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Every life has its own topography: a landscape shaped by what we choose to hold onto, and what we are forced to carry.

It is the ghost of a loved one’s voice in the hiss of a morning kettle. The silent, solid presence of a house that holds a family’s history within its walls. The unspoken fears of a father trying to build a future for his daughter in a city that is both vibrant and unyielding.

What the Living Carry is an intimate map of one such life. It follows Phila Dlamini, a man navigating the complex terrain of contemporary Johannesburg. By day, he walks the line between ambitious managers and weary workers at a municipal depot. By night, he fights a quiet, grinding battle to secure his daughter’s inheritance, a home that represents not just shelter, but memory, dignity, and a future.

It is a story of silent resilience. the discipline it takes to show up, day after day, when the path is unclear and the stakes are everything. It is also the story of his daughter, Randy, as she steps into her own power, learning that the most profound inheritances are not just what we are given, but what we choose to build for ourselves.

This is a novel about the architecture of an ordinary life, the small, steadfast choices that, brick by brick, build a legacy of love and integrity. It is a testament to the quiet strength that holds communities together and the unspoken bonds that define a family.

Turn the page. Walk with Phila. You may find that the landscape of his life feels deeply, powerfully familiar.
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Chapter 1 
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Before Everything Changed
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The kettle's scream cut off as Phila's hand found the switch. In the sudden silence, he heard it again: the ragged hiss of Mpho's final breath in the hospital, a sound that had stolen the peace from all silences since. He poured the boiling water into his chipped Orlando Pirates mug, the coffee granules dissolving into a bitter cloud, and turned to face the window. Outside, the winter air was a sharp slap against the windowpane. He watched the familiar ballet of the township morning: neighbours in quiet procession, the thump of amapiano from a passing speaker, the scent of dust and burning coal. This was the texture of his life, worn and familiar, and there was a deep, unsentimental gratitude in that. He knew his place in this tapestry. He liked knowing he could walk down any street in the township and people would call his name. He greeted the neighbours walking by, nodded at the group of teenagers playing loud amapiano from a Bluetooth speaker, and waved at the boy delivering bread from the corner spaza.

At 42, Phila Dlamini had nothing flashy to his name. No new car. No fancy title. He managed HR for a municipal water contractor and coached under-17 football on Saturdays. His house was modest but well-kept. The couch in the lounge sagged from years of use. The TV cabinet had been repaired twice. But it was home. He had earned it with sweat and patience, brick by brick. He had poured a small slab at the back for a washing line, planted two peach trees, and painted the outside walls himself. There was pride in that kind of work. Real work.

His mornings started the same. Wake up by 5. Check the geyser switch. Boil the kettle. Pray. Phila didn't consider himself religious, but the morning prayer had become a discipline, like brushing teeth. It grounded him. Reminded him of his mother's voice reciting Psalm 23 before she left for the school kitchen where she cooked porridge for 300 children. Her voice always calm, even when things were falling apart.

Inside, his seventeen-year-old daughter Randy was rushing. She could never find anything. That morning it was her laptop charger. The day before it was her blazer. Phila called her name and offered her half his sandwich. She declined, muttering something about a smoothie she’d make. “TikTok,” she’d said, “it’s just easier on the stomach.” Phila rolled his eyes but didn't say anything. He had learned to pick his battles. It wasn't worth arguing about breakfast.

Randy reminded him of Mpho, her mother. Same fire, same sharp intelligence, same beauty that seemed to gather all the light in a room. Mpho had died six years earlier from cervical cancer. The illness had come quickly and meanly. Phila had never fully recovered. He managed because Randy needed him. Because there was no choice. Because, as his uncle once said, "A man without a backbone can't raise a daughter."

He often thought about how much Mpho had shaped him. She had been the first person to believe he was more than a man with a decent job and a nice smile. She had ambition for him, and when she got sick, he carried both his dreams and hers. Losing her felt like losing the map to his own life.

By 6:30, Phila was dressed and ready. He wore navy chinos, a grey golf shirt, and a windbreaker with the company logo: Mutsho Water Services. He didn't like the name. Sounded like something they made up in Sandton boardrooms to sound African. But the job paid on time. That counted. The HR work was tiring, but he liked being needed. Workers came to him with everything, from missing pay to domestic violence. He wasn't trained for most of it, but he listened. Sometimes that was enough.

He climbed into his white Corolla. It was a 2011 model with peeling window tint and over 300,000km on the clock. He kept it clean. The inside smelled of soap and peppermint oil, thanks to Randy's obsession with air fresheners. He adjusted the mirror, reversed carefully out of the gate, and joined the stream of early traffic along Chris Hani Road.

His drive to the Kliptown depot took 40 minutes. The road was quiet, except for taxis and the early risers walking to catch them. He listened to Kaya FM. The host was talking about youth unemployment. Again. Phila had heard it all before. Young people with degrees but no work. Employers asking for ten years of experience for entry-level roles. It all sounded like noise until he remembered that Randy would be applying to university this year. The system wasn't an abstract concept anymore; it was a doorway she was about to walk through, and he feared it would slam shut in her face.

At the depot, the sun had barely risen, but the yard was already busy. Trucks coming in and out. Site supervisors collecting material. Workers standing in small groups, sipping tea, smoking, checking WhatsApp. The scent of diesel hung in the air. Phila parked in his usual spot, nodded at the security guard, and walked to the boardroom where the hearing would take place.

Anton Maseko, the regional manager, was already there. He was three years younger than Phila, wore branded shirts like armour, and had a voice that always seemed to be announcing something. Phila and Anton had grown up together. Played football together. Their paths had split when Anton left to study business in Durban. They'd reconnected years later in a committee meeting. Politics had kept them close.

"Morning, bhuti," Anton said, looking up from his phone. "Ready for this circus?"

Phila nodded. "Heard the guy came in high?"

"Ja. Blew way over. Said it was from a spliff he smoked over the weekend. Thinks we were born yesterday, Anton said."

Phila sighed. "You know some of these guys use to numb the pressure."

"And what pressure is that? We're paying them above industry. They work five days a week, not twelve-hour shifts like in construction, Anton replied."

Phila didn't answer. He knew better than to argue with Anton before a hearing. The truth was, many workers came from households where they were the only breadwinners. Some took care of sick parents, siblings, or unemployed cousins. And drugs, especially cheap ones like nyaope and marijuana, were everywhere. Easier to find than jobs.

The hearing began at 8. The worker, Musa, was 27. He had thin arms, sunken cheeks, and eyes that wouldn't stay still. Phila asked him basic questions about his work, his health, and if he knew about the company's drug policy. Musa nodded. Said he'd signed the induction documents. Said he didn't think one joint on a Sunday night would show up.

"You said your mother is sick?" Phila asked.

Musa looked up, surprised. "Yes. Diabetic. Sometimes she can't even walk. I do everything at home."

"And you've been the only one working, Phila said?"

"Since my cousin got retrenched, yes, Musa responded."

Phila looked at Anton, who was already tapping his pen. The answer didn't move him.

"Have you ever used harder substances?" Phila asked.

Musa shook his head. "No. I don't touch that stuff."

There was a pause. Phila scribbled a note on the file and looked up. "I'm going to recommend a warning and suspension with referral to EAP."

The Employee Assistance Programme was a box-ticking exercise, an outsourced service the company used to show due diligence while cutting its budget year on year. Phila knew the counsellors were overworked and hard to reach, and that "referral" often meant a phone number that went to voicemail. But it was the only mechanism he had to offer a lifeline, however frayed.

Anton raised an eyebrow. "It's his second warning. First one was for absenteeism."

"Ja. But he was caring for his mother then too, Phila responded."

"This is not a charity, Phila, Anton responded looking angry."

They locked eyes for a long moment. Finally, Anton let out a sharp breath and looked down at the file. “A final written warning. Suspension without pay for two weeks. And he completes the EAP program, with signed proof from the counsellor. That's it.” It was a compromise, but Musa still had a job. It was something. 'Noted,' Phila said, making it official.

Phila didn't answer. He was already thinking about the EAP provider. They were outsourced. Often late. Sometimes didn't pitch. And their budget had been cut last quarter. But it was better than pushing Musa out into nothing.

After the hearing, Phila stepped outside. The sun was up now. He could hear kids laughing in the distance. Someone selling fat cakes at the gate. The scent of frying dough brought a sudden ache of nostalgia. He remembered walking to school with Mpho, both of them clutching R1 coins to buy fat cakes from Auntie Mavis before the bell rang. The memory was a sharp, sweet pain. It always circled back to her, to the life they built, to the home he was now fighting a lonely, draining battle to keep. The depot noise faded for a moment. All he could hear was the rush of blood in his ears.

He stood there longer than he meant to, arms folded, jaw tight. One of the junior technicians, Rori, passed by and gave him a nod.

"You good, boss?"

Phila straightened. "All good, Rori. You heading to the Florida site?"

"Ja. Waiting for Anton to sign the release forms. I told him we needed two more fittings yesterday, but he didn't listen."

Phila smiled. "He's like that. Just check the sheet before you sign out."

"Will do."

Rori moved off. Young, full of complaints, but sharp. Phila had taken a liking to him. Reminded him of himself at twenty-four, opinionated, broke, and always two wrong moves away from disaster.

He pushed off the wall and headed to the staff kitchen. The kettle was warm; someone had left it half-full. He made tea, two sugars, no milk, and sipped quietly as he looked at the mess around the sink. Unwashed mugs, spoons sticky with sugar. Someone had left a pack of stale biscuits open. He pulled the window wider. The air helped.

By 10:00, his inbox was stacked with things that couldn't wait, disciplinary timelines, CVs to screen for a new site lead, and a monthly wellness report he had to submit by the afternoon. He opened the CVs first. Five applicants. One had no qualifications, another had a criminal conviction, and the remaining three were all under thirty. None of them had actual site management experience. Phila flagged one as a maybe, then stared at the screen.

The computer clock blinked. 10:46.

His phone buzzed. Randy.

"Dad, what time will you be home, Randy asked?"

"After 5. Everything okay, Phila replied?"

"Ja. Just wanted to ask something for Life Orientation. We have to start working on our university applications, Randy said."

"Okay. We'll talk when I'm home, Phila replied."

He paused before adding:

"I love you."

"Same, Randy replied."

He slid the phone away, heart a little softer. Despite all the stress, she kept him anchored.

Anton stepped into the doorway. "You coming to the meeting?"

"What meeting, Phila replied?"

"Contractor risk review. You're on the list, Anton said."

Phila sighed, stood up, and grabbed his notebook.

In the boardroom, the meeting dragged. Finance was concerned about escalating overtime costs. Logistics complained about driver behaviour. Anton pushed for disciplinary action across the board. Phila raised concerns about the HR impact, burnout, poor communication, and the strain on workers who lived far from site locations.

"Your people keep making excuses," said the woman from Finance.

"They're not my people," Phila replied. "They're employees. And we need to fix the structure if we want real change."

The room went quiet for a second. Then someone coughed.

The meeting ended at 12:30. Phila skipped lunch. Instead, he pulled out a thick manila envelope from his drawer, Mpho's estate file. He paged through it again. There were letters, a copy of Randy's birth certificate, and bank statements showing debit orders for the Diepkloof house bond. Everything he had ever paid for was in black and white. But the one thing he didn't have was a signed will.

For six years, ever since Mpho’s passing, her half-brother Bongani had been a persistent shadow. They had never been close, but he had always laid claim to the Diepkloof house, arguing that as blood family, he was the rightful heir in the absence of a will. What had been a quiet, simmering tension was now escalating into a legal battle that threatened to consume everything Phila had built. The situation was legally complex: he and Mpho had been married out of community of property without accrual, meaning their assets were separate. The house was registered in her name alone. Yet, from the day they moved in, Phila had poured his own salary into the bond, the repairs, the very bricks and mortar. His financial contributions were documented in every bank statement, but without a will, his right to the home he’d helped pay for was not automatic, it was a claim against her estate, not a direct ownership. Bongani was exploiting that technicality, weaponising the letter of the law against the life they had built within those walls.
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