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For Naomi — the delight in my heart. May you always walk with wonder, dream with courage, and know how deeply you are loved.
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    To my grandchildren, the delight of my heart.
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The Waterfall of Whispers

Augrabies Falls
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Naomi’s pillow wasn’t ordinary.

It was soft — the kind of soft that wrapped around her cheeks like a hug. It smelled faintly of roses and Ouma’s warm neck, the scent that always made her feel safe. And sometimes, only when the moon was high and the house was quiet, the pillow felt... alive.

That night, Naomi curled into it, pulling the blanket up to her chin. The pillow warmed beneath her cheek. A tiny hum vibrated through it — gentle, like a cat purring.

Her eyes grew heavy. Her breathing slowed. And just as she drifted into dreamland, she felt it:

She was floating.

Not falling. Not sinking. Floating.

Her braids lifted in the wind. Her glasses fogged with mist. Her heart beat like a drum.

Below her, water roared and rainbows shimmered.

Augrabies.

The waterfall of whispers. The canyon of courage.

She landed on sun-baked stone, warm beneath her bare feet. Mist kissed her cheeks. Rainbows danced in the spray. The canyon stretched wide, like the earth had opened its mouth to sing.

Naomi tiptoed to the edge. Lizards darted between cracks. Aloe plants stood like guards. The air smelled of stone, river, and something ancient — something older than stories.

Ouma’s voice drifted through her mind, soft as memory:

“Augrabies means place of great noise. But the Khoi called it Aukoerebis — where the river speaks.”

Naomi closed her eyes.

And that’s when she heard them.

Soft footsteps behind her. Bare feet on warm stone.

She turned slowly.

Three San people stood there — skin like sun-warmed earth, eyes bright like embers, clothes simple and light. They looked like they belonged to the canyon, and the canyon belonged to them.

The eldest spoke. His voice clicked and flowed like stones tapping together.

“You hear the river, child,” he said. “It speaks when the heart is open.”

Naomi nodded, eyes wide. “I hear stories,” she whispered.

I speak their language! she thought, thrilled. I actually understand them!

The woman smiled, her voice clicking like pebbles in a stream.

“The river remembers,” she said. “It remembers our footsteps, our laughter, our hunts. It remembers when the world was young.”

The youngest stepped forward and placed a small carved stone in her hand — warm, pulsing, alive.

“A memory,” he said. “To carry home.”

The eldest pointed to the waterfall.

“Courage is like water,” he said. “It finds a way through anything. Even fear.”

Then they took her hand — gently, like guiding a younger sister — and led her down the rocks to where strange, sun-burnt orange lilies grew from cracks in the stone.

The woman plucked one and tucked it behind Naomi’s ear.

It smelled divine — like sun and drought and water and secrets all at once.

Naomi’s heart swelled.

The San people stepped back, raising their hands in farewell. Their voices drifted like wind through reeds:

“Naomi... Naomi...”

Soft. Warm. Calling her home.

The canyon blurred. The mist dissolved. The roar softened into a hum.

And Naomi felt herself sinking gently back into her bed, pillow warm beneath her cheek, flower still tucked behind her ear.

Her eyes fluttered open.

Ouma stood beside her bed with a warm cup of tea, steam curling like morning magic.

“Morning, my girl,” Ouma said softly.

Naomi sat up so fast her glasses slid sideways. She threw her arms around Ouma’s waist and squeezed her tight.

“Ouma!” she burst out. “Ouma, I have been to the Augrabies — last night!”

Ouma didn’t look surprised. Not even a little.

She smiled that quiet, knowing smile — the one that made Naomi feel like magic wasn’t strange at all.

“Oh really,” Ouma said, handing her the tea. “And did the river speak to you?”

Naomi touched the orange lily behind her ear. It was still there.

Warm. Fragrant. Real.

She nodded slowly, wonder blooming in her chest.

“Ouma... it did.”

And Ouma smiled like someone who had once stood at the edge of the waterfall herself.
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Fireside Stories in the Snow

Lesotho Highlands
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That night, Naomi slid into bed with the softest sigh. Her magic pillow — fluffy, warm, and smelling faintly of roses and Ouma — wrapped itself around her cheek like a gentle hug.

She snuggled deeper into it, eyelids growing heavy.

“Where will you take me tonight?” she whispered into the softness.

The pillow warmed. It hummed — a tiny, secret vibration. And then the world melted away.

Naomi floated.

Her braids lifted in the air. Her glasses fogged with cold mist. Her heart beat fast with excitement.

Below her, mountains rose like giants wrapped in white blankets.

Lesotho. The kingdom in the sky. The land of snow and silence.

She touched down knee-deep in soft, powdery snow. The cold kissed her cheeks until they glowed rosy red, and every breath she exhaled drifted into the air in warm, cloud-like puffs.

The air was crisp and pure — like breathing in a brand-new start.

Naomi giggled. Her boots sank into the snow with a soft whump.

All around her, the Lesotho Highlands stretched wide and wild. Icicles clung to cliffs like crystal teeth. A stream trickled nearby, clear as glass, winding through the snow like a silver ribbon.

She cupped her hands and drank. The water tasted like sky.

In the distance, she saw rondavels — round huts with thatched roofs — nestled like warm secrets in the snow. Smoke curled from their chimneys, rising into the pale morning light.

And then she saw them.

Lesotho ponies — short, sturdy, thick with fur. Their manes were wild. Their bellies round. They trotted through the snow like they owned it.

On their backs sat Basotho herders wrapped in wool blankets, faces hidden beneath wide-brimmed hats.

One waved.

Naomi waved back, her heart swelling with joy.

A Basotho woman approached her, wrapped in a thick wool blanket. Her smile was gentle. Her eyes warm.

“Come, child,” she said. “The morning fire is waiting.”

Naomi followed her to the rondavels. A small circle of people sat around a crackling fire, sparks rising into the cold air. They made space for her without question — as if they had been expecting her all along.

Someone handed her a wooden bowl of putu pap and stew. Warm. Comforting. Perfect.

They spoke in Sesotho, their voices rising and falling like wind moving through mountains. And just like before, Naomi understood every word — a dream-gift she didn’t question, only treasured.

They told stories of ancestors who walked these mountains long before roads existed. Stories of animals who carried wisdom. Stories of rivers that remembered footsteps.

Naomi listened, her cheeks warm from the fire and her heart warm from belonging.

She whispered into the snowy air, letting the words settle inside her:

“I am not afraid of cold... I am not afraid of quiet... I am not afraid of being me.”

The Basotho people smiled at her — soft, kind smiles that felt like blankets around her shoulders.

As the fire softened to glowing embers, Naomi felt her eyes
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