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TO MY FAMILY …

			It is said that we choose our family and I am so grateful that I chose each and every one of you to journey through this life with.

			Without your love, unwavering support and encouragement this book would never have been possible.

			Thank you for always believing in my dreams.
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			A LETTER TO MYSELF

			It has taken me a career in design,spanning more than twenty-three years,to reach this moment of clarity, acceptance and understanding.

			In March of 2017 I received an anniversary notification from LinkedIn, saying that I had been in the interior design industry for twenty one years. To say I was shocked would be an understatement; I could not fathom how the years added up to twenty one when it still felt like only yesterday that I had set off to my first job in Johannesburg, the City of Gold.

			M

			Twenty three years ago I arrived in Gauteng to work as an assistant interior designer at an international interior design company that, at the time, specialised in designing luxury hotels and casinos.

			I had seen the company’s advert, by chance, in a Sunday newspaper. It was a small, short and to-the-point advert which I read over and over again. If I had to work in the interior design field (I was still considering other alternatives at the time) it would be at a job that sounded just like this. 

			I had just completed my studies at Natal Technikon (now called Durban University of Technology) as one of the first black students to have studied Interior Design at their institution in the 15 years since the college had opened their doors. I knew that I had chosen to study a field that was unique for my ethnic background, and that I was the first person in my own family, and circle of friends, to pursue a course of study in the arts. The idea of further entering into the world of design, where few who looked like me had dared to venture, was all new and daunting, and yet at the same time very exciting.

			The advertised position promised international travel, designing some of the best hotels around the world, and on top of that, the company promised good pay and a position at their Johannesburg branch. What more could a young student in Durban, KwaZulu-Natal ask for? I was open to new and exciting adventures and to leave home for the big wide world. To me, Johannesburg was like heading off to New York City.

			I jotted down the company’s details, typed a brief response, attached my student portfolio, sent it through and then continued with my busy student life, as only a recently graduated, third-year student knows how to do.

			My parents, of course, asked that I also apply to other companies, which sounded very technical and boring. On a crazy and youthful whim I also applied to be an air hostess because my brother’s girlfriend, at the time, made it sound so jet-setting and glamorous and I was desperate to travel and see the world. But after the stringent ‘diet lifestyle’ and psychological training for a possible plane crash, I soon realised that this career path was certainly not for me. 

			And just like that, I received the call. I was completely unprepared. Out of all the eager applicants, they had chosen me? My soon-to-be boss asked if I could come to Johannesburg for an interview and that I should bring my portfolio with me. If you know a design student, our portfolio is our life, it is what we carry with us everywhere in our large bag, never entrusting it to anyone’s care but our own. I confirmed with the posh-sounding lady that I would be there within the week.

			I tidied up my college projects, placing them in order of excellence, and headed off to Johannesburg without a single moment of hesitation or fear. 

			I got the job and was told I would start in March of 1996. I went back home to Durban, packed my few possessions, got the big city lecture from the old folks, gave my dog a kiss and ran out like I was already paid.

			It was love at first sight. The design practice was run from a converted home in Parktown North, with beautiful manicured gardens and stylish tone-on-tone interiors. The staff was impeccably dressed with the ladies wearing elegant pearls (that would soon also become my jewellery staple), along with well-tailored cream suits and either nude or French manicured nails – never any colour.

			M

			Surely that was just yesterday?

			But the LinkedIn notification went on even further, to say: CONGRATULATIONS! 

			What? This was a moment to be celebrated? I was nowhere near ready to celebrate anything; in fact, I had reached a point in my career where I was not even sure that I wanted to continue in this field any longer. Twenty one years later and all I wanted was to be as far away as possible from my first love. 

			I remember quickly deleting the notification, exiting LinkedIn and filing the intrusive reminder in the recess of my mind. I had wanted so much out of this career and at that stage all I felt was a lot of abuse and pain towards it. We had been very good friends, me and interior design, but we had also been great enemies. 

			I didn’t dare share this momentous occasion with anybody, not even my mother – my biggest fan and cheerleader. I was too embarrassed at what I thought were more failures than successes, not recognising that growth and experience are also part of my story and journey of success.

			For the next few months I continued as though it was just another day at the office, refusing to reflect on my business adulthood milestone. But the small voice within kept popping up every so often, willing me to peep in and really take a look at my journey in design.

			So I gave myself permission to just summarise all my works to date, update my profile and perhaps work on a new website in honour of my 21-year-career; more as an internal overview than anything else. 

			Months later, just before I was due to receive the next LinkedIn notification of another year gone by, I made the time to sit down and list all of the projects that I had designed, countries that I had travelled to and lives that I had touched through the interiors I had created.

			That was when I truly allowed myself a moment to step back and simply honour my own journey; as turbulent as it was.

			I asked myself: 

			When I look back at my life in design, what do I see? 

			With this 21st birthday key, what door do I want to open and what do I want to see when I look through and step into that future?

			What are the memories and greatest lessons that I want to take with me of the 21 years that I have worked, created, stumbled, bruised, fallen and got up, and continued trying? 

			How do I record my highs and lows?

			And how do I allow myself to see, understand and appreciate that the time had come to celebrate the journey I have travelled regardless of the destination and to simply acknowledge this milestone? 

			And so I began a letter to myself…

			Dear Nthabiseng Taukobong, 

			You cannot skip over the years and bury your head in the sand, hoping this moment will go away.

			You have lived and worked every single day, for twenty one years, in this challenging, exhilarating, difficult, glamorous and many times exciting career. Before you continue, give yourself permission to take stock.

			And maybe share a tip or two with those who have followed your journey when you hardly knew there was even a path to follow. And as you share, so shall you heal and as you heal so shall you see your own glory and achievements, strength and perseverance.

			Give yourself permission to breathe it all in and see that this, this career you call Interior Design, was actually not by chance. Take a moment to look back, look across and most importantly, look up…

			CONGRATULATIONS.

			(Written: 29 January 2018)

		

		
			


		
			Part 1
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			WHERE IT ALL BEGAN

			I was born at Baragwanath Hospital in Soweto to Serame, my father, and Fikile, my mother. I have two brothers, one older and one younger, and this is my story…

			I have often been asked how it was that a child born in Soweto in the 1970s could have gone on to study and pursue a career in interior design, when that was not what was expected of a black girl born in the height of apartheid, in one of the biggest townships in South Africa. What made my life and upbringing at home so different that I was supported and encouraged to pursue a creative path?

			To be honest, I thought that how we grew up was what everybody else was experiencing in their homes too, well especially in the townships – our struggle was the same across the streets. 

			My home life was wonderful, I could have never asked for a better family and my parents deserve a Lifetime Achievement Award for being such champion role models to all of their children. Looking back now, and raising a child of my own, I can truly appreciate that I had the most extraordinary parents. They were exceptional forward-thinkers, especially my father. He invested a lot of his personal time grooming us to be excellent in whatever we did. He taught us from a young age that nothing was impossible. 

			I don’t know how they got it right, or figured out how to do better by us than what their own childhood had been. But my parents did it. My father grew up in an abusive family with a dominant father but somehow he managed to undo his past and be the cool, calm, collected and stable counsel in our lives. He never resorted to corporal punishment as a form of discipline; he never made that our reality even though this was how his childhood was defined. My mother did all the shouting and screaming; they had an excellent good cop bad cop routine.

			My parents gave us the tools to life and equipped us with the knowledge and understanding of how each tool would be applied, and I owe my entire being to them.

			EARLY CHILDHOOD

			It turns out that I have always been quite bold and assertive, going for what I wanted, and displaying immense bravery in the process. Even at a tender age I showed signs of being spirited, and added a few exciting mix-masala spices to our ‘not so ordinary’ home life.

			When my older brother (who is three years older than me) started school in the township at the age of six, I refused to stay at home without him. I convinced him, and my parents, that it would be best if I accompanied him to school so I could also get going with my studies and be ready for when my turn eventually came. The family agreed, thinking it would, at best, be a day or two before I got tired of waking up so early in the morning and spending an entire day at big school.

			But my mom tells me that this went on for months! I would get ready every morning with the rest of the family, put on my best outfit and set off to school with my highly inconvenienced sibling. 

			His classmates and teachers were amazed at this and my mom asked them to just bear with me as I figured it all out in my head, and that she was sure I would return to my senses soon and head back home.

			But I never did. I sat through every class and when the big kids started laughing at this odd scene of me tagging along with my brother, it didn’t bother me much because I knew I was there for a greater purpose, and that was to learn and to show my brother that I was ready and could do this! I remember his protective hand going around my shoulder and us walking side-by-side to each class, through all the giggles and whispers.

			I believe I was one of the reasons that the school finally decided to start a preschool so that I could continue walking to school with my brother, but now head off to my own age group and grade and allow my sibling to continue with his studies without having to chaperone me everywhere.

			I do recall countless meetings and negotiations trying to persuade me not to go to school with my brother anymore, and to rather wait for him, and enjoy my time, at home. But all I knew was that I was bored at home and whatever he was learning, I could learn too and that he was my best friend and I wanted to play with him whenever I could.

			That was me then and still a little today. My family still laughs at the fact that I have displayed this strong will and character since the tender age of three. 

			With the support and encouragement of my parents and seeing both of them tackle life, parenting and work with equal gusto, I have never defined myself on my social limitations such as being a girl, too young, or black and previously disadvantaged, because my parents never allowed that to define them and definitely never allowed that to define us. 

			From a young age we were taught that whatever we wanted to see manifest in our lives, we simply had to go for it. We grew up with living examples of parents who made that happen for themselves.

			I was not wired to think otherwise. School had practically reorganised itself around me since I was three years old, so how else was I to face the world? I knew no other way and my parents never discouraged such thinking and bravery from their little princess. So I marched boldly forward through life, determined to learn more and go for gold at all times.

			CREATIVE LEGACY

			I remember details of our home, when we lived with my grandparents in Rockville, Soweto, in the early 70s. There was burgundy wallpaper in our lounge with a gorgeous flocking pattern and parquet flooring in a herringbone design that was always buffed and polished to high-gloss perfection. I remember the beautiful deep buttoned leather sofas with a piping detail that folded over my grandfather’s armrest.

			There was an elegant and intricate chandelier with white, smoky, glass-looking petals around each individual globe and my grandfather being too tall to stand under it.

			I remember a centre island in our kitchen, and making a pact with myself that I would have that in my own home one day too. It was so practical and functional and brought the entire family together over meals. My parents were incredible in the kitchen, and still are. Mom was the master chef and dad was the dessert extraordinaire. He always had the coolest gadgets to make stuff! I remember the day he brought home a waffle machine and for months we were alternating between his delicious pancakes or waffles for our weekend treat.

			In our home in Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, I remember moving furniture around and styling my bedroom with Christmas decorations that lasted the entire year.

			I have fond memories of coming back from school with my older brother and pulling myself up on the island chair and placing random lunch orders with him that drove him crazy, as he had strict instructions from my parents to make me whatever I wanted. I would giggle uncontrollably even before placing my order because I could already sense his pre-teen frustration with me. But, in the end, I usually just ordered scrambled eggs on toast or powder milk with lots of powder. I’ve always been a lazy eater, the less chewing the better.

			UPBRINGING

			My father created an environment for us to be, and do, our best. He would challenge us in our daily discussions and have us resolve issues for ourselves. While my mother would throw a shoe at us, my dad would sit us down and ask how we had come to whatever conclusion and what we believed was the best way forward. He never accepted a yes or no answer, or allowed us to use the words good or nice in our vocabulary.

			We were hardly ever allowed to wander around aimlessly during the day – except for the few hours of free-time after school. Most of our days were structured and filled with healthy, stimulating activities.

			My father believed that a person was not a product of their environment. Just because we were born in Soweto – a place of segregation, filled with a dark, heavy cloud of inequality – did not mean that our story would end there. He raised us to believe that we were free to dream big, right there in our five-roomed home that we shared with our grandparents and to imagine life leading us to greater pastures. 

			Schooling in the townships in the 70s was unstable and turbulent. There would be weeks, sometimes months that we would be home because of riots and calls-to-action by the youth and parents to stay away from the schools, whose system of oppression was meant to cripple the young and an entire nation.

			Many of us remained disillusioned and directionless, wandering aimlessly around the dusty streets, playing games such as hide-and-seek, skipping rope, hop-scotch and stones until the sun disappeared and we heard the call to come home from our parents.

			But my father, bless his breathing soul, decided quite early on in the system shutdown that schooling did not only take place in a classroom, left to the sole responsibility of the teachers. He sat us down one night and gently let us know of the doom we were facing in our country and that it was up to us to do better, right here at home, and to continue learning no matter our circumstance, not waiting for the day when things would become better.

			My father came up with a system of continuing our learning at home while we were on our undefined school breaks. He would write short notes for my brother and me to study in four languages, those being Tswana (our home language), Zulu (my mother’s language), English and Afrikaans, which we then had to translate back to him in his language of choice. He also brought home books for us to read in those languages and imposed a TV and radio rule that allowed for only the languages being learned that week to be consumed in whatever medium we were indulging in. So if we were learning Afrikaans that week, we could only watch Afrikaans programmes on TV or tune into the Afrikaans radio stations.

			Even when speaking to each other, the language would have to be that of what we were currently studying. There were no half measures with my father, and still to this day a task he gives you must be done properly.

			It was his gentle ways that made us all willing followers. Nothing was drilled or imposed; he gave us logic with every lesson and allowed for open question and answer sessions. Maths was handled in much the same way. He would breakdown the formula then we would go off on our own and try to work it out, and if we couldn’t come right we would be able to go back to my father and work through it with him – always calm, never raising his voice, and always with a soft, welcoming smile.

			My parents worked an average of three jobs each. My dad was a truck driver then and travelled extensively throughout South Africa and our bordering countries. I remember when he started driving trucks to Botswana and back to South Africa, which resulted in him being away for such long periods of time, and my mother holding it all together, keeping a lioness rule over her pride.

			If anyone so much as dared to touch or cause harm to me and my brother in the neighbourhood or at school, my mother was notorious for loading us up in her red Mazda and speeding off in the direction of whoever had messed with her children. She would shout at them like we were eternal saints who deserved nothing but kindness from everyone we interacted with.

			The same rule even applied to the school teachers. Corporal punishment was never to be imposed on Fikile’s children. Should she hear that we were hit at school, all anyone would see the next day, as soon as she was able to get a break from work, was my mother’s feisty, red car screeching into the schoolyard, dust clouds everywhere, and her storming out of the car and into our classroom and blasting the said teacher to no end. We were absolutely terrified and thrilled in those moments. No sane teacher wanted that vision to come again, and she set the bar extremely high on how her children would be treated. 

			We learned very early in our lives that we had strong cheerleaders in our corner who would move mountains for us. My mother never questioned if we were guilty or not when she sped off in her car to fight our fights, which in turn made us more accountable of what we reported to her because we knew she would go into a flying fit should we have been wronged. So we needed to be sure that we were, in fact, certain of what had happened and that we were prepared for her to take the no prisoners approach.

			My brother and I would actually review each case after school if we had been in some form of altercation and had not managed to resolve it ourselves. We would weigh up the pros and cons before notifying my mother if someone deserved her wrath. On most occasions we pleaded the fifth, because you see, the tricky part was that my mother made us come along to point out the culprit at each scene – so we had to be damned sure of the charges and of our story, otherwise we would face further wrath on the playgrounds the next day and the cycle of abuse and shouting would be unending. We quickly learned how to play nice, and the other kids learned to play nice with us as they, too, feared the fiery mother in the red car. 

			Since our schooling was covered by my parents, and in part by the local school we attended, my dad thought that we not only had to be excellent students, but also cultured individuals. He signed us up for tennis on weekends in the ’hood and on the days he was around, my brother and I found these outings an amazing time to bond with our father and show him how much we had learned that week and of course that we were up to the challenge of learning a new sport and ensuring he was impressed with our skills. 

			I loved tennis from the first time I walked onto the court. I’m not sure if it was because my father was attached to that happy memory but I was hooked. I loved the sound of the ball hitting the racquet, my cute tennis outfits and the presence of my father as he watched us improve every week. There was never a person I wanted to be more proud of me than my dad.

			If anything, my older brother and I competed for his attention, but my dad was diplomatic and democratic and I never felt that he preferred my brother more. If you needed him, he always availed himself and some of my best lessons in life were learned from simply being in the presence of my father and watching him take on a day.

			Along with tennis, there was also gardening in the early mornings of the weekend. My dad made our little home in the township so beautiful, just from the upkeep of the property, the landscape and the beautiful flowers he would bring home for me and him to plant together. I was a curious child and asked all sorts of questions about the plants, their positioning and colours and my dad would answer them all. He even gave me the responsibility of watering our indoor plants which I took on with the greatest of joy.

			Because my parents shared their upbringing of us equally, I never thought of a woman’s role in the house being less important than a man’s. My brother and I both had turns at washing and drying dishes and we were given equal tasks to do around the house. My mom cooked most of the weekday meals because she was the parent most present during those times. But when my father was around, he too could be found busy in the kitchen baking, making new desserts and getting me and my brother involved in the mixing and tasting.

			Another skill my dad gave us, all before we reached ten years of age, was creativity. He intuitively knew that academics, sports, home economics and gardening were some of the main ingredients of forming an all-rounder child; but that we also had to be taught the arts so that we could get in touch with our creativity. So, in the true form of the parent who knew no bounds, we had art lessons at home, hosted by my own father.

			We would draw, paint, make things, fix old chairs, re-paint the house – all in the name of understanding that we were multifaceted individuals. Our art classes would continue to be taught even when we moved to the KwaZulu-Natal coast, in our make-shift studio that was our garage.

			We did not draw on A4 size paper; my dad would go to the local butcher and get sheets of large butcher paper so we could freely express our creativity on big, unrestricted sized surfaces.

			School and homework would be followed by free creative play, then an hour or longer of art, followed by reading. We were always encouraged to read. Be it the newspaper or a magazine, my dad was a strong believer in us opening our minds to the bigger world.

			All of our biggest and most intense studies happened in our early, formative years. Not only were we hungry and open to knowledge at this age, but we were also open to discipline and routine which steered our minds and life in an orderly manner. 

			I remember once, when schools were closed yet again and we were aimlessly milling around the house and streets, that my dad decided it was time that we were taught music lessons at home. That’s right, in the deep ’hood of Soweto where you needed to take two to three taxis, and a miracle, to get to our house from the city. My dad managed to convince some sweet Caucasian-looking man to travel once or twice a week to the township to come and teach piano to his kids and a few of the neighbours’ children.  

			Even I was shocked. I had been a willing participant in all of my father’s teachings, but risking the life of an innocent white man was incredulous! When he made this announcement at dinner, we all gasped at the horror of it all. It was one thing to be taught English and Afrikaans at home, far from the prying eyes of our neighbours, but what would they think now about a white man coming to teach us piano? My brother and I were completely mortified, not because of the lessons but because of the complete social misfits we would become. I mean, not being in school was beginning to be seen as ‘cool’; we were non-conforming, standing in solidarity with our fellow brothers and sisters, fighting for one cause. 

			At that young age, I already knew that the white man was the enemy even though we learned his language in our home. But in the streets my brother and I were fighting to be seen as the tough kids, unified in our struggle. Now my father wanted to rat us out and show up our overqualified, bourgeois selves to everyone! Our protests were legendary; we tried everything to discourage him from going ahead with this suicide mission and told him, in no uncertain terms, that he was endangering our street cred. But one thing my father taught us is that when he sets his mind on something, he commits to it and accomplishes it.

			Soon the piano was delivered to our house and my brother and I looked at it from a safe distance, wondering what this new musical instrument would open us up to.

			Many neighbourhood meetings were held, my father always suggesting to other parents what they could do to improve the fate of their children. The next course he was suggesting would be an intro­duction to music, and he was rallying for everyone to sign up so we could all share the cost of the music teacher. My father would lay out the biggest investment, that of the piano, then the rest of the parents could share the cost of the lessons.

			Maybe three or four families signed up, the rest were far from interested.

			On the day that the piano teacher would first come to our house and start our lessons my dad put together a suggested roster of who would go first and what order we should stick to. The minute we were left to our own devices, there were shouts and further negotiations as each child tried to convince the other that they should not go first. None of us wanted to be seen dead in the presence of this white man.

			News soon spread around the neighbourhood and by the expectant time of the piano man’s arrival everyone, including the cats and stray dogs, were out in their front yard waiting to see him.

			Seeing that white man walking down the red, dusty street in his grey suit with his old leather briefcase at his side was like watching a western movie of a lone cowboy entering a new town, not knowing where the first gunshot would come from.

			I made a silent wish that he would not see our house number and would walk straight past until he reached the end of the road where he would then surrender and take the first taxi out of there.

			We watched him walk slowly and carefully, silently admiring his bravery. He neither looked left nor right, but just kept walking and then quietly turned into our driveway.

			As soon as the brave and sweaty man was settled at the piano, ready for his first student, there was not a single child in sight, except for my brother. We had all run in various directions, petrified of going first. My brother, bless him for this invaluable lesson, sweetly volunteered to go first as we sat hidden in our corners in amazement and counted every minute until we would be called up next. 

			There would be much shuffling and pushing for months to come, until my brother gently explained his reason for always offering to go first. He said in that way he could get it over and done with quickly and have more time to play. I remember having a ‘note-to-self’ moment when he shared his method with us, and the next time the piano teacher came there was much shuffling and pushing between a few of us as we were all desperate to go first and get it over and done with.

			[Note: It was only during writing this book that my dad corrected me and brought to my attention that the piano teacher was in fact mixed race and not white. He reminded me that during those days whites were not allowed in the townships and neither were blacks allowed in the suburbs. But as far as I can recall, he looked scarily white.]

			PRIVATE SCHOOLING

			The streets were on fire; tear gas was being thrown around like confetti by the police as they tried to diffuse mass meetings and gatherings of disgruntled students and township residents. Tyres were being burned and used by students to block streets; blocking out police and local municipality services. The streets were a mess and it was mayhem.

			The townships were shut off from the city and from the rest of the world. Chaos was rising in the time of this confusion, disillusionment, hatred and anger. We were all burning in hell. 

			Cars were being searched by self-formed kangaroo courts. We were not allowed to buy from the white man, or go work for the white man. Most importantly, under no circumstances, could we go and school with the white child. 

			But my parents did not stop trying; their goal was to pave a better way for their children. My dad said he saw that in the midst of the riots and shutdown we did not stand a chance. If he did not get us out of there, we were doomed for a life no better than his own childhood and upbringing, and that was not what he had signed up for as a parent. And if it meant he would die trying for his children, then so be it.

			The situation with our schooling in the late seventies worsened. Between 1976 and 1979, many schools were burned down in the townships as students took to violence against the degrading Bantu Education system and against being taught their entire school syllabus in Afrikaans.

			My parents were still working two to three jobs each, just to afford us a better life in these dire times. My mom worked as a nurse and at night she sold AMC pots, Tupperware or clothes, whatever she could get her hands on to sell. My father started off as a truck driver. He left school when he was in Grade 11 so that he could work and help his parents take care of his younger brothers and pay for their schooling. Years later he would continue driving trucks and attended night school to complete his matric, and worked his way up at the oil company that he was driving trucks for.

			Little did we know that during his long-haul trips, my father was also driving around to private schools in the white suburbs and pleading with them to take in his two children as there was no schooling in the townships. It was against the law for black and white children to school together in those days, but my father persisted. He went from school to school begging for our entry, then came home and continued to do all he could to keep us engaged and stimulated. He read to us, kept us well-informed about the political situation in the country, asked us questions and continued to demand that we not give him yes or no answers.

			It would be many years later that my father shared with me that once, after he had approached the fifth school and explained and reasoned with them, and their answer was again a firm NO, that he broke down in tears. 

			It was a priest at an Anglican school who eventually took the time to listen to my dad and promised to see what he could do. 

			After numerous secret meetings, it was agreed that we could attend the Anglican school, but our presence was off the record; it was not to be reported to the school board, government or even to the higher religious establishment.

			But it was also to be off the record to our local neighbourhood and general society, who at that time were anti-white anything.

			My father, being the all-inclusive dreamer, once again approached our immediate neighbours (our piano group) and told them of his secret meetings and that he had managed to open the door for the two of us and was willing to persuade the priest at the school to make room for more. Who was interested, my father enquired, only to be met with shock and a bit of disdain as it was felt that this was now close to being a full-out traitor, working with the system that was brainwashing the children.

			The concern of the uneducated child was a concern for all parents, and my father made it his personal mission to seek a solution. He had many meetings with the parents in our neighbourhood, trying to convince them that this was a valid and necessary opportunity for all of the children and that we could not be left alone to our own means each day; we had to be in school. My father always said that education was our ticket to freedom and that an idle mind was life’s silent killer.

			Finally there was a clear-cut line, some were for it and many were against it. 

			So, back again he went to the Anglican school, not just for his two children but for the other parents he had convinced as well. 

			I learned the spirit of togetherness from my father and that when an opportunity comes to better oneself, you must see if there are others who you can open the door for too, so we can all grow, together.

			That is what my start to life was all about; I had parents who fought for me. I was taught that my life matters. That in life, always go for what you deserve, not what you are dealt with. My parents taught us discipline, perseverance and the strength to stand up for ourselves. They gave us the keys and tools to knowledge and great cultural understanding. In simple truth, they groomed future leaders. They had a clear picture of a life they wanted together and, most importantly, what they wanted for their children. 

			I came to understand very early on in life that being born with a silver spoon in the mouth did not only mean that one was born into material wealth. They taught us to ‘hunt’ for what we wanted, so that in our future we could manufacture our own silver spoons.

			THE ROAD LESS TRAVELLED

			I was six years old at the time, and my older brother was nine. And, already, we had seen and been exposed to the worst of humankind. We knew and understood our parents were working against all odds. My father had sat us down and made us understand the enormity of each day that went past and we were not in school. To say we were petrified to take the journey to the white private school would be a huge understatement. We feared death, by stoning or burning by the tyres we had become familiar with seeing scattered along the same roads we were to travel in search of a better education, a better life. We feared the hatred in our own neighbours’ eyes too, as many were against such a move.

			I did not know my way to school because my brother and I spent most of it hidden in the boot of our parents’ car, or huddled up in fear on the back seat, petrified of being spotted. 

			And the school we had to attend was so far. Far from our comfort zone, and far from our understanding of the world and our involvement in it. Other than my pseudo-white piano teacher, I cannot say that I remember interacting with white people on a friendly basis.

			Why couldn’t we just be home-schooled by my truck-driver father who was so fluent in many languages, and seemed so worldly? But, the reality was, if we all stayed home, or in that situation, we would be broken. My parents needed to work – to take care of us and to take care of their big dreams for us. No one, not even their children, could afford to stay at home as the end result would be even scarier than driving to the unknown.

			Understanding the psychology of an angry mob and the near misses that we experienced from being caught out and burned in the streets, my parents soon decided that we should rather wear our civvies in the car ride and sit like normal children on the back seat, pretending that we were merely accompanying our parents to work during that time.

			How my parents explained it to the angry street mobs was to say that we had no helper to look after us at home, so they were taking us to work with them in order to keep a safe eye on us. My mother, in her nurse’s uniform, helped the situation greatly, as nurses were needed to deal with all the casualties during those days. My dad said he was self-employed and was driving somewhere to collect stock and would be back soon.

			I remember one incident when a certain mobster asked us, directly, to confirm our parents’ story (as the saying goes, children never lie). I kept my head rested on my hand and gave this bored, ‘whatever, yes’ response because I was already street-wise and understood that if I showed even a little of my fear and unconvincing back-up of my parents’ story, we would all be crucified. We were all part of the lie to survive and there was no way I was going to let my parents and my sibling down.

			In time we got so good at the lie, we were waved off with not much care every time we came across a road block.

			So the trips to school with my parents were our Russian Roulette moments, we never knew if a gunshot was going to go off that morning and if we would be dead before even making our way out of the township.

			And every day, facing our biggest fears together, made us even stronger as a family.  

			A SILENT PROMISE

			Soon there were enough of us going in the same direction, heading to those private schools. My ever-entrepreneurial parents thought it would be a very good and safe idea for my grandfather, a retired ex-cop and private investigator for the old government, to drive us to school. He was bought a happy yellow VW combi that could seat 14 children and was given the task of driving us all to school in the morning, then collecting us in the afternoon, and driving us back to the township, together – safety in numbers I presume.

			At first my brother and I were thrilled, we thought it was a fantastic idea because now we were not alone and my grandfather could protect us from anything. He was a tall strong man, and just his presence commanded respect and attention. But what I soon learned was that he could not protect us from the cold winter Johannesburg mornings.

			Because we lived at my grandparents’ home at that time, and the yellow combi ‘lived’ there too, it meant that my brother and I were the first passengers every morning, and we would travel with my grand­father to collect everyone else.

			In summer it was not so bad, but in the dead of winter it was pure torture. We had to be up by 4 am, bathed and ready to leave at 5 am, then we would sit huddled together, holding onto each other, as we froze in the empty 14-seater, that took forever to warm up inside.

			I would cry because I was still so sleepy, and so cold. My brother would try and squeeze me into his blazer, but the cold still travelled from the ground, through the combi and right through my little body. We would hold onto each other for dear life trying to keep each other warm.

			It was in that yellow combi that I made my first promise to myself, that one day, should I ever have children, I would NEVER let them go through the daily torture my brother and I were subjected to. My children would wake up when the sun came out and their school would not be more than five minutes away from home.

			If one of the children we had to pick up was late I would silently rage in my mind at them, telling them how dare they be so selfish and insensitive as some of us had been in that cold combi for more than an hour already, frozen to the seat! 

			It was extremely hard, and I hated every minute of it.

			SURVIVING THE JUNGLE

			I think I was able to handle the bullying and mockery at the all-white school because I had already been through hell just to get to school every morning. I didn’t pay much attention to the snide comments by the entitled kids who had woken up just a few minutes earlier, had breakfast as the sun came up and travelled a few kilometres to school.

			Every day that we showed up was a small victory for our family. 

			My mother says I was supposed to have been the first black girl at the school but two weeks before school was to commence for my brother and me, I suffered terrible, debilitating headaches that had me screaming and clutching my head in agony. I remember feeling like my head was about to explode and I could not explain the level of pain to anyone. Luckily, with my mother being a nurse, she rushed me to Baragwanath Hospital and pulled a few strings for me to be attended to by the best doctors in the local township hospital.

			I was diagnosed as suffering from Hydrocephalus. It’s a condition where there is an accumulation of cerebrospinal fluid (CFS) in the brain, which causes increased pressure inside the skull and results in headaches, double vision, urinary incontinence, vomiting, seizures and droopy eyes. Oh, and what my brother would remind me of, for the rest of my childhood, a rapid increase in head size!

			We were never quite sure what caused this sudden attack, but I think I know why. One of the houses in our neighbourhood had become an abandoned building site and my brother and I used to go over with the other kids from our street and play there. We made it our fortress, our private playground. It had exposed rafters that we used to climb and swing on for the entire day. I got so good at it that I would swing upside down for hours, looking at the other kids as they played on the ground. I am convinced that’s when I messed up my head, but I never confessed my home-grown gymnastics to my parents.

			I was hospitalised for ten days and my brother started his schooling without me, and braved the unknown alone. To be honest, I was a bit grateful for this unforeseen condition as I could hear first-hand from my most trusted source of how life at the white school was going, from the safety of my hospital bed. 

			One day my brother described what felt like an episode of Survivor. Actually, it sounded more like Lord of the Flies. He described the scene as I lay there clutching my hospital bedsheet, sweating at the sheer scale of what had gone down.

			Luckily for him, a few other black parents had signed their children up at our same school, while others opted for other schools that were also opening up their doors to black children. The silent agreement was that though black children were not all to be in the same class (usually it was only one black child, per class, in a sea of white faces); they would stand together and ‘unite’ during their break time.

			At break time, all the black kids rushed out to the meeting point in the open woods, just a little distance from the main school building, and compared personal traumas in their classes and settled down to eat together. Suddenly, a group of white boys appeared from nowhere and surrounded them, screaming and shouting at them that they did not deserve to be there and that they should go back to the townships, where they belonged.

			My brother said that they were at first all scared shitless in their long private school socks, but then they held hands and stood together as a force, facing the white bullies! Stones were thrown at them and for a minute they merely ducked down and cowered. Then their instincts for survival kicked in and the entire scene took a monumental jungle turn. It was hunt or be hunted, and the black kids fought back. My brother says it was absolute chaos; fists were flying everywhere, wrestling matches were happening all around him and he is certain he threw in a few worthy punches too.

			Some other boys, who weren’t part of the fight, heard the commotion and came to see what has happening and luckily a few of them had the common sense to go and call for help. The priests and some of the teachers came down to separate the boys and marched them all to the principal’s office. The course of discipline was the same for all, black or white – violence was never the solution. 

			They were forced to make up and shake on it after everyone had a turn explaining their side of the story and the principal firmly told them that such barbaric acts would not be accepted in the future.

			I was flabbergasted. 

			But my brother said that the massive fight in the woods actually helped break the ice between both races. And as they all limped back to their various classes, the boys could be heard making fun of each other and all laughing about how crazy and hectic it had been. They shook hands as only boys seem to be able to do and carried on with their lives, and their classes, with a new-found respect for each other and their punching skills!

			A day of victory for all.

			STRENGTH OF A LION

			By the time I started school there was a Chinese girl who had signed up, too, for this new environment, so I still consider myself the first black girl, even if it was for just a few weeks.

			The bullying and anti-black whispers did not stop though, and what always astounded me was how much hatred such young kids could have towards someone who just happened to be of a different shade from them, or of a different religion or culture. 

			The Chinese girl didn’t have it easy either, and we soon became each other’s keepers.

			I remember one particular kid whose surname also began with the letter T which meant he was behind me in the assembly line from the beginning of Grade 1 to the end of that year.

			Each morning this boy made it his mission to try and break me. He would whisper shocking things into my ear that were clearly meant to hurt me. Things like: I came from nothing and would always be nothing. That just because I was there I must never forget that I was still black and was nothing. Every single day I listened to this, whispered directly into my ear, like morning meditation. 

			While the rest of the kids smiled and pushed each other around happily and responded with a simple ‘here’ or ‘present’ to the teacher as she called out their names, I listened to the recorded hate of a six year old boy telling me I was nothing and didn’t belong there. I never told my parents and neither did I tell my brother who checked on me every lunch break. 

			I listened for a while to what Master T had to say, and processed it all in my little head. The conclusion I reached was that, yes, he was right, I was black, but that was where his words of abuse ended. Master T had no idea, of course, that my parents had raised a warrior and that the ’hood in me had left me a junior soldier. This was nothing compared to where I came from. Master T had no idea of my living, breathing reality and how I was groomed to always know that I was the best and could not be broken by a kid in an assembly line. My parents had done the impossible to get us there and I would make damned sure that I stayed there and only left on my own accord. 

			So I blocked him out. Sometimes I would turn around so I could watch him as his anger and hatred towards me rose out of him like a phoenix, until his ears and entire face turned red and saliva started frothing around his mouth. Then I would turn back and focus on the teacher, knowing that Master T was about to run out of steam and life would carry on for all. I allowed him the platform to just get his anger out in the morning and exhaust himself so we could get on with the business at hand, that of learning.

			If anything, Master T was my first motivational coach. Whatever he said I couldn’t do or wouldn’t do, I went for it with all I had. I spent my life working against the whispers of Master T. I didn’t have the words that I needed to say to him back then (well, not in fluent English that is) but I knew I had the will, lioness strength and determination to succeed beyond Master T’s limitation of me. 

			As young as I was, I also knew that what Master T knew and whispered daily into my ear, he had learned from his family. He had heard and used words that he either learned from his parents, or from the environment where he grew up in. And, when the day came that he was sharing the same air that he breathed with a black child, Master T lost his marbles, and he unravelled like a ball of wool tumbling down a hill. He clearly was so programmed to hate me that his reaction toward me was automatic. Whereas my parents and extended family had taught me to love and respect others, Master T was taught to hate me at first sight.

			While my parents taught me how to speak four languages by the age of six and to be able to communicate with anyone with self-pride and determination, Master T was only taught one language and that was to speak hatred towards others.

			I remember thinking, at that age, that I would love to meet his parents, just to see their reaction to me and to have a glimpse into his world so I could understand how he was wired. 

			PARTY ETIQUETTE

			A new-found white friend invited me to her birthday party at her house one weekend and I was so excited to go see how the ‘others’ lived. My dad dropped me off at the agreed time and promised to be back for me later.

			Most of our classmates were there and I was happily partying along with all of them, just for a minute believing all was normal. Other than the fact that their house was much bigger than ours, that they had a beautiful and spacious white kitchen which my mom would have absolutely loved, and a generous-size swimming pool which all the kids were diving into with so much water splashing out (which was such a waste I thought); everything else was fairly normal.

			I couldn’t swim yet (I’m convinced that if my dad had access to a pool he would definitely had taught us) so I just walked around, studying my new and unfamiliar surroundings. My friend’s parents and a few of the other parents were sweet towards me – too sweet actually – showering me with those smiles that only a white person can give you when they are actually slightly afraid of you and unfamiliar with your kind. They showed me all their teeth and I, in turn, studied the sincerity in their eyes, their inner souls and reached my own conclusions.

			I wandered around the public rooms, looking at their family photos, fresh flowers in vases, perfect well-worn furniture with even a few throws tossed warmly over welcoming chairs. 

			I looked at their rugs and fabric selection of soothing pastels and light creams and beiges and breathed in the comfort this all exuded. I lightly touched the backs of the chairs, just to feel a bit of the perfect life.

			I then wandered into the kitchen and asked my friend’s mother where the loo was and she pointed me down the passage, towards the guest cloakroom, all the while still revealing all her teeth, almost like a snarling dog.

			I stopped to look at a few more photos along the passage, happy memories recorded everywhere. When I entered the guest cloakroom, it was like entering what I later got to know as a home spa. It was so beautiful and tranquil with fresh, florally smelling perfumes and lotions placed on a delicate silver tray.

			As I was looking around the beautiful light-green wallpapered room, with a bubble blind on the window, and soft white towels rolled neatly by the basin, I could hear more kids and parents arriving and one particularly loud aunt/family friend as she made her way into the house.

			I was still looking at my beautiful loo surroundings when there was a sudden knock on the door that jolted me back to reality. The loud voice I had heard earlier yelled to the lady of the house, asking her why the cloakroom was locked. I could hear my friend’s mother telling her someone must still be in there. 

			I quickly washed my hands with the fragranced soap and wiped them on the soft white towels.

			The loud aunt giggled and said she would wait her turn. As I unlocked the door and quietly made my way out I saw that she, too, was looking at the passage photos that I had been looking at earlier. I greeted the aunty and tried to manoeuvre my way past her. But then she turned around, startled by my stealthy ways, and gave out a gut-wrenching scream and attempted to claw me and run past me all at the same time. Just as suddenly, she changed her mind and carried on screaming and yelling for help, while looking at me like I was an intruder.

			There was no horse-tooth grin from this lady, she was totally unhinged. Her rugby-player-looking husband came running down the passage to save her. In fact, the entire party was brought to a standstill and my friend’s mother came running out of the kitchen with a rolling pin in her hand, ready to defend her friend.

			And there I stood, a little startled myself at the over-made-up woman’s screaming, not sure what my next move should be, and for safety’s sake and also because I did not know their ways, I decided to put my hands in the air in total surrender. No threat lady, just a kid coming out of the bathroom.

			The mom came closer with her rolling pin, saw that it was only me, her daughter’s new black friend, and burst out laughing at the awkward situation. My friend’s dad was also there, looking on with confusion. I remember the screaming hyena then saying, oh, I thought she was a burglar, like I wasn’t even there, and throwing herself into her husband’s arms, relieved that her unexpected nightmare was over.

			I realised then that I may have been let into their home (through the front door may I add, and not through the bathroom window, as she thought and explained later) but that it would take my new friends and their families years, and even lifetimes, to see me as one of their own, a fellow human being. Truth be told, to even just see me for me – not as a black threat or a common criminal stalking children’s birthday parties.

			Everyone tried to overcompensate with their niceness towards me afterwards, but there was simply no denying it, a few more elephants had entered the room and the air was thick and uncomfortable after that.

			By the time my father came to pick me up, I was drained from all the pretentiousness and just wanted to go home, back to where I felt safe and protected, amongst my own people.

			It would take me a while to give myself permission to attend another white child’s birthday party. And when I did, I made sure I announced to all when I was going to the bathroom just to ensure that I didn’t come out to find a loaded barrel pointed at my face. 

			And I also made sure that I surprised no one with my quiet ways; I stayed where they could all see me and ensured I was not only seen but heard. I had learned before I was ten years old to announce myself and stay visible.

			I was never the same towards my friend unfortunately, who in all honesty was really just so sweet. But I was dealing with a different reality that just wasn’t hers to understand.

		


		
			Part 2

			[image: ]


			FROM SOWETO TO UMLAZI TO CALGARY

			MOVING TO THE COAST

			Just after my tenth birthday, my dad was transferred to Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, through the oil company he worked for at the time. 

			We were so excited to be off to a new city, and close to the beach! My brother and I spent weeks making fishing rods and dreaming about all the bananas we were going to eat. We couldn’t wait to dive into the blue water and wash all our Johannesburg tough ’hood life away.

			We imagined catching our own fish and braaing them on an open fire and placing them on large banana leaves as we all ate merrily.

			My little brother, Pule, was born three years before our move and there were just so many changes in my family, but all very exciting.

			My father travelled a lot, and he went on ahead to find us a home and to look for our new schools. This was in the early 1980s – still far from a settled country and navigating our way through the fragile landscape. 

			We had made friends where we could at school, and learned the posh English that made us stand out from the rest of our friends back in the township which resulted in a lot of beatings from the other kids who thought we thought we were now better than them.

			So a move, and a change of scenery, was exactly what we all needed.

			The drive to the coast felt like eternity; we were so eager to get there. I remember passing the high-rise buildings in the city of Durban and the further we drove, the lower they became. It felt like we were once again driving into Soweto. 

			By the time we reached the home my father had found for us, it was clear that we had just moved from one township to another and that the sea was nowhere near our dusty landscape.

			I understood then that my father, left on his own to select our new house, was useless without my mother, because she looked just as shocked as we were about our new home. It was far away from anything familiar and was so deep in the township that we were almost in the farms of the rural area. Luckily it was a temporary rental until we had figured out our bearings in the new city.

			Within weeks my mother had found us a new and better home, not so far from other basic amenities (in fact, it was right on the main road). We were still in the ’hood, but now we were surrounded by beautiful homes and such lovely and friendly neighbours who immediately welcomed us with open arms.

			The house was just perfect and it was our first home without a grandparent living with us. It was a three bedroom single-storey home, and I finally had my own bedroom. I had shared a bedroom with my brother for ten years, and now I finally had my own room. Just going into the empty open space made me feel so free and happy. I spent days with my parents shopping around for the right furniture and decorations to define my very first room.

			We eventually settled on a beautiful white, wrought iron bed with matching pedestals. I was exceptionally happy and so proud to have the incredible parents that I had. They took the time to help each of us decorate our bedrooms and never imposed their expectations or décor rules on our spaces.

			My brother settled for a boyish bunk bed and I got the pretty princess bedroom with white drapery and a muslin mosquito net over the bed. It was simply palatial. I would spend hours in there dreaming of what else I could add or do to my own room, and boy did I ever. When there was no more money available for decorating, I settled on using Christmas decorations to spruce up my space.

			My brother, on the other hand, invested his budget on a large boom-box. So, I would dream of decoration mastery in my own space then go to my brother’s room for music and chill out sessions. No one was allowed to just ‘hang’ in my room, it was like a gilded cage and I loved and treasured every single inch of it and all the décor in it too.

			POKER FACE

			When my parents were free from their multiple jobs, we ventured to the beach, only to discover that the waves were much bigger than what our little township brains could have ever imagined, and that you couldn’t quite fish from the shore! 

			We were also shocked to discover that there weren’t any bananas growing randomly along the beach.

			Other than that, life was pretty pleasant in Umlazi, KwaZulu-Natal.

			I was not registered in any school yet, and since we had arrived there during the middle of the year my mother and father were back at it again, researching the best schools for me and driving around to the schools to investigate them even further.

			There was an all-boys version in Durban of our co-ed school in Johannesburg, so my brother’s schooling was sorted. He was transferred over with no hassle. And my little brother was still too young and would attend a nursery school not too far from home.

			My parents eventually settled on a certain Catholic school for me and I remember accompanying my mother to our first meeting with the principal.

			Now here is where it gets interesting; my parents had already bought me the uniform and books but I was given strict instructions to not say a word, no matter what direction the conversation took between my mother and the principal.

			We arrived in the leafy Durban suburb and the school was on top of the hill. The drive up in my mom’s little red Mazda was beautiful and we were met, at the top, with majestic views of the entire city which were just breath-taking. I could see all the way to the harbour.

			I sensed that my mother was a bit nervous, but took it to mean that she was just nervous about leaving her baby girl at another new school.

			We were soon ushered into the principal’s office and I was asked to wait outside, on the sofa, and the door was left slightly open. My mom sat opposite the principal who looked lovely and approachable.

			It turned out that yes, my mother had applied and had left messages as well as explained to the principal’s PA that we were relocating to Durban and she needed a special favour to allow her daughter to start school in the middle of the year. But she had not received the response that she had wanted to hear.

			The principal gently explained to my mother that yes, they had indeed received her numerous messages and were aware of my application. But as per their response to my parents, the best that they could do was register me for the beginning of the following year.

			My mother looked so beautiful and angelic, as she sat there in her grey and burgundy nurse’s uniform and her neat little afro. But the next minute she was crying and performing and demanding that the principal explain to her what she should tell me, sitting there in my uniform, ready to start school today. That how was she supposed to go to work with a child who was not going to be at school for another six months? She even used the ‘Is it because we’re black?’ speech on the elderly principal, which left me cringing and staring at my shoes as the PA and other admin staff looked up to see what was the cause of all the drama. (And no, it was not because we were black. My parents had already checked that there was a healthy number of black children at the school and that I would not be the first one.)

			My mother then looked at me with tears streaming down her face and demanded that the principal go over to me and tell me herself that she could not find it in her heart to just let one child into the school and let everyone carry on with their lives.

			The principal and I stared at each other in shocked silence, both not knowing what to do. All we could hear was my mother’s hysterical voice demanding answers that we both had no clue how to respond to. 

			The principal didn’t stand a chance, she walked over to me and welcomed me to the school and asked me to wait just a little longer as she worked out a few more details with my mother.

			My mother gave me a quick smile and a wink while the principal spoke to her PA and I silently applauded her for her Best Actress Oscar-worthy performance.

			And so it was that I went to that school.

			I was led quietly to class by the principal as my mother waved at me like it was a normal day in our lives and sped off in her red car. There was nothing further the principal and I could say to each other; we both felt each other’s pain.

			And that, in summary, was how my family operated. As an adult I would wonder sometimes why it was often so difficult for me to accept no as an answer. But looking back at how I was raised, it actually makes a lot of sense.

			BACK TO THE BEGINNING

			My classmates were just as surprised to learn of my arrival as I was to learn about how I had come to be in this situation. It was awkward and a little unsettling, but the girls were full of smiles and curious as to where I had come from all of a sudden, and why in the middle of the school year.

			I had many stories to share with them about my life in Soweto, which was then the biggest township in South Africa; and about the private school I had attended in Johannesburg too. I soon made a few friends and was cautious of my selection (I was always on the lookout for the liberal thinkers) in case I would have to visit them at their homes. 

			Other than the bomb and fire drills we had to go through every so often (private all-inclusive schools were a target for extremists against the democratic move), my school lived a very cushy existence, only slightly aware of what was happening in the streets of many townships. And still fresh from Soweto I realised that I was more left-wing than most and sensitive to what felt like a racist statement or even when a teacher looked at me ‘funny’.

			My family and I were living in Umlazi and the drive to and from school could take anything from ninety minutes to two hours. My parents were obsessed with the news, which meant we were too, and we would have heated discussions in the car about the state of our nation and the riots that were still happening in Johannesburg and the undercurrent storm brewing with the political and tribal wars in KwaZulu-Natal. 

			School felt like entering a mini-Switzerland every morning, it was so detached from what was happening on the ground. I made it my personal mission to educate my fellow learners. I held intimate gatherings during lunch break, talking to the black kids and the few white kids who were cool to hang around with. 

			Other than speaking about politics, which I was passionate about doing, suddenly I realised, and luckily for me my parents picked up on this at roughly the same time, that I was a complete and utter social misfit. 

			I kept to myself most of the time; I didn’t speak much socially and made my family my world. A few teachers brought this up with my parents and everyone was baffled as to why I was a moody and angry person at school, and a completely free, happy and outgoing child at home. If I wasn’t talking politics and trying to get every black child to swear allegiance to the African National Congress, I was as quiet as a church mouse.

			I think, in part, it just hit me one day that I was living in two different worlds and I was actually quite scared and insecure in the white world. The idea of reliving all that I had been through in Johannesburg became too much for me to process and feeling off-balanced by it all, meant a complete shutdown. All I wanted to do was be with my family, especially my parents – they were my roots and my safety net. I didn’t want anything or anyone else. I didn’t want friends, or to be going out into new and unfamiliar spaces. I just wanted to be home and safe in our sheltered world.

			My parents, confused with the sudden personality change as were my teachers, took me to a therapist and she suggested team sports and drama – anything to get me out of my head. 

			Netball was okay, I quite enjoyed that and my need to win was extremely high. And because I was tall, I was the goal shooter and was very good at it, may I add.

			Drama on the other hand needed me to perform for an audience which I was not willing to participate in, so that did not go very well. I actually found the classes quite insane, and thought my teacher had a few too many loose screws for my own liking.

			And then came the dreaded time when my parents couldn’t take us to school anymore. The distance from home in Umlazi to school was already too far, and then they still had to go to their own workplaces which meant they spent over two hours in traffic each morning, and were often late getting to work.

			They decided to get us to use public transport. My brother took to it like a fish to water. I, on the other hand, completely lost it. It felt like they were throwing me out to the wolves! 

			I had so many ‘what if’ scenarios! What if the bus was hijacked? What if it exploded in some crazy crash? What if I took the wrong bus and ended up lost forever? What if someone stole me? It was terrible and oh so real to me.

			So my father agreed to follow the bus I was travelling in, all the way until my final stop. I would sit right at the back of the bus, and make sure before the final passenger was on board, that my dad was right there, car running and ready to move when the bus moved.

			He did this for weeks, helping me settle into this new routine and forever assuring me of his presence. I was not having it any other way. And my dad took his lunch break at work to coincide with school being over. He would dash over to make sure he was there for when I boarded my afternoon bus. 

			Our pact was that he would remain unseen, in his car, and only he and I would know that he was there right behind me. I didn’t want the other kids knowing I was poop-scared of riding home alone. I needed the reassurance that all was safe and well in my world, and that my North Star was right there if I needed him. My dear father would stop at every stop that the bus stopped at, I would sneak a quick look back to make sure he was still there and he in turn would give a friendly, loving wave to let me know our agreement was still firmly in place.

			I would get off the bus either at my mom’s work and wait for her to finish her shift, or meet up with my brother who was coming from his own school. Then we would catch the final bus home together. But only once either of these two situations were confirmed, was my father allowed to drive away. And bless his heart; he was there every single day until I had the confidence to go it alone.

			I learned that my school was not one of those that had been forced to take in children of colour, but had volunteered to open their doors to us. And the more familiar black faces I saw and the more I could see that they were being treated well and most importantly, felt equal, the more I was able to slightly relax into my new surroundings and let go of my Johannesburg experiences (but I still gave a teacher or two a taste of Soweto hell).

			NEW BROOM SWEEPS CLEAN

			Enter Ms Robinson.

			This dynamic lady showed up to our first Geography class in knee-length khaki shorts and a matching short sleeve shirt with hiking boots, blonde untidy hair, no make-up and no wedding ring.

			I was stunned. The only teachers I had experienced up to this point were all impeccably groomed and looked like some version of a Barbie Doll with perfect make-up, knee-length pencil skirts, pastel shirts and white court heels – along with large rings on their wedding fingers. They looked like they all walked on gentle clouds.

			This lady looked rooted to the ground. She was on the slightly heavier side than the waif-like teachers who ate only salads and drank water with lemon and the occasional rooibos tea – black with no sugar. 

			Ms Robinson had me enthralled the minute she stepped into our classroom; Geography would never be the same again, it felt more like a life expedition than a typical class lesson. 

			Ms Robinson did nothing by the book; she said learning also happened outside of the classroom and immediately marched us all outside to the open field and had us take off our shoes to feel the earth beneath our feet.

			We were all screaming and squeamish and I loved every minute of her unconventional ways of teaching. I felt alive and free in her class and in control of my own thoughts and limitless imagination. It didn’t feel like learning, but I knew I was absorbing new and wonderful information and was hungry for every class with her.

			I remember Ms Robinson organising for those who could to meet her at the beach one early morning, 5.15 am to be exact, so that we could all see and experience what a sunrise over the Indian Ocean looked like. 

			Note, I said ‘those who could’. I had the furthest to travel in my class and because of my decision to want to see the sunrise my brother would have to leave the same time too, along with me and our dad. My brother was completely against leaving at the earlier time slot, but my father said absolutely yes to seeing and experiencing something new. And he gladly woke us up at 4 am to prepare for our long trek into the city.

			I was thrilled to have a dad who was always up for us to experience a higher state of living, and I remember looking back at him when walking to the beach to meet up with my teacher, who was already there setting up for us, and being so proud to call that man my Pa.

			He stayed on a little too just to see a glimpse of the illuminated golden ball, my brother fast asleep on the back seat, and then he drove away.

			My teacher was happy to see me and gave me an extra big hug because she knew the effort and coordination it would have taken for me to get there. 

			There were no other black students who had shown up for the outdoor expedition that morning, because it was a logistical nightmare for all of us. And most of the white students who did make it were still in their pyjamas as they planned on going home after the sunrise to ‘properly prepare for school’. I was bathed and already in my uniform before the sun came close to rising over the ocean. 

			I sat there with my flask and blanket and looked on in amazement at my teacher and the larger-than-life glowing ball that rose above the horizon and it completely lifted my soul.

			It was at that exact moment that I, again, firmly believed that anything was possible. Ms Robinson had unleashed my trapped, uncomfortable teenage being and had given me permission just to be me. It was such a magnificent sight and oh what a beautiful experience. It took just 15 minutes but every second left me feeling breathless and uplifted, and in awe of Mother Nature and the beautiful wonders of the world, right there in front of us. It felt like we had front row seats to a movie about the universe.

			Prior to that moment I had never even dreamed of waking up in the morning to go and sit and stare at the rising sun and see the majestic wonders of the world that I lived in.

			The air was different that morning at the beach, there were no noisy taxis and commuters rushing off to work, the ocean was so calm and the waves were lapping gently onto the shore – and life as I knew it felt perfectly okay. We even saw a few dolphins dancing around in the rays of the sun, basking in its warmth and sheer beauty. Can you imagine what that sight must have felt like for me – brilliant and absolutely out-of-this-world incredible!

			I knew then that I would not live in the townships forever. Ms Robinson had given me the keys to the world, and I wanted more.

			Though others went home to prepare for school, Ms Robinson gave a few of us a lift to school and that day I was happy to go to school with my new superhero and just sat smiling at her the entire way in her strong, outdoor, rugged bakkie. There were a few other girls too, so I wasn’t alone, but the cosmic shift inside of me was immeasurable. I went back to school that day with an extra beat in my heart. I had seen the enormity of the world that I lived in and I was beyond curious to explore it further.
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