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Chapter 1 - Roots of Taung


[image: ]


The morning rose slowly over Taung, a village tucked into the low-lying hills of the North West Province, where the sub-Saharan sun filtered softly through clusters of mopane trees. Mist hung over the small fields, settling in hollows, leaving the ground damp with dew. Thabiso Mohitshane stood barefoot on the packed earth outside his family homestead, listening to the chorus of village life awakening: goats bleating, women calling for each other across fences, children chasing one another down narrow paths. He was not like the other boys who chased after goats or wrestled in the dust. Instead, his gaze lingered on movements he found... unexpectedly magnetic, drawing his heart in directions he could not yet name.

Taung had its own pulse, quiet but insistent. By mid-morning, the men returned from fields, arms sun-browned and calloused, discussing maize yields, cattle, and village matters. Women carried water and firewood, shared gossip, and cooked over small braziers. Children darted between houses, barefoot, faces streaked with dust and sweat, racing for the river or chasing goats. Life here was rhythm, routine, and ritual—every day a test of endurance, observation, and subtle negotiation of one’s place in the village.

The Mohitshane compound was modest but orderly. Low mud-brick walls surrounded the homestead, their whitewashed tops catching the morning light. Inside, Lesego Mohitshane, Thabiso’s father, inspected the cattle with a meticulous eye. Broad-shouldered, dark-skinned, eyes sharp, Lesego moved with the authority of a man whose word was law. Each nod or shake of his head was felt throughout the household; his presence was both a shield and a weight.

Martha, Thabiso’s mother, tended a small patch of vegetables, coaxing life from the sandy soil. Her hands, scarred and calloused, moved confidently between tomato seedlings and green beans. She hummed quietly, a song Thabiso recognized from childhood, its tune soft but insistent, the rhythm of survival.

Thabiso’s siblings were a constant bustle around the homestead. Kabelo, older by two years, strutted through the compound with the practiced air of someone already negotiating manhood under their father’s watchful gaze. Keneilwe, younger and quieter, followed their mother like a shadow, collecting water from the nearby basin, her bare feet skimming the rough earth.

Extended family was never far. Uncle Tebogo, Mma-Tumi, and distant cousins drifted in and out, each with a small gift or a sharp observation, a living reminder that the village’s eyes never fully left one’s actions. Conversations often carried undercurrents of judgment disguised as concern: whispers about boys who refused to hunt, about young men who were “soft” in manner or voice. Everyone observed. Everyone knew.

“Thabiso, fetch the water!”

His father’s voice cut across the compound. Authority, sharp and unyielding, yet measured. No explanation, no anger—just expectation. For Thabiso, each command felt like a wall rising between them, a language of duty that left little room for tenderness. Yet he obeyed, lifting the bucket carefully, aware of the weight in his hands and in the eyes that followed him.

Walking to the communal tap, Thabiso passed other villagers, each nod polite but layered with silent prescriptions. Some murmured advice; others gave brief, knowing smiles. Every interaction carried a lesson in how to move, how to speak, how to exist without disturbing the balance of the village’s traditions.

That afternoon the heat pressed against the earth like a held breath, and the village sounds softened into a hum. It was the kind of stillness that made new thoughts possible.

Later, near the small river that wound past the eastern edge of Taung, Thabiso spotted Lefa Mahlatse crouched by the water, washing a calf. Sunlight caught the water droplets on Lefa’s arms, and Thabiso’s breath stuck in his chest. His heart hammered so loudly he was certain the entire village could hear it.

He meant to walk past casually. Instead, his foot caught a rock and he stumbled forward, arms windmilling, nearly planting face-first into the shallow water.

Lefa looked up, eyebrows raised. A slow grin spread across his face. “Sho! You always this clumsy, or just around me?”

Heat flooded Thabiso’s face. “Sun was in my eyes,” he muttered, which sounded ridiculous even as he said it.

“The sun.” Lefa’s grin widened. “Behind you.”

Thabiso wanted the earth to open and swallow him whole. He mumbled something incomprehensible and hurried past, Lefa’s laughter following him up the path.

The afternoon light broke into thin gold slants through the mopane trees
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