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"A powerful and deeply moving story, Kedibone, the Unfading Ember is a masterful work of emotional depth and resilience. From the very first page, the narrative pulls you into the dusty streets of Jouberton, creating a world that is both achingly real and filled with the quiet hope of its protagonist. Kedibone's journey is a raw and honest exploration of what it means to find your voice when the world wants you to be silent. The characters are so richly drawn you feel you know them intimately—you ache with Kedibone, cheer for her triumphs, and feel the weight of her losses. This is more than a book; it is a profound lesson in the human spirit's capacity to endure, to rebuild, and to become a beacon for others. It is a story that will stay with you long after you've turned the final page."
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​PROLOGUE - THE SMELL OF COAL
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The first time I burned myself on the coal stove, I was seven years old and reaching for something I had no business touching. Mama had gone to Mrs. Mthembu's house to collect washing powder she'd borrowed, and I was left with the responsibility of watching the pot of pap while Tshepiso bent over his books at the kitchen table. Tholwana, just a toddler, was asleep in Mama's room, a world away from the glowing coals and my own impatient hands.

But seven-year-old hands have their own hunger, their own impatience. The lid of the pot seemed to mock me, hiding the treasures of dinner beneath its weight. When I lifted it, steam rose like the breath of ancestors, and underneath, the thick white porridge bubbled and whispered secrets I wanted to hear.

I reached across the glowing coals to stir, to be useful, to be the daughter who could handle things. The heat bit into my palm before I even realized what was happening—a sharp, clean pain that shot up my arm and made me scream loud enough for the neighbors to hear.

Tshepiso looked up from his mathematics homework, annoyed. "Stupid girl," he said, not unkindly, but with the matter-of-fact tone of someone stating the obvious. "Why didn't you use the wooden spoon?"

But I was crying too hard to answer, cradling my burned hand against my chest while the smell of my own flesh mingled with the coal smoke and the earthy scent of the pap still cooking. When Mama came home, she found me like that—sobbing and stubborn, refusing to let anyone touch my hand, the burn already blistering into a small, perfect circle of pain.

She didn't scold me. Instead, she took my hand gently, examined the wound, and said, "This is what happens when you reach for fire, Kedibone. But see? You're still here. You're still breathing. That's what matters."

I kept the scar for years, a small brown circle on my palm that reminded me of that first lesson about heat and hunger, about the things we reach for and the price we pay. Even now, more than forty years later, if I press hard enough, I can still feel the ghost of that burn beneath newer scars, newer lessons. Sometimes I think my whole life has been about reaching for fire. The coal stove, a constant presence in our kitchen, was more than just a cooking tool; it was the heart of our home, a source of warmth, but also a silent reminder of the dangers of unchecked desire, of the way a small spark could rage into a consuming flame—or settle into the steady glow of an ember that sustains life.
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​CHAPTER 1 - THE GIRL WHO WOULDN'T BOIL
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The trouble with being born second is that everyone has already decided who you are before you've had the chance to figure it out yourself. Tshepiso came first in 1973, all legs and elbows and the kind of serious face that made adults nod approvingly and say things like "This one will go places." By the time I arrived two years later in 1975—smaller, louder, and apparently less impressed with the world's expectations—the family narrative had already been written.

Our house sat on the corner of Wessie Street in Sun City, Jouberton, just three streets from Zamakulunga Primary School, a former Xhosa-designated school adjacent to Boss Rant. The red dirt roads carved lines between modest homes where dust never settled properly. During the dry season, which seemed to last forever, that dust got into everything: your food, your hair, the spaces between your toes.

The Montwedi household operated according to unspoken but absolute rules. Papa sat in his chair each evening after his shift at President Steyn Mine, a silent presence whose authority was conveyed through the weight of being there. His mining boots by the door, polished every Sunday despite spending weeks underground. His Lesedi newspaper, when he could afford one, spread across his lap like a barrier between himself and domestic chaos.

Mama moved around him like water around stone, managing the household with efficient grace born of understanding that survival required both tenderness and steel. Her favoritism toward Tshepiso wasn't cruelty—it was strategy. In 1980s South Africa, where Bantu Education systematically underfunded black schools, investing everything in one child's education might be the only way to lift everyone from poverty.

What I didn't understand then was how this favoritism would shape not just my childhood, but my entire understanding of worthiness.

Three years after me, in 1978, Tholwana arrived—a third child and girl, which did nothing to change household balance. As a toddler, she was quiet and watchful, understanding instinctively that invisibility was safer than drawing attention. She clung to Mama's skirts, observing with silence that was both protective and heartbreaking.

But it was Papa who truly favored Tholwana, in ways subtle but unmistakable. Where he remained distant with Tshepiso and me, his face softened when she climbed onto his lap during evening newspaper reading. Her prettiness—large eyes, delicate features that made strangers comment—appealed to something traditional in him that valued beauty and docility in daughters.

"My little princess," he would murmur, smoothing her hair with hands gentle in ways they never were with us.

I watched these interactions with keen attention, trying to decode love's rules, trying to understand what combination of qualities might earn similar affection. But I was neither academically brilliant like Tshepiso nor sweetly beautiful like Tholwana. I was something between—clever but mischievous, pretty but opinionated, useful but unpredictable.

School became my refuge. Each morning I walked to Diphetogo Primary, passing the Cover Ground where children gathered to play indigenous games like “Dikgati”, “Dibeke”, and older once over weekends
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