

  [image: Cover]




Dafitah Eme

A beautiful mess





  

  Copyright © 2025 by Dafitah Eme


  
    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.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        I. TRUE SUCCESS IS NOT FOUND IN FAME OR MONEY, BUT IN FINDING AND EMBRACING YOUR AUTHENTIC IDENTITY, AN DIN THE RESILIENCE TO TURN YOUR STRUGGLES INTO YOUR GREATEST STRENGTHS.
        
      

    
      	
        1. I WAS BORN, CONFUSED AND THINGS GOT COMPLICATED
        
      

    
      	
        2. SCHOOL,SURVIVAL AND SIDE HUSTLES
        
      

    
      	
        3. LOVE, LIES, AND OTHER DANGEROUS SUBJECTS
        
      

    
      	
        4. HUSTLES, HEARTBREAKS, AND THE REAL WORLD
        
      

    
      	
        5. IDENTITY, STIGMA, AND THE WARS OF PERCEPTION
        
      

    
      	
        6. LIVING WITH THE LABEL
        
      

    
      	
        7. LESSONS FROM COUSIN RENDANI
        
      

    
      	
        8. THE PRICE OF HUSTLE
        
      

    
      	
        9. THE EDGE OF TOMMOROW
        
      

    
    


  



I

true success is not found in fame or money, but in finding and embracing your authentic identity, an din the resilience to turn your struggles into your greatest strengths.
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  I WAS BORN, CONFUSED AND THINGS GOT COMPLICATED
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I was born in a hospital that was also a carwash on

weekends. True story. Mama always says I slid into

this world like a wet watermelon on a waxed floor.

The midwife fainted twice. First, because I was

born with a full set of teeth, and second, because I

bit her finger immediately after. From that moment

on, they knew I wasn’t going to be ordinary.

My name is Vusi-Chinedu. My father was a proud

Venda man from Limpopo. My mother, a fierce Igbo

woman who once slapped a goat for looking at her

the wrong way. Together, they raised me in the fine

traditions of shouting at each other over small

things, cooking food that could bring back the dead,

and hiding money inside old margarine containers.

Growing up, I didn’t know whether to dance the

Venda tshikona or the Nigerian legwork. So I did

both… at the same time. That’s how I broke my

ankle in Grade 2.
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My father believed in discipline. He used a

technique called “shouting while pointing

dramatically.” My mother, on the other hand,

believed in results. If you misbehaved, she didn’t

shout. She’d just say, “Come here,” in that quiet, deadly voice. That voice had spiritual powers. It

could make flies drop dead.

My earliest memory is being bathed in cold water at

5 AM while being told that laziness was the cousin

of poverty. I still don’t know who their mother is, but

I know I hate that whole family.

My parents ran a small spaza shop attached to our

house. It was called “Blessing Groceries (No Credit,

Don’t Ask).” We sold everything from airtime to

chicken feet to shoelaces that came in only one

size: “maybe it fits.” Every customer was either a

relative or owed us money, or both.

That’s how I learned math. Not from school, but

from calculating who still owed us R14.50 since

2012.
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People often ask me, “Vusi-Chinedu, how did your

name come about?” Simple. My parents argued for

three days. My father wanted a strong Venda name

like “Tshivhidzo,” and my mother wanted a proper

Igbo name like “Chukwuebuka.” They

compromised. He got the first name, she got the The bullies didn’t know whether to call me “Vusi,”

“Chi,” or just make goat noises whenever I walked

past. But I didn’t mind. I had a secret weapon. My

grandmother.

Now, this woman was a legend. She once fought a

snake with nothing but a mop and scripture. She

used to say things like, “The ancestors didn’t walk

so you could fail mathematics!” Then she’d feed me

pap the size of a car tyre and force me to listen to

Brenda Fassie until I passed out from inspiration.

She also believed salt could fix anything. Cough?

Salt water. Heartbreak? Salt bath. Broken leg? Just

pour salt on it and pray.
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My house was loud. Not noisy loud. There’s a

difference. No one spoke in a normal voice. Even

greetings sounded like warnings.

“GOOD MORNING, PAPA!”

“WHAT’S GOOD ABOUT IT, YOU HAVEN’T

SWEPT THE YARD!”

If peace and quiet were guests, they never visited I shared a room with three cousins and one chicken

named Steve. Steve wasn’t a pet he was just very

good at hiding every time they wanted to cook.

Eventually, the chicken became part of the family.

He had a blanket and a small Bible.

One night, I woke up and found Steve sleeping on

my pillow. I didn’t move him. He looked too

peaceful, like a chicken who had seen things and

lived to tell the tale. Steve had survivor’s eyes.

Also, I knew that if I kicked him off the pillow, he

might haunt me. You’ve never known fear until

you’ve seen a ghost chicken in a dream.
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Primary school was a battlefield. Not because of

academics that was the easy part. The real war

was break time. If you didn’t run fast, your vetkoek

would be stolen before it even touched your

tongue. I once saw a Grade 1 kid take down a

Grade 7 using only a banana and a very sharp

shoelace.

My lunch was always packed in an old ice cream

tub. The kind that made other kids hopeful until

they opened it and saw pap and cabbage. You

could tell who had a Nigerian mom from the jollof rice aroma in the class it smelled like confidence

and spice.

Every Friday was “cultural day.” That meant the

Venda kids wore traditional attire with beads and

drums, while the Nigerian kids came in agbadas

that made them look like walking tents. I wore both.

Top half Venda, bottom half Igbo. I looked like an

identity crisis on legs.
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My teachers didn’t know what to do with me. I had

too many questions. “Why is X always missing in

math? Shouldn’t we call the police?” “If the

mitochondria is the powerhouse of the cell, where

does it plug in?”

They sent me to the principal’s office so often I had

my own chair there. Principal Mhlongo didn’t like

jokes. He said laughter was the tool of the lazy. I

told him my uncle said the same thing before he fell

into a ditch while chasing a chicken.

Speaking of uncles, let’s talk about Uncle Jerry. A

man who claimed he once fought a lion in

Zimbabwe with nothing but a Nokia 3310 and

strong words. He also believed the moon landing was fake, but the Muvhango storyline was 100%

real.

He used to babysit me. His idea of childcare was

putting on a Nollywood DVD and disappearing for

five hours. That’s how I learned about betrayal,

witchcraft, and that screaming “Blood of Jesus!”

fixes most problems.
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I was a curious child. I once took apart our family

radio to find the voices inside. All I got was a hiding

and a lecture about how “spirits live in machines.”

For a week, I wasn’t allowed near anything that

required batteries.

One time, I asked my mom if I was adopted. She

stared at me, pointed to her nose, then mine, and

said, “Does this look like adoption?” I’ve never

asked that question again.

Sundays were for church. Nigerian church. Which

meant 6 hours of worship, 2 hours of testimonies, 1

hour of deliverance, and 45 minutes of the pastor’s

wife warning us about social media demons. The

choir had more drama than a telenovela. Sister

Fatima once fought a girl mid-worship because she

“stole her soprano.” Our church used drums so loud that even deaf

people asked us to lower the volume. But I loved it.

It was the only place where I could shout, dance,

and faint and no one would judge me.
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Home was always… interesting. We didn’t have

much, but we had vibes. And by vibes, I mean

broken things that still worked through prayer. The

kettle had no lid. The TV needed a slap every 10

minutes to show colour. The fridge made noises

that sounded like someone trapped inside.

Bath time was scheduled. We had one geyser, two

buckets, and three arguments. Cold water showers

were character-building. You walked into the

bathroom with dignity and came out questioning

life, democracy, and your ancestors.

Dinner time was sacred. We ate as a family. Or

rather, we ate and insulted each other with love.

“Your head looks like expired bread.”

“At least I passed maths, you pap-eating broom!”

Laughter was the main dish. Food was just the

side. And you never complained about what was served unless you wanted to wash dishes for a

week and get side-eyes from Gogo.
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My dreams were wild. Some kids wanted to be

doctors or lawyers. I wanted to be a hybrid: a

singing detective who solved crimes through dance.

My career plan changed every week.

Monday: astronaut

Tuesday: backup dancer for Brenda Fassie (even

though she had passed)

Wednesday: inventor of invisible shoes

Thursday: pastor

Friday: DJ

Weekend: semi-professional napper

My parents didn’t take my dreams seriously until I

made R50 by impersonating a prophet at a family

funeral. Don’t judge me I only said what the

ancestors told me. And they told me Uncle Sipho

still owed my dad R200.

My family was full of characters. Aunt Lerato, who

believed every health problem could be solved with

boiled garlic water. Cousin Themba, who once

faked blindness to avoid school. And Gogo, who

had a memory so sharp she could remember the phone number of the man who stole her chicken in

1989.
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Looking back, I realise I grew up in chaos wrapped

in love, dipped in oil, and served with a side of

cultural confusion. I didn’t know which part of me to

be the Venda boy who danced in circles or the

Nigerian boy who shouted “chai!” every time

something went wrong.

So I became both.

I could greet you in Tshivenda, insult you in Igbo,

pray in English, and cry in broken Zulu. I was a

walking national anthem. A beautiful mess. A

cultural buffet.

People said I was strange. But strange people

make the best stories.

And this, dear reader, is only the beginning
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