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    CHAPTER 1


    TROPHY TIME


    Eight-year-old Percy stood on the halfway line of the brown, dusty soccer pitch and watched his team’s defenders trying to stop the other team from scoring a goal. The setting sun was glowing so brightly behind them on the horizon that he could barely see what was happening.


    A miskick from the other team’s striker gave the ball back to his team and Percy quickly perked up. His teammates put together a few passes, then the centre-back rushed forward and booted the ball upfield. Percy watched the ball flying over his head and turned to chase it.


    The ball seemed to hang in the air as Percy raced towards the goal next to a defender whose legs were twice the length of his. The goalkeeper was also running towards the ball. Percy realised there was only one way to win the ball and slip it past the goalkeeper. He would have to dive forwards into a sliding position.


    The field was hard brown clay and full of stones that would scrape off the skin on the back of his thighs, and he knew it would be terribly painful. But it was the only way to score, so he threw himself along the ground, getting a toe to the ball, and watched it roll slowly towards the goals. He waited for the pain to hit him.


    BBBBBRRRRR!


    Percy’s eyes shot open. He was flooded by a sense of relief as he reached for his cell phone and turned off the alarm. He was lying in his bed, 24 years old, and not in pain. He lay back in bed, breathing heavily, remembering the many times he had been covered in cuts, scrapes and bruises at the end of a match. But, thankfully, those days of playing on hard, stony pitches were over.


    He turned and looked across the room at the shelf where the 2018 Premier Soccer League Footballer of the Season trophy stood next to two other trophies. The amazing events of the previous evening played again in his mind. Some of the biggest stars of South African sports and entertainment had been gathered together under the bright lights and TV cameras. It had been an occasion he would remember for the rest of his life.


    Percy hadn’t known what to expect when he got to the awards ceremony. He knew he had played well all season, but when people said he would win PSL Footballer of the Season he shook his head and laughed. He was just happy to be there.


    So he was pleasantly surprised. Early in the evening, he had shared the Top Goalscorer of the Season award with Rodney Ramagalela of Polokwane City. Later, he was named the Player’s Player of the Season. That award meant so much to Percy, because the players who had voted for him knew the game of soccer inside out and had first-hand experience of how he played it. Then, finally, he was named the PSL Footballer of the Season, an immense honour.


    Three awards and nearly half a million rand in prize money in one night! It was life changing. Only a few years ago, Percy had worried that his career was never going to take off, that he was an average player and would be easily forgotten.
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      Three awards and half a million rand in prize money in one night!

    


    Usually Percy was out of bed and ready for training at sunrise. But this morning, he lay thinking about what it had taken to get here – from childhood soccer games on the dusty, hard ground in Witbank, to Premier League games in the finest stadiums, and a glittering awards ceremony in a Johannesburg ballroom.


    What a journey it had been! How had he become so lucky? And what was going to happen next?

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    FAMILY LIFE


    Elizabeth Tau was sweating as she prepared a huge pot of mieliepap for the family. The sun beat down on the tin roof of her small, cluttered kitchen and it was unbearably hot. She thought that later she would go and stand outside, where the slight breeze might cool her down.


    Elizabeth turned off the radio and listened to the distant sounds of her children playing soccer at the far end of the street, as she stirred the onion and tomato smoor that everyone loved. Out of the corner of her eye she spotted her youngest daughter sitting in the yard and playing with a handful of stones. Elizabeth tapped on the window until the girl looked up and saw her.


    ‘Go and fetch your brothers!’ she called. ‘Tell them it’s dinner time. The food will be cold if they don’t hurry!’


    The little girl raced off while Elizabeth sat down and served herself a small portion of pap and smoor. It was a bit too hot, but she managed to eat quickly. They were always short of plates and there was hardly ever enough food to go around, so she liked to eat a tiny helping before the children came in. Then she could tell the children that she had already had food and they wouldn’t feel bad. Sometimes she had to go outside while they ate, so they didn’t hear her tummy rumbling.


    Elizabeth sighed and looked out of the window at the dusty mining town of Witbank, home to her and her eight children. Life was tough. Today, at least, they would be getting a bit of chicken with their pap and smoor.


    But then her soccer-crazy sons burst through the front door, laughing and teasing each other, followed by their sisters. Elizabeth’s spirits lifted. They were all precious to her; they were good children and she felt blessed to be surrounded by so much love. She got up and started serving.


    ‘Mama, why didn’t you have eleven children instead of eight?’ Mogau asked.


    ‘Ja, then we would have a full soccer team. Tau United!’ Dumisani agreed.


    ‘Nah man, never … Tshehla City.’ Mogau shared his sister’s married surname, ‘Tshehla’, because her ID book had been used instead of his mother’s when he went to register with the Department of Home Affairs.


    Everyone laughed as they took a plate of food and sat down to eat.


    ‘We would be so much better than Witbank Spurs! They are bloody useless,’ said Dumisani.


    ‘Language, please!’ said Elizabeth. ‘We don’t talk like that here!’


    Everyone fell silent. Then Mogau spoke up.


    ‘You are right, Mama, we don’t speak like that,’ he said. ‘But I mean, have you seen our team this year?’


    More silence as the children waited to see if their mother was angry or not. Elizabeth sighed heavily, pretended she was disappointed, took the broom and went to the door.


    ‘I must agree. Losing to Amazulu last weekend? That was bloody useless,’ she said as she went outside. The table erupted in laughter and agreement and the children turned back to their food.


    For the boys in Percy’s family soccer was their first love. They made sure that everyone was up to date on the latest goals, players and results.


    As she swept the yard, Elizabeth worried that they were too soccer crazy. Maybe they were neglecting their schoolwork and other activities that would help them secure a better future. But she also knew that ‘boys will be boys’ and that it was a good thing they were involved in sports, not in other, far more dangerous activities. She was thankful that her sons were not like some of the neighbourhood boys. She hated it when boys she had known for years landed up in trouble or even in jail.


    Inside the house, squeezed in between the people who loved him most in the whole world, seven-year-old Percy felt safe and secure. He smiled happily. He took a piece of chicken from his plate and wrapped it in a piece of old newspaper. He would give it to his mother, later.


    Percy told himself that one day, he would make sure that when his family sat down at a table it would be covered with the finest food that money could buy.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    SHOWING POTENTIAL


    It was a typical autumn evening and Percy and his brothers were playing in the street, running races, using stones to play marbles and chatting to their friends.


    But it was a special day for Percy: 13 May 2002 was his eighth birthday. He knew that his mom couldn’t afford to buy him a present. But Percy didn’t mind. That was simply how things were, and it was no different for most of the people he knew.


    His brothers had been doing him favours all day, making him tea, letting him choose the best seat on the bus, giving him some of their lunch. Percy was happy to be the centre of attention.


    He saw his mother getting off the bus, home from work. She had a big plastic packet swinging from her right hand. Percy wondered what it was. As she walked slowly down the dirt road, the children rushed over to greet her and help her carry her things. They looked curiously at the bag.


    ‘Don’t touch. It’s for Percy,’ she said and lifted the bag up, out of reach.


    Percy couldn’t believe his luck. Something especially for him!


    The whole family followed Elizabeth into the kitchen and waited impatiently as Percy took the bag and opened it carefully. When he saw what was inside, his jaw dropped, and he looked up at his mother in wonder. A brand-new soccer ball! He lifted it out of the bag, feeling the weight of it and ran his fingers along the seams. He had never seen anything more perfect.
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      Percy examined every centimetre of the ball.

    


    Meanwhile, his brothers were going crazy with excitement. Lately, they had been playing with a useless, soft old plastic ball and had been getting so frustrated. They couldn’t wait to play with the new ball.


    After he had examined every centimetre of the ball, Percy handed it over to his brothers. They grabbed it and raced into the street to give it a try. Percy stayed behind and gave his mom a huge hug.


    ‘Thank you, Mama, for getting that for me. I love it.’


    ‘You’re welcome, son, I know how much you love soccer,’ she replied. ‘Now get out there and learn some skills. I want to see what you can do.’


    Percy grinned. He didn’t need another invitation to play. He sprinted outside, shouted to his brothers and immediately got into the middle of the action.


    That new ball changed Percy’s life. He had always loved soccer, like his brothers, but now that he had his own soccer ball, he thought of nothing else. He spent hours each day playing in a game or kicking the ball around outside the house and against the wall. Sometimes he even slept with it next to him.


    Percy and his brothers attended the local primary school, Mmagobana Primary. Dumisani was five years older than Percy and already a star player. Mogau was two years older and he also played skilfully. Percy’s teachers quickly spotted that he had talent and speed on the field and agreed he should play with the older children. The three boys dominated soccer at the school.


    Every season, Mmagobana Primary played their rivals from the school up the road, Alex Mampane Primary. It was the most important match of the year. This year Percy was picked as centre-forward.


    From the moment the big game started he gave all he had: he chased every ball and ran into spaces where the other players from his team could see him. He was fast, and the defenders on the other team found it tiring work to mark him.


    Towards the end of the first half he was supporting a teammate in the centre circle, when suddenly he saw a gap behind the defence. He pointed towards the spot and the team captain slotted a perfect pass into the gap.


    Percy sprinted to the ball, got it onto his left foot and made his way towards the penalty area. He glanced up to see where the goals were. Suddenly the goalkeeper was right in front of him, with his arms out wide. Percy slammed into the goalkeeper, lost his balance and fell hard onto the ground.


    WHEEEEP! The referee blew his whistle immediately and pointed at the penalty spot. The small crowd clapped and cheered. It took Percy a few moments to catch his breath, dust himself off and get back to his feet.


    ‘Can you take it, Percy?’ asked his captain. Percy nodded. He wanted this.


    The goalkeeper was waiting on his line with his arms up, staring at him and trying to scare him. Percy stepped forward and placed the ball on the spot as the referee cleared the penalty area. Then he took a deep breath and decided where to shoot. The whistle sounded and he ran towards the ball, kicking it hard and low and to the left. He felt it was a certain goal. Then, to his amazement, the goalkeeper dived the right way, shooting out a hand and stopping the ball, which rolled towards the side of the posts. A hot wave of shame crawled up the back of Percy’s neck. He couldn’t believe that he had missed a penalty kick!


    The crowd’s cheers turned into gasps as Percy’s brother Dumisani ran forwards and stopped the ball from going out, just in time. Dumisani turned to face the goals. Percy snapped into focus and faced the ball. His brother sent a beautiful cross over the defenders’ heads, straight to Percy, who jumped up high, swung his left foot and volleyed the ball, mid-air, into the top corner of the net.



OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
Percy Tau

ROAD TO GLORY






OEBPS/Images/9781868429486_FC.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Percy_1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Percy_2.jpg





