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​CHAPTER 1

​A Place of Her Own

[image: ]


Nosiku checked the number on the door, checked the number on her key, and checked the door again.

Still the same number.

Good. She was beginning medical school. Surely she could manage a door.

The door opened halfway and stopped. Nosiku put her shoulder into it, dragged her suitcase over the threshold, and entered her new room with considerably more elegance than she had imagined.

Two beds. Two desks. A window overlooking a path along which students were carrying buckets, bedding, and bags that appeared to contain their entire lives.

It was hers.

Well, half of it was hers. She was prepared to be thrilled about half.

Her mother had asked whether she wanted someone to accompany her. Nosiku had insisted she could manage. Now she wished her mother could see her standing here, holding a key with a little handwritten number attached to it.

She set her suitcase beside the unoccupied bed.

“Okay,” she whispered.

Then she laughed at herself. Less than five minutes away from her mother and already talking to furniture. Independence was going beautifully.

The bed by the window already had a fitted sheet and a folded blanket. On the desk beside it stood a kettle, a mug, and a small mirror. Nosiku placed her bag on the other bed and began unpacking.

Her mother had packed as though the suitcase would be inspected by someone with strong opinions about folding. Blouses. Towels. The freshly ironed bedsheet. Beneath them, a food parcel wrapped so thoroughly that Nosiku had to turn it over to find where her mother had begun.

Nosiku smiled and put the food on her desk.

She spread her pink cover over the mattress, smoothed it twice, and arranged her pillow. Her notebooks went into the drawer. Her pink pencil case sat on top of them until she decided it deserved a place on the desk instead.

When she stepped back, the little corner looked like somewhere she could live.

Somewhere nobody could tell her she was only borrowing a corner until another task needed the table.

She ran her fingers over the desk. This part mattered more than she had expected.

Her phone rang.

“Mom!”

“Have you arrived?”

“Yes. I’m in the room.”

“Did you find it easily?”

“Eventually.”

“What do you mean, eventually?”

“I found it. That’s the important part.”

Her mother laughed. Nosiku turned towards the window, already preparing to describe everything.

She started with the buildings and the noticeboards. Then the girl who had sent her up the wrong staircase and run after her to apologize. Then the boy who had discovered he was in the wrong registration queue but stayed because he had made a friend.

Her mother laughed at that. Nosiku could picture her stopping whatever she was doing to listen properly.

“And your room?” her mother asked.

“It’s nice. I’ve unpacked.”

“All of it?”

“Yes, Mom.”

“Don’t leave your clothes sitting in the suitcase.”

“I’ve unpacked them.”

“And put your documents somewhere safe.”

“I have.”

Her mother grew quiet.

Nosiku waited, hearing a faint movement at the other end of the call.

“Mom?”

“I’m listening.”

Something had changed in her voice.

“Are you crying?”

“No.”

“Mom.”

A little laugh escaped, followed by a sniff.

“My baby is away now.”

Nosiku sat down on the bed.

For years, arriving at university had been something they spoke about in the future. When she passed her examinations. When the acceptance came. When the bursary arrangements were confirmed.

Her mother would go home tonight and find the table clear. No books. No pink pen abandoned beside a plate. Nobody asking whether she had seen a paper Nosiku herself had put somewhere safe.

Nosiku sat very still. She had been so busy getting here that she had not considered what getting here would leave behind.

“I’ll call,” she said.

“I know.”

“And I’ll come home when I can.”

“I’m happy for you. You know that?”

“I know.”

Her father had died when she was eleven. After that, there had been many conversations conducted over carefully counted money: school requirements, transport, shoes that could last another term if the sole was repaired.

Her mother had never made those conversations sound like a complaint against her.

Now Nosiku wanted to give her something else to discuss.

“The timetable is already out,” she said. “I’m going to check where the lecture rooms are before classes start.”

“Yes. Do that.”

“And they’ve explained where we should ask about our stipend.”

They went through the figures again. What Nosiku had brought. What she needed to keep for essentials. Which purchases could wait.

By the time they said goodbye, her mother was reminding her to eat the food before it spoiled.

Nosiku looked at the packet on her desk.

“How much did you pack?”

“Enough.”

“That is never an actual amount when you say it.”

“It will become an amount when you open it.”

Nosiku was still smiling when the door opened.

Her roommate entered carrying a bucket in one hand and a plastic bag in the other.

“Oh, hello!”

“Hi.” Nosiku stood. “I’m Nosiku.”

“Tumelo.”

They exchanged the careful smiles of two girls about to share a room, a kettle, and whatever unfortunate habits revealed themselves after midnight.

“Is this side okay?” Nosiku asked.

“Yes. I took the window because I arrived first, but we can swap if you want.”

“No, I like this one.”

“Good. I’ve already convinced myself I need the breeze.”

Tumelo set down her things and surveyed Nosiku’s bed.

“Oh, you like pink.”

“Is it very obvious?”

“Only from the bedding, the pencil case, and whatever that is sticking out of your bag.”

“My folder.”

“Of course.”

Nosiku laughed.

Tumelo showed her where the bathroom was.

“We can share the kettle,” she added.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Just don’t let me leave without my key. I’ve already locked myself out once.”

“Already?”

“It’s been a full morning.”

Nosiku decided she liked her. A girl who admitted to losing her key before lunch would probably be manageable.

She had worried about the roommate question in a way she had not admitted to her mother. Being able to study was one thing. Being able to sleep beside someone who might dislike her for reasons she could not fix was another.

Tumelo opened a packet of biscuits and offered her one.

“Have you eaten?”

“My mother packed food.”

“Then your mother and my mother must have attended the same meeting.”

They unpacked the food between them. Apparently both mothers believed university admission included a serious risk of starvation.

Later, they walked across campus to check the orientation notices.

Nosiku had attended a government school that operated in morning and afternoon sessions. She had been in the afternoon group, walking home with friends as the heat eased and the roads filled with people finishing work.

Here, students were comparing the names of private boarding schools, asking which residence their cousins had been allocated, and greeting people they seemed to have known forever.

Others stood alone, holding folders as tightly as she held hers.

At a noticeboard, a boy asked whether they understood the room abbreviations.

“No,” Tumelo said. “But she’s making a list, so give us a minute.”

Nosiku consulted the campus map, found the key, and pointed.

“This one is the science block.”

The boy leaned closer. Two girls beside him did too.

Soon they were all comparing timetables.

Nosiku wrote the room names carefully, pleased by how quickly a small problem could become a shared one.

When they returned to their room, Tumelo kicked off her shoes and sat on her bed.

“Tomorrow, we’re finding the cafeteria before we get hungry. I don’t want to be discovering buildings on an empty stomach.”

“Agreed.”

Nosiku put her timetable above her desk where she could see it.

Then she took a photograph of her bed and sent it to her mother.

The reply arrived almost immediately.

Very nice, my baby. Have you eaten?

Nosiku laughed aloud.

“What?” Tumelo asked.

“My mother.”

She photographed the opened food parcel and sent it back. Her mother could now examine the evidence at leisure.

Her first notebook waited on the desk.

For once, she did not need to imagine what university would feel like. She could hear it through the window: footsteps, laughter, someone calling for a missing charger.

She set her alarm and placed the phone beside her pillow.

Tomorrow she would begin properly.

Tonight she had a bed, a desk, a roommate she liked, and enough food to survive a small administrative delay. She could work with that.
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​CHAPTER 2

​The Crown Prince
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By lunchtime, Tumelo knew three more people, the best place to print, and exactly whom she blamed for the registration queue.

Nosiku had mostly learned where to stand.

“I brought the copy,” she said as they joined the cafeteria queue. “They asked for the original. I brought the original. They asked whether I had a copy.”

Nosiku laughed.

“What did you do?”

“Looked at the copy in my hand until the lady took it.”

Finding a cafeteria table apparently required the same determination as finding an office willing to accept a photocopy. Tumelo rose onto her toes and waved at three girls in the middle of the room.

“There they are.”

By the time Nosiku collected her food, a chair had been borrowed and a bag removed from the seat beside it.

“This is my roommate, Nosiku.”

Introductions followed. The girls had attended the same private school as Tumelo, although two had only discovered they were in the same programme that morning.

Nosiku knew their school. People called it affordable, usually with the confidence of people who had never watched her mother calculate a term's expenses.

Still, there was nothing difficult about sitting with them. One was explaining how she had followed a group of confident-looking students into the wrong building.

“They were going for a postgraduate meeting.”

“And you went in?”

“I sat down. The air conditioning was the right temperature.”

Nosiku nearly choked on her drink.

Then the girl opposite her stopped laughing and looked towards the entrance.

“Ladies. Is that him?”

Tumelo turned.

“Yes.”

“Who?” Nosiku asked.

She followed their gaze and recognised him immediately.

Akalemwa.

He came in listening to a friend, sleeves folded at his forearms, entirely at ease.

Nosiku recognised that ease too. Akalemwa had never needed to hover at a doorway while deciding whether he was allowed through it.

“The crown prince of the medical world,” the girl beside Nosiku said.

“You can even see it in the way he walks.”

“He knows who he is.”

Nosiku reached for her drink.

“His great-grandfather started the hospital group that owned the university they attended,” Tumelo explained. “Hospitals, medical facilities, and now the university. It’s all connected to the family.”

“He’s taller than I expected.”

“More handsome too. Please.”

“Does he have a girlfriend?”

Someone shrugged.

“He’ll probably end up in an arranged marriage. Those families know what they want.”

Nosiku stopped contributing.

It was difficult to participate in a discussion about a handsome stranger when the handsome stranger's family employed your mother.

Her mother worked for his family as a maid.

Their home stood in the staff quarters on the estate. Nosiku knew the gates, the shaded roads, the gardens near the main house, and the supermarket where she bought bread when her mother was too busy to go.

She knew Akalemwa too, although knew was perhaps generous.

They had recognised each other since childhood. Occasionally, there had been a greeting. Then he had gone away to boarding school, returning for holidays with friends whose cars drew attention before anyone stepped out of them.

She had continued walking to her own school.

Now he was searching for a cafeteria table, just as she had been a few minutes earlier.

So even the crown prince had to locate an empty cafeteria chair.

There. Something for all of them to endure together.

“What did they say about the library cards?” Tumelo asked.

Nosiku turned back.

“I wrote it down.”

Four notebooks moved aside to make room for hers.

Akalemwa could find his own seat.

* * *
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ON THE MORNING OF THEIR first Human Anatomy lecture, Nosiku chose a pink dress and a matching headband.

Tumelo watched her arrange the headband in the little mirror.

“An important occasion.”

“It is.”

“Are we dressing for the lecturer?”

“We’re dressing because we have clothes.”

Tumelo laughed and reached for her bag.

They arrived early enough to choose seats with a clear view of the front. Nosiku set out her notebook and pencil case, then checked the pages she had read the previous evening on anatomical position and the planes of the body.

Around her, students were still talking when the lecturer began.

He waited until the room settled before continuing.

For a few minutes, the headband justified the effort. Then the lecturer began explaining, and Nosiku forgot she had a head.

She liked the precision of the subject. Medial was not simply another word for left, and the body did not acquire a new set of anatomical directions whenever someone turned around. She underlined proximal and distal and left space beside a diagram of the forearm she wanted to draw more carefully later.

Then the lecturer asked why the radius was described as lateral to the ulna when turning the hand could make the relationship look quite different.

A hand went up near the front. The answer began confidently, then slowed.

The lecturer waited.

“Anyone else?”

Nosiku considered the question, checking it against what he had explained. She understood part of it, but not enough to raise her hand.

“Akalemwa?”

She looked across the hall.

He had not volunteered. His pen rested against his notebook, and he appeared entirely comfortable being called upon.

He answered clearly. Anatomical descriptions referred to the standard anatomical position: standing upright, palms facing forwards. The radius lay on the thumb side of the forearm, away from the midline.

The lecturer nodded and asked him to explain his reasoning.

He explained that pronation rotated the radius across the ulna; it did not change the reference position used to describe them.

Nosiku wrote down the part she had missed. Reference position. Not whatever her own wrist happened to be doing beneath the desk.

Of course he understood it.

Nosiku looked at her notes. She would have liked to discover one mildly disappointing thing about him before lunch.

A few minutes later, another question followed. If an image showed a cross-section through the abdomen, which anatomical plane was being used, and how did that differ from a sagittal section? This time, she could see the connection before the lecturer had finished speaking.

She checked it once in her mind.

Then she raised her hand.

“Yes?”

Her voice sounded surprisingly loud when she began. A transverse section divided the body into upper and lower parts; a sagittal section divided it into left and right portions. Only a midsagittal section passed through the midline to produce equal halves. She kept going, explaining the distinction rather than stopping at the first sentence.

The lecturer listened.

“Correct. And your name?”

“Nosiku.”

“Well done, Nosiku.”

She lowered her hand.

Beside her, Tumelo nudged her knee beneath the desk.

People turned. Nosiku devoted herself to putting the cap back on her pen, a task she had previously accomplished without an audience.

Across the room, Akalemwa looked towards her.

Their eyes met.

She knew that look. He was placing her here, among the desks and notebooks, instead of on a path near the staff quarters.

Yes, Akalemwa. Here too.

Neither smiled.

Nosiku returned her attention to the front.

She had another explanation to write down.

* * *
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“OH, WE’RE KEEPING YOU,” Tumelo announced as they left.

“What?”

One of the girls leaned across the row while packing her bag.

“As our study partner.”

“It was one question.”

“A difficult one.”

“And you explained it.”

Nosiku shook her head, smiling.

“You’re all going to study too.”

“Listen to her. Conditions already.”

They found a table in the library that afternoon. By then, the joke had become a proposal requiring formal confirmation.

“So this is our study group?” Tumelo asked.

“Yes,” Nosiku said.

“Excellent. We have our own brainy person.”

“Everyone here qualified to be here.”

“Yes, but some of us would like to discuss the difficult parts before we start crying.”

Nosiku laughed and opened her notebook.

“Then let’s discuss them. Start with medial and lateral before anyone changes sides halfway through the diagram.”

A girl across the table lowered her voice.

“Obviously, Akalemwa knows everything.”

“He’s probably been learning medicine since he was in the womb,” Tumelo said. “Some of us were developing organs. He was labelling them.”

“His parents were discussing cases over dinner.”

“And he was taking notes.”

“Before birth.”

Nosiku chuckled. 

A student at the next table looked over. They immediately lowered their heads, shoulders shaking.

“Meanwhile,” Tumelo whispered, “the rest of us were waiting to be born.”

It took them another minute to begin. Tumelo opened her book with the solemn expression of someone who had never participated in the conversation.

They took turns describing structures without pointing. Nosiku asked whether the elbow was proximal or distal to the wrist. Tumelo answered correctly, then insisted that her future patients should be informed of this early success.

By the time they reached sagittal, coronal, and transverse planes, everyone had to draw a section and explain what it divided. The drawings were uneven. The explanations were improving.

Later, Nosiku left her bag with the girls and went to use a library computer. She wanted to confirm the recommended book list before spending money on the wrong edition.

She was copying a title when she heard a voice in the next row.

“Isn’t that the girl who answered the question?”

“Which one?”

“The one in pink.”

Nosiku kept her eyes on the screen.

“Why does she look familiar?”

A chair shifted.

“Doesn’t she live on your estate, Akalemwa?”

Her pen paused.

“I’ve seen her near the staff quarters.”

“Guys,” Akalemwa said, “let’s focus.”

There was a rustle of paper.

Nosiku finished writing the title, checked that she had copied it correctly, and signed out.

She could wait for them to leave.

Then she looked down at the book list she had come to collect. She had finished. Why was she considering an extra shift beside a computer because some boys were discussing her address?

Then she picked up her notebook.

She had finished what she came to do.

The route to her table took her past them. One of his friends looked up first. Akalemwa followed.

For a moment, they watched each other.

She could have greeted him. They knew each other’s faces well enough.

But she had no wish to stand there while his friends worked out where they had seen her carrying a schoolbag.

She continued towards her own table.

“Did you find it?” Tumelo asked.

“Yes.”

Nosiku sat down and turned the notebook towards them.

“And we should check before anyone buys a book. There are two different lists.”

Four faces bent towards the page.

She picked up her pink pen.

They could work out where they knew her from. She had an edition number to explain.
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​CHAPTER 3

​An Old Friend
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“She’s very beautiful.”

Akalemwa kept his attention on the computer screen.

His friend waited until Nosiku had reached her table before leaning back in his chair.

“And highly intelligent,” the other added.

“What a combination.”

Akalemwa scrolled past an entire paragraph without reading a word. His friends were being exceptionally irritating for men with unfinished work.

“Definitely someone you could take home.”

“To whose home? Yours?”

That brought a pause.

Then the first young man sighed.

“My mother would start asking questions before she sat down.”

They laughed quietly.

Akalemwa looked at them.

“Are we doing this assignment?”

“We’re admiring a fellow student.”

“And discussing taking her home.”

“A hypothetical home.”

At the other table, Nosiku turned a notebook so a girl could see it. She explained, waited, and listened to the girl's attempt.

She seemed perfectly occupied.

Akalemwa found that less satisfactory than it ought to have been.

She had not looked back.

“You two don’t even speak?” his friend asked.

Akalemwa turned towards him.

“Mind your business.”

“It was a question.”

“And that was an answer.”

The young man grinned and pulled his notebook closer.

Akalemwa returned to the screen.

He knew exactly where he had seen her. He did not require two men and a computer to investigate the matter.

What he would have liked explained was how she had passed his chair as though there were nothing worth pausing for.

* * *
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THE FOLLOWING WEEK, Nosiku left a cell physiology lecture with a reading list that had become unreasonable while she wasn’t watching.

She had written four topics on her list: diffusion, osmosis, membrane channels, and the sodium–potassium pump.

By the time the lecture ended, she had added three more: membrane potential, depolarisation, and repolarisation.

Tumelo peered at the notebook.

“Are you making a timetable or threatening yourself?”

“I’m trying to stay organised.”

“You’ve organised tomorrow’s work into tonight.”

Nosiku examined the list again.

Unfortunately, Tumelo had identified the problem. Nosiku disliked how often she did that without opening a textbook.

“Nosiku!”

She turned at the sound of her name.

A young man was coming towards her through the departing students, smiling as though he had found something he had been searching for.

For a moment, she simply stared.

“Mundia?”

She laughed and met him halfway.

“Oh my goodness!”

He pulled her into a quick hug, and she stepped back to look at him properly.

“You’re here?”

“I’m here.”

“Since when?”

“Since the university opened.”

“You could have told me!”

“You could have told me.”

Nosiku prepared a reply, discovered she had no evidence in her own defence, and closed her mouth.

“Okay. Fair.”

Tumelo had stopped beside her.

“This is Mundia,” Nosiku explained. “We went to school together.”

“Before she became too important to reply to people.”

“You’re the one who disappeared.”

He smiled a little differently.

“I know.”

They had attended the same government school, shared the same crowded classrooms, and walked some of the same roads home. Nosiku remembered him with a schoolbag hanging from one shoulder and an opinion about almost everything.

Then, during their last two years of secondary school, his life had changed.

He discovered that his birth father was wealthy. A successful mukwa trader, Nosiku had learned. 

His parents had never married. His mother had kept that part of his history from him for years, for reasons Nosiku only partly understood.

Once the truth came out, there had been new arrangements, a different school, and the sort of opportunities they had once discussed as though they belonged in someone else’s life.

At first, they had stayed in touch.

Then the conversations had grown shorter and farther apart. Messages were read between lessons and answered after the other person had gone to sleep. Examinations approached. 

She had wondered about him more often than she had contacted him.

Now he stood in front of her wearing a watch she did not intend to ask the price of.

They had once argued over coins outside a shop. Clearly a few things had happened since then.

“You’re doing medicine?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t think to find me?”

“I’ve found you now.”

He said it so reasonably that she had to laugh.

“We’re going for lunch,” she told him.

“Are we?”

“Yes. You have two years of disappearing to explain.”

“Then I hope you have time.”

Tumelo glanced at the list still in Nosiku’s hand.

“She was planning to do next month’s work tonight, but I think we can negotiate.”

* * *
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LUNCH WAS AGREED. CHAIRS were another matter.

By the time everyone had shifted bags and borrowed seats, Nosiku was beginning to understand why people arrived early to claim territory.

Mundia was supposed to meet three friends. Tumelo spotted the girls they usually ate with. Somebody borrowed a chair, somebody shifted a bag, and Nosiku found herself between an old friend and a new one, introducing people while trying not to knock over her drink.

It was lovely.

One of Mundia’s friends asked about the morning’s lecture on transport across cell membranes.

“I understood the beginning,” a girl said.

“The very beginning?”

“When he introduced himself.”

Everyone laughed.

“Oh, we have someone who understood more than that,” Tumelo said.

Nosiku pointed at her.

“Don’t start.”

“She answered a question last week and now refuses to accept her responsibilities.”

“I’m willing to study with you. I’m not accepting responsibility for your examinations.”

“Listen. She’s already protecting herself.”

Mundia shook his head, smiling.

“She used to do this at school too.”

“What?” Nosiku asked.

“Pretend she was only trying.”

“She was the most intelligent girl in our class.”

“I was trying.”

“While the rest of us were trying to understand what you were trying.”

She laughed and pushed her glass farther from the edge.

By the end of lunch, they had agreed that Mundia’s group could join theirs for some of the larger assignments.

“Only if everyone does the reading,” Nosiku said.

Everyone became briefly thoughtful. A request to read before attending a study group had somehow complicated the friendship.

Tumelo looked at the others.

“You see? There’s always a condition.”

“It’s a study group. Studying seems reasonable.”

Mundia lifted a hand.

“I agree with the management.”

“Oh, now you’re encouraging her.”

They spent the next few minutes comparing schedules. Nosiku made a note of when everyone was free and asked who could book a suitable room for the membrane transport assignment. Someone would cover passive transport, someone would explain active transport, and everyone would arrive having met the sodium–potassium pump on the page.

Across the cafeteria, Akalemwa passed with two friends.

One glanced towards their table.

“Is that the mukwa trader’s son?”

“Yes?” the other answered. 

Akalemwa looked over.

Nosiku was laughing at something Mundia had said, her notebook open between them. Mundia leaned closer to read the page, and she tapped his arm when he tried to add something to the list.

Akalemwa continued walking.
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​CHAPTER 4

​One Mark
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Nosiku checked the result. 

Ninety-four.

She sat a little straighter in the library chair, then checked the list again.

Akalemwa had scored ninety-five.

After the anatomy and cell physiology quiz, people had gathered to compare answers. Nosiku had learned very quickly that this was an excellent way to ruin a perfectly available lunch.

Nosiku had gone back through her notes that evening. She could have explained the sodium–potassium pump more precisely, and she had spent too long doubting a diagram of the forearm.

Now she knew exactly where she intended to begin revising.

“Did you see?” Tumelo asked, appearing beside her.

“Yes.”

“Ninety-four?”

“Yes.”

“Please stand up.”

“Why?”

“I’d like to greet you properly.”

Nosiku caught her arm before Tumelo could stand up and establish a public celebration in the library.

“Sit down.”

“I got eighty-two. I’m accepting that mark with gratitude.”

“You worked hard.”

“And I’m going to keep working hard. Beside you.”

By the time the others arrived, everyone had an opinion about the quiz.

One girl had scored eighty-three. Two had eighty-one. Mundia announced that he was accepting his result peacefully and would appreciate everyone respecting his decision.

“What did you get?” Tumelo asked one of his friends.

“Enough to attend the next lecture.”

“That bad?”

“That private.”

They laughed, settling around the table.

Tumelo announced the ninety-four before Nosiku had opened her notebook. Apparently the result belonged to the entire group now.

Several heads turned.

“On that quiz?”

“The same one we
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