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“A river is more than an amenity, it is a treasure.”

— Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.

“The river swallows secrets and keeps them longer than any grave.”

— North West Province proverb
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PROLOGUE
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The Vaal River, Thirty-Two Years Ago

—
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The boy had not meant to witness it. He was seventeen years old and his name was Kgotso and he was on the south bank of the Vaal near the Pinasdorp bend at half past ten on a Wednesday night because the barbel ran well there after dark and he had not told his mother where he was going because she would have said no and he was seventeen and believed, in the specific way of seventeen, that the things his mother feared were not the things he needed to fear.

He had his rod and his tin of worms and the river was low and dark and quiet, the way it was on windless autumn nights, and he had been there for perhaps an hour catching nothing and not minding because the river at night was company enough, when he heard the voices.

He heard them before he saw the lights — two torches, moving along the north bank path above him. Three men, coming from the direction of the Orkney road. Two of them holding the third between them, and the third one talking — low and steady and urgent, the voice of a man trying to reason his way out of something that had already been decided.

Kgotso went still in the reeds. The river went still with him.

He watched what happened. He watched all of it. The moon was clear that night and he saw the faces of the two men who did it and he knew one of them and he lay in the reeds with the cold water around his ankles and he did not breathe, and when they were gone he remained there for a long time, until the river had settled back into its ordinary voice and the torches had disappeared and there was nothing left on the bank to indicate that anything had happened at all.

Nothing except the water, moving south.

Keeping what it had been given.

The boy did not speak of what he saw. Not that night, not the next day, not in the months that followed. He was seventeen and alone and the man he had seen was powerful and the community around him was small and the river was long. He told himself he would speak when he was older. When he was in a position that would protect him. When someone came who could take the truth somewhere it would not be buried.

He waited thirty-two years.

The river waited with him.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Collapse & Awakening 

—
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I came back to myself in pieces.

First: the smell. Antiseptic, and something beneath it that had no business being there — river water. Cool and brown and faintly mineral, the smell of the Vaal in the dry season when the current slows and the sandbanks emerge pale and cracked from the water. I knew that smell before I knew my own name. It did not belong in a hospital room. But there it was, settled into the air around me like something patient that had been waiting a long time.

Second: sound. A machine ticking beside my left ear. Voices beyond a door — low, urgent, then gone. Then the particular silence of a room that has recently held fear and not yet let it go.

Third: the pain. Not sharp. Nothing as clean as sharp. A heaviness across the right side of my skull, deep and total, as though something had reached into my head and simply — pressed.

I tried to open my eyes. The light hit too fast. I closed them again.

“Sister — she’s waking.”

A man’s voice. Close. Young.

Footsteps. A door. The machine breathing beside me. Then nothing.

I lay still and worked on assembling facts. This was what I had always been good at — the sequence, the thread, the careful reconstruction of events from evidence. Eleven years of practice. It was the thing that had kept me employed when colleagues with more instinct and less patience had washed out. And it was, I understood now, lying in this bed in a room I couldn’t yet see properly, the thing I was about to need most.

The last clear thing I remembered: my desk at the regional office in Klerksdorp. A case file, open. Photographs. A cup of Bush tea, still warm. The ceiling fan turning slowly overhead, the way it always did in summer because someone, years ago, had set it to the wrong speed and no one had ever bothered to fix it.

I had been reading a report. I had been looking at a photograph.

Then: nothing. A cut in the tape. And then — this.

“Mme Montwedi.”

I opened my eyes more carefully this time. A doctor stood at the foot of the bed — early forties, lean, with the steady unhurried manner of someone who had worked night shifts for enough years that urgency had become a resting state rather than a performance. Behind him, a window. Through it: the particular flat light of the North West highveld, bleached and enormous.

“Mme,” I said. My voice came out wrong. Scraped.

“Mme Montwedi.” He adjusted without hesitation. “I’m Dr. Mokoena. You’re at Tshepong Hospital Complex. Can you tell me what year it is?”

“2024.”

“Good. Do you know where you are?”

“Tshepong. Klerksdorp.” The words came slowly, like something pulled from deep water. But they came. “What happened to me?”

He was quiet for a moment in the way doctors are quiet when they are deciding how much truth to deliver at once.

“You had a stroke, Mme Montwedi. An ischaemic event, right hemisphere. You’ve been unconscious for twenty-nine hours.”

Twenty-nine hours.

I looked at the window. The light outside was morning light — low, long-shadowed, coming in from the east across the open ground of the hospital complex. Twenty-nine hours. I thought about the fan turning on the wrong speed. I thought about the photograph on the desk. I thought about the Bush tea going cold.

And then, for reasons I couldn’t have explained cleanly, I thought about the Vaal River. The sound of it in the early mornings of my childhood, before the heat of the day settled in. The way the bridge at Orkney looked from below, the shadow it cast on the water. My grandmother standing at the bank with a coin in her hand, telling me to throw it and mean it.

“Is there family we can contact?” Dr. Mokoena asked.

“Mme Mmapula,” I said. “My aunt. She’s in Kanana.”

I gave him the number from memory. He wrote it down and told me to rest, that there would be more to discuss — the damage, the recovery plan, the things that would need to change. He used the word ‘lifestyle’ with the careful neutrality of someone who means something specific and is not yet ready to say it.

“I understand,” I said.

He left. A nursing sister adjusted the drip beside me. She was perhaps thirty, with quick efficient hands and the practised stillness of someone who had spent years around bodies in crisis and had learned not to carry it home.

“Water?” she said.

“Please.”

She brought it. I drank. I lay back and looked at the ceiling, which was the colour of old bone, and thought: twenty-nine hours.

Twenty-nine hours in which the fan had turned on its wrong speed above an empty desk. Twenty-nine hours in which the photograph had sat face-up in the open file and no one had closed it.

Twenty-nine hours in which the Vaal had kept moving south, the way it always did, the way it would long after any of this mattered.

The river does not stop, my grandmother used to say. Not for grief. Not for joy. Not for the living and not for the dead.

The river only stops when it wants something back.

I closed my eyes. Sleep came fast and complete, the sleep of a body collecting its debts. But before it took me entirely I heard something beneath the machines, beneath the corridor sounds, beneath the thin hospital quiet.

Water. Moving. Close. Waiting.

I slept.

⁂
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