teenager with an arrogant tilt to his head, stopped and put his hands on his hips.

“Hey! Kick it back, girl!” he shouted. He didn’t ask; he commanded. It was the tone of someone who expected the world to bend to his whims.

I didn’t kick it. 

I didn’t even flinch. 

I looked at the ball, then looked up at him. I walked over, bent down, and picked it up with both hands. 

I held it for a moment, feeling the texture of the plastic. My name, Zozibini, meant “received with both hands.” It was a name of grace, but also of ownership.

I walked the ball back to the center of their dusty pitch. 

The other boys had stopped playing now, watching this strange girl who wasn’t following the script. I didn’t look at the ground. 

I looked the boy directly in the eye and handed him the ball.

“Next time,” I said, my voice calm and level, “you can ask. I am not your servant.”

The boys went silent. 

The arrogance drained from the leader’s face, replaced by a confused sort of respect. I didn’t run away, and I didn’t shout. 

I simply occupied my space until the atmosphere shifted to accommodate me. Only when I felt the balance of power return to neutral did I turn and walk away.

When I got home, I found my grandmother sitting on the porch. Her face was a map of everything our people had endured—lines of sorrow, lines of laughter, and the deep, permanent grooves of survival. She was shelling beans, her fingers moving with a rhythm that seemed as old as the hills themselves.

“You look like you’ve been fighting lions, Zozi,” she said without looking up.

“Just a boy, Makhulu,” I replied, sitting at her feet. “But I was thinking… Why do the stories in the books always happen in places with snow? Why don’t they happen here? Why aren’t we the heroes?”

She stopped her work and looked at me, her eyes clouded but sharp. “Because, my child, the people who write the books haven’t realized that the Garden of Eden was likely filled with red dust and Proteas, not roses and ice. They think beauty is something that happens somewhere else. They think power is something you wear, not something you are.”

I leaned my head against her knee, watching a hawk circle high above the valley. I realized then that the “distance” my father spoke of wasn’t just physical. It was a distance of the imagination.
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I stayed there for a long time, my head resting against Makhulu’s knee, watching the hawk until it was nothing more than a speck of charcoal against the orange-peel sky. 

The silence between us wasn’t empty; it was heavy with the weight of her words.

“The imagination is the first place you must win, Zozi,” she whispered, her hand finally coming to rest on my head. 

I could feel the calluses on her fingertips, a texture of a life lived in service to the land. “If you cannot see yourself as a queen in your own mind, no crown in the world will ever fit.”

The sun finally collapsed behind the mountain range, bleeding a deep, bruised purple across the horizon. 

The temperature dropped instantly, the biting chill of the Eastern Cape highveld chasing us toward the warmth of the kitchen. 

Makhulu stood with a slow, rhythmic groan of her joints, clutching her bowl of shelled beans like a treasure.

“Go,” she nudged me gently. “The fire is lit. Your mother is calling.”

I stood up, shaking the red dust from my tunic one last time. I looked back at the valley, now shrouded in a soft, hazy blue. 

The “distance” didn’t feel quite so daunting anymore. 

If the gap between where I was and where I wanted to be was built of imagination, then I would simply build a bridge made of the same material. 

I turned and walked into the house, leaving the darkening hills behind, carrying the quiet fire of her wisdom into the light of the lamps.

As evening settled over Sidwadweni, our house transformed into a fortress of light. This was the hour of the hearth, a time when the restlessness of the day was funneled into the focused energy of the evening routine. 

The scent of woodsmoke drifted through the open door, mixing with the aroma of slow-simmering stew and the faint, sweet smell of the paraffin lamps.

“Beauty is a tricky thing, Zozi,” my grandmother continued later, her voice a low murmur that seemed to compete with the rhythmic song of the crickets outside. 

We were gathered in the main room, the shadows dancing long and lean against the walls. “The world is loud. It will try to tell you that your hair is a thicket instead of a crown. It will tell you that your skin is the color of the shadows instead of the color of the rich, fertile soil that grows the food we eat. If you listen to the world, you will forget who you are.”

I looked at her dark, weathered hand resting on my own smooth, chocolate-toned arm. In the golden glow of the lamp, our skin looked like polished mahogany. “How do I stop listening, Makhulu?”

“You must have a library inside your head,” she said, squeezing my hand with a strength that belied her age. “You must store the truth there—the things your father tells you, the things your mother shows you. You must write your own books in your mind. That way, when the world lies to you, you can walk into your own library and read the truth.”

I closed my eyes right there in the middle of the room and tried to build it. 

I imagined a grand hall with shelves that stretched up into the clouds. There were no books about snow or distant moors there. 

Instead, there were volumes on the strength of Xhosa queens, the mathematics of the stars over Tsolo, and the intricate poetry found in the rhythm of our village life. 

I saw a shelf dedicated to the way Philiswa held her head high when she spoke to the district officials, and another for the way Lungisa treated every book as if it held the secrets of the universe.

Inside, the house was a hum of focused ambition. 

Philiswa sat at the small wooden table, her glasses reflecting the lamplight as she oversaw the girls’ homework.

“Ayakha, focus on your sums. Numbers do not lie, but they require your full attention,” Philiswa said, her voice acting as a gentle anchor in the room. “Sibabalwe, help your sister with that word. We do not leave anyone behind in this house.”

I watched them—my sisters, my mother. We were a fortress of women, guided by a father who believed that our minds were our most dangerous and beautiful assets. 

I realized then that my internal library wasn’t just made of abstract thoughts; it was constructed from the very people in this room. 

It was made of Yanga’s quiet, observant confidence, Sibabalwe’s unshakeable joy, and Ayakha’s relentless curiosity.

Before the lamps were turned down, I had one final ritual. I found my father in the kitchen, finishing the last of his tea. 

The house was quiet now, the only sound being the occasional crackle of the dying fire.

“Tata?” I whispered.

“Yes, Zozibini.” He didn’t look up immediately, finishing a mark on a student’s paper, but his attention was entirely mine.

“When I grow up,” I said, my voice gaining a sudden, unexpected strength, “I want to Take Up Space. I don’t want to be a whisper that people have to strain to hear. I want to be a voice.”

Lungisa finally looked up. 

He set his pen down with a deliberate click. 

He smiled—a rare, wide expression that crinkled the corners of his eyes and made the room feel smaller. “You already take up space, my girl. You just have to make sure the world is ready to see the sun when it finally rises. Never dim your light to make others comfortable.”

I nodded with humility which increase his smile and I left the room to my bedroom When my sister were. 

As I climbed into bed, pulling the heavy blankets up to my chin to ward off the Eastern Cape cold, the final part of my day began. 

It was a soft whisper into my pillow, a secret affirmation I had repeated since I was old enough to understand that words have power.

“I am Zozibini Tunzi,” I breathed into the darkness. “I am the daughter of Philiswa and Lungisa. I am the daughter of the soil. I am intelligent. I am capable. I am here.”

Outside, the wind brushed against the corrugated iron roof, a restless, wandering sound that spoke of the vast, impatient world beyond our hills. 

The village was asleep, the red dust finally settled and quiet on the windowsills. 

They didn’t know that in a small room, in a modest house, on a hill the world thought was insignificant, a queen was practicing her posture.

I fell asleep with the image of my internal library glowing in the dark of my mind. 

I was already writing the next chapter, and in that story, the girl with the short hair and the dark skin wasn’t just a character waiting for a turn. 

She was the light. 

She was the sun.

And she was exactly where she was meant to be.
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The transition from the safety of my internal library to the sharp edges of the world began on a Saturday morning, a day usually reserved for chores and the deep-cleaning of our home. 

In Sidwadweni, Saturdays had a rhythm of their own—the sound of sweeping brooms, the scent of strong soap, and the sight of colorful laundry snapping in the wind like signal flags.

I was twelve now, standing in that awkward, shifting territory between childhood and whatever came next. 

My body was lengthening, my limbs feeling like they belonged to someone else, and my mind was becoming increasingly aware of the gaps between the truth in my house and the “truth” of the world outside.

Philiswa, ever the educator, didn’t just give us chores; she gave us lessons in precision. As I helped her fold the linens, she handed me a glossy magazine. 

It was an old edition of a fashion monthly, likely brought back from a trip to Mthatha or East London.

“Look at the way they frame the stories, Zozi,” she said, her eyes tracking my reaction. “It’s all about the image.”

I sat on the edge of the sofa, the heavy paper cool against my palms. 

I flipped through the pages, and for the first time, I didn’t just see pictures; I saw a barrier. 

The women on these pages were statues of ivory and gold. 

Their hair was long, flowing in artificial winds, and their skin was the color of cream, airbrushed to a perfection that didn’t look like it could ever sweat, or bleed, or feel the sun.

I looked down at my own hands. 

They were the color of the deep, rich earth after a rainstorm. I touched my hair—still short, still a defiant crown of coils. 

I felt a sudden, sharp pang of displacement.

“Mama,” I whispered, not taking my eyes off a page featuring a girl in a sparkling silver dress. “Why does the world only want to see one kind of face? If this is beauty, then what am I?”

The room went silent. 

The only sound was the distant shush-shush of Yanga’s broom in the hallway. Philiswa stopped folding. 

She walked over and sat beside me, her presence a warm, solid weight that countered the coldness of the magazine.

“That,” she said, pointing to the magazine, “is a narrow window. People look through it and think they are seeing the whole world. But you, Zozibini, you are the mountain. You don’t need a window to be seen. You just need to stand.”

She took the magazine from my hands and closed it. “They call this ‘aspiration,’ but I want you to aspire to something else. I want you to aspire to be the person who changes the window.”

Later that afternoon, I went to the bathroom and locked the door. It was the only place with a full-length mirror. 

I stood before it, stripping away the layers of my school-girl self until I was just a girl in the light.

I looked at my reflection with a clinical, almost aggressive intensity. 

I studied the curve of my jaw, the width of my nose, and the way my dark skin seemed to drink in the light rather than reflect it. 

For years, the world had been whispering that I was “pretty for a dark girl” or that I would be “stunning if only I grew my hair.”

Those whispers were like the red dust—fine, persistent, and capable of coating everything if you didn’t sweep them away daily.

I leaned in closer, my breath fogging the glass. 

I thought about the library Makhulu told me to build. I pulled a book from a shelf in my mind—a book that didn’t exist yet. 

I imagined it was titled The Architecture of the Xhosa Face. I began to read the “truth” onto my reflection.

My nose is broad so I can breathe in the history of my ancestors. My skin is dark because it is made of the very soil that survived every storm. My hair is short because it does not need to hide my face; my face is the message.

The exercise felt like an incantation. 

As I stood there, the hollow feeling in my chest began to fill with a cold, hard resolve. I wasn’t going to wait for the world to find a place for me. 

I was going to carve one out, even if I had to use my own bones as the chisel.

I walked out of the bathroom and found Sibabalwe and Ayakha playing a game of hopscotch in the dirt outside. 

They looked up at me, their faces smudged with the very earth I had just been meditating on. 

They looked like royalty to me—unspoiled, fierce, and entirely unaware that the world was preparing to tell them they weren’t enough.

“Zozi! Play with us!” Ayakha shouted, her pigtails dancing.

I joined them, but I played differently that day. 

I jumped harder. 

I laughed louder. 

I took up more space in the yard than I ever had before.
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As I hopped from one chalky square to the next, I wasn’t just playing hopscotch with Sibabalwe and Ayakha. 

I was conducting a rehearsal for a life I hadn’t yet lived. 

Each time my feet hit the earth, a small puff of red clouds rose around my ankles, and I felt a strange, electric connection to the ground. 

It was as if the soil of Sidwadweni was recognizing me, acknowledging the weight of my intent.

“You’re jumping like the ground is going to run away!” Sibabalwe shouted, her laughter ringing out across the yard. 

She was younger, softer, her joy still unburdened by the thoughts of mirrors and magazines.

I didn’t stop. 

I hit the final square with both feet, a solid thud that vibrated up my spine. “The ground doesn’t run, Siba,” I panted, wiping a streak of sweat and grit from my forehead. “But sometimes it needs to be reminded who is standing on it.”

We played until the light began to change, turning from the harsh yellow of midday to a deep, honeyed gold. 

The shadows of the peach trees grew long and spindly, stretching across the yard like dark, grasping fingers reaching for the safety of our porch. 

The air grew thin and sweet, the temperature dropping as the sun dipped toward the jagged silhouettes of the mountains. 

By the time Philiswa appeared in the doorway, her silhouette framed by the warm glow of the kitchen, our shins were painted a deep brick-red.

“Come inside, girls,” my mother called. “The chill is coming down, and the food is ready.”

I walked toward the house, but I stopped for a moment at the edge of the porch, looking back at my sisters. 

Ayakha was skipping, her small pigtails bouncing, while Sibabalwe was trying to mimic my heavy-footed walk, a playful scowl on her face. 

A fierce, sudden heat rose in my chest—a protective wall I hadn’t known I could build. 

I looked at their beautiful, dark faces, glowing in the last embers of the sunset, and I made a silent vow. 

I would go first. 

I would walk into the rooms that weren’t built for us, and I would hold the door open so wide that they would never have to squeeze through or apologize for the space they took. I wanted them to always jump this hard. 

I wanted the world to be ready for them.

Inside, the house was a sanctuary of scent and shadow. 

The sharp, metallic smell of the paraffin lamps began to mingle with the rich, savory steam rising from the pot of umngqusho. 

It was a smell that meant safety; it meant that no matter how loud the world’s whispers became, this house was a fortress of truth.

We moved through the evening rituals with a practiced, comfortable rhythm. We washed the red dust from our legs in the basin, the water turning a murky orange. 

We set the table, the clatter
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