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Further Reading: Brotherhood

"Love is a wound that the body learns to call home."

"Die land het ’n lang geheue en ’n kort vergifnis."

(The land has a long memory and a short forgiveness.)

"Lefatshe le bua ka poelo ya madi a batho."

(The earth speaks through the fruit of people's blood.)

PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

KABO SEROLE — Male, 34. Born and raised in Jouberton, Klerksdorp. A former investigative journalist turned freelance fixer, navigating Johannesburg's underworld of information.

PALEDI KAMPIE — Female, 31. Born in Bossrand, Jouberton. A forensic social worker with the Department of Social Development. Carries wounds older than her career.

MINISTER ELIAS MOTHEBENG — 58. ANC heavyweight and shadow operator based in Sandton, Johannesburg. Kabo's primary antagonist. Corrupt, charming, lethal in his patience.

DIRK VAN WYK — 62. Retired SAPS colonel living in George, Western Cape. Paledi's antagonist. A man who mistakes control for love and silence for consent.

BOITUMELO "TUMI" MODISE — 47. A Mafikeng businessman scorned. Begins as antagonist to Paledi through romantic obsession, later becomes the common threat binding both protagonists.

GRACE SEROLE — Kabo's aunt; his moral compass and keeper of family memory in Jouberton.

THEMBI NKOSI — Paledi's closest friend and colleague; brilliant, eventually compromised.

ADVOCATE PETRUS LOUW — Kabo's legal contact in Pretoria; appears trustworthy, is not.

SERGEANT DOLLY LETEBELE — A Soweto-based officer who becomes Paledi's shield.
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PART ONE
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THE PLACES THAT MADE US
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Chapter One


[image: ]


The N14 comes at Jouberton like a blade dragged slow across the belly of the North West. You feel the road before you see it — the buckle of tar where the municipality gave up, the red dust that claims the shoulders of the road like a patient creditor. Kabo Serole knew this road with his whole body. He had run from it, bled on it, and buried people it had swallowed.

He was thirteen when his mother died on that road. Not by accident. By decision — someone else's.

Ke ne ke le monnyane, (I was small) a woman had told the police, then corrected herself in English because the officers' eyes had glazed over in the Setswana. I saw nothing. This was the first lesson Kabo received about the world: that the truth existed in perfect parallel to the official record, and the two never needed to meet.

The house on Bossrand was built in the mid-60s from government-issue brick and the kind of optimism that looks embarrassing in retrospect. By the time Kabo's aunt Grace moved in after his mother's death, the optimism had flaked off with the paint. What remained was solid: thick walls, a stoep facing east, a jacaranda that had cracked the driveway and refused all negotiations.

"Ke jacaranda ya borraago," (Your father's jacaranda.) Grace always said. She said it like proof of something, though what it proved changed each time. Sometimes it meant: you come from stubbornness. Other times: you come from beauty that destroys the ground it grows on.

Kabo thought of the jacaranda now, sitting in his Braamfontein flat with the city's white noise pressing at the windows, nine hundred kilometres from Jouberton but not far enough. He had a laptop open, a cold cup of rooibos on the windowsill, and a folder that could end a man's career — or end Kabo's life.

* * *
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Let us go back, because the story insists on it.

Jouberton in the 1990s was a township assembling itself from the rubble of apartheid with the frantic, makeshift energy of something that knows the world is watching but does not trust the world to help. Shacks beside RDP houses beside old matchbox homes. Spaza shops with handpainted signs. Taverns where the music started before noon. Children who played soccer in the street with a ball made of plastic bags bound with string, a skill that required more engineering than most adults admitted.

Kabo was one of those children. Long legs, too serious a face for a boy his age, already carrying the habit of watching people from the corners of rooms. His mother, Sekepe, had called him Molebogi — the thankful one — a name that sat strangely on a child who seemed to find gratitude difficult and suspicion effortless.

"O a gopotsa Rrago," (You remind me of your father) Sekepe used to say. She meant it as a compliment, though the father in question had relocated to a life in Rustenburg that contained no children and eventually no visits. Kabo had learnt by age eight that resembling his father was not a promise of anything.

But it was his mother's story, not his father's absence, that bent the arc of everything.

Sekepe Serole worked as a domestic worker in the white suburb of Flamwood, crossing that invisible boundary five days a week, carrying Jouberton in her hands and leaving it at the gate each morning. She had been, in another country — the country inside her chest — a reader. She collected newspaper clippings. She had opinions about politicians that she expressed only to her sister Grace, who listened with the patience of someone who knew the opinions were right and the world was deaf.

When Sekepe began talking to a journalist — a man from Johannesburg who had been asking questions about illegal dumping of mining chemicals near Jouberton's water table — Grace had begged her to stop. "Bana ba Jouberton ba a lwa le metsi a bolaeang," (Jouberton's children are fighting water that kills) she said, almost singing it. Sekepe had said: so someone must say it.

Three months later she was on the N14 at night. A hit and run. No witnesses could be found, though later Kabo would understand that witnesses existed in abundance, distributed across Jouberton's silence, earning interest.

He was thirteen. The world cracked down the middle like cheap cement, and he stepped across the crack and kept walking. This is what children do. They walk.

Grace sent him to school. Made him study. Fed him on stiff pap and bitter truths about money, power, and the specific cruelty of the North West political elite. She worked in the mines' administration offices — a job that gave her access to papers and the intelligence to understand them — and she sometimes brought home documents she copied with a shaking hand, saying: "Kabo, bala. O bale go fitlha o tlhaloganya." Read. Read until you understand.

He read. He understood. At sixteen he was already writing pieces for a community newspaper, unsigned, that made the local ward councillor sweat through two Sundays. At twenty-two he had a journalism degree from the University of Johannesburg and a reputation for finding things people had buried very deeply and very carefully.

Burying things carefully, he had learnt, only delayed their rising.
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Chapter Two
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Paledi Kampie was born two streets from Kabo Serole and never knew him as a child. This is one of the small cruelties the township performs: you can share geography for decades and remain strangers because the lines of survival don't intersect.

She came from a house where love and damage were laid out side by side on the same table, and you reached for them without always knowing which was which.

Her father, Oupa Kampie, was a man who loved his family the way some men love their cars: obsessively, with constant maintenance, with explosive rage when anything scratched the surface. He did not beat them often. The not-often-ness was what made it survivable and what made it, paradoxically, harder to name.

"He's not that bad," Paledi told her school friends when they noticed the tension in her jaw, the particular stillness she had when a man raised his voice. "He loves us." She believed this. She would spend years of her adult life gently prying apart the two clauses of that sentence.

Her mother, Dikeledi, was the kind of woman who held everything together through a specific quality of silence — not submission, exactly, but a strategic withholding of herself that passed as peace. She cooked. She prayed. She sent Paledi to school with pressed uniforms and pressed lips. She never said: your father is wrong. She never said: I am afraid. She said: study hard, Paledi. Go somewhere where you can help people who are in the situation
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