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Chapter 1

Arrival Without Welcome
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"Dr. Mokone?"

Moeketsi looked up from the patient chart. The nurse—her badge said Thandi—stood with another file in her hand, her face professionally neutral. Behind her, the fluorescent lights hummed their constant frequency.

"Bed seven," she said. "Chest pain, forty minutes waiting."

"Thank you." He took the file.

Forty minutes. He could hear it in her tone—the unspoken question of why it took him so long to finish the last patient. Three hours into his shift and he was already behind. Already failing at something as basic as keeping pace.

The corridor stretched ahead, linoleum worn grey from too many mop passes. A wheelchair squeaked past. Someone's phone rang and cut to silence. Moeketsi walked, his shoes making soft sounds, each step measured.

Just get through today. Then tomorrow. Then the next.

Bed seven was a man, maybe sixty, sitting upright with one hand pressed to his sternum. His eyes followed Moeketsi's approach with that particular wariness—someone who'd learned that waiting meant you weren't a priority.

"Dumela, Rra," Moeketsi said. (Hello, sir.)

The man's expression shifted slightly. "Dumela, ngaka." (Hello, doctor.)

"How are you feeling?"

"Not good, ngaka. Here." He tapped his chest. "Like something sitting on me."

Moeketsi moved to the small sink, turned on the tap. Cold water, then lukewarm. "How long has this been happening?"

"Since this morning. After I ate."

"What did you eat?"

"Pap. Some morogo." (Maize porridge. Some vegetables.)

The paper towels were thin enough to tear. Moeketsi dried his hands carefully, buying himself seconds. Just another examination. Just another heart. Nothing complicated.

"Did the pain come suddenly or slowly?"

"Slowly. Started small, then grew."

"Does it move anywhere? Your arm? Your jaw?"

"No. Just here." The man's hand stayed pressed to his chest.

Moeketsi slipped the stethoscope from around his neck. "I'm going to examine you now. Can you unbutton your shirt?"

The man's fingers worked slowly at the buttons. One hole off alignment. Moeketsi watched and felt something tighten in his own chest—some small recognition he didn't want to name.

Don't do that. Don't make it personal. Just listen to the heart.

He placed the diaphragm below the left clavicle. Lub-dub. Lub-dub. Steady rhythm. No murmur. He moved through the standard positions, hearing what he expected—mechanical reliability.

"Take a deep breath for me."

The man inhaled, shallow and careful.

"Does that hurt? The breathing?"

"No, ngaka. Just the weight."

Moeketsi straightened, let the stethoscope hang. Through the gap in the curtain, he could see the nurses' station—three nurses bent over paperwork, moving with the efficient economy of exhaustion.

"I'm going to order an ECG," he said. "And some blood work. To check your heart markers."

The man nodded, then looked at him with a directness that made Moeketsi glance toward the window instead.

"You're new here."

"I've recently returned." The word returned stuck in his throat like a bone.

"From where?"

"Cape Town."

"Ah." The man's expression changed. "You're Mokone's son? Old Mokone from Jouberton?"

Of course. Of course someone would know. Moeketsi kept his face neutral. "Yes."

"I remember when you left. You were—what? Eighteen?"

"Seventeen."

"Your father was proud. Spoke about you going to medical school." The man shifted against the pillows. "He still in Jouberton?"

"He passed. Three years ago."

"Ao, ngwanaka." (Oh, my child.) The man's face softened. "Tshwarelo." (I'm sorry.)

Moeketsi picked up the chart, clicked his pen. "I'll have the nurse come and do the ECG. It shouldn't take long."

"Your mother?"

"Still there."

"You've been to see her?"

Not yet. Not since I arrived two weeks ago. "Soon."

The man watched him write, and Moeketsi felt the weight of that gaze. Not judgment exactly. Something closer to recognition.

"Klerksdorp is different from Cape Town, né?"

"Yes."

"Quieter."

"Yes."

"But people here remember things." The man said it gently, like a warning wrapped in kindness. "They remember who you were."

Moeketsi finished writing the orders, his handwriting smaller than it used to be. "I'll check on you after the tests."

"Ke a leboga, ngaka." (Thank you, doctor.)

He pulled the curtain aside and nearly collided with another nurse—older, stout, wearing purple scrubs.

"Eh, sorry," she said, stepping back. Then she looked at his face and her eyes widened. "Moeketsi?"

No. Not this.

"Ausi Grace." He kept his voice level.

"Ao! It is you!" Her voice carried down the corridor. "When did you come back?"

"Recently."

"Does your mother know you're here? Working here?"

Everyone will know everything. That's how it works. That's why I stayed away. "I haven't had time to visit yet."

"Haven't had time?" Grace's eyebrows lifted. "Moeketsi, she's your mother. You make time."

A doctor walking past glanced over, curious.

"I will," Moeketsi said quietly. "I've been settling in."

"Settling in for two weeks?" Grace crossed her arms. "Uh-uh. You go see her this weekend. Saturday. Promise me."

"I'll try."

"Don't try. Do it." She softened slightly. "She's not getting younger, you know. None of us are."

"I know."

"Good." She patted his arm, proprietary and familiar. "And you look too thin. She needs to cook for you. Get some meat on those bones."

Before he could respond, she'd moved past him toward the nurses' station, already calling out: "Did you know Mokone's son is back? The one who went to Stellenbosch?"

Moeketsi stood in the corridor, heat creeping up his neck. This is why. This is exactly why.

"Dr. Mokone?"

He turned. Another nurse, young, holding a chart.

"Bed nine needs review. The fever isn't coming down."

"I'll be right there."

He walked, focusing on the sound of his shoes, the rhythm of his breathing. Just get through the day. Don't think about Jouberton. Don't think about her. Don't think about anything except the work.

Bed nine was a child, maybe five years old, curled on her side while her mother sat in the plastic chair beside the bed, hands folded in her lap.

"Dumelang," Moeketsi said. (Hello.)

The mother stood quickly. "Dumela, ngaka."

"I'm Dr. Mokone. I understand the fever isn't improving?"

"No, ngaka. She's been hot since yesterday. I gave her Panado but nothing changes."

The child's eyes were half-closed, her breathing quick and shallow. Moeketsi knelt beside the bed, bringing himself to her level.

"Hello," he said softly. "What's your name?"

The child didn't respond.

"Her name is Tumi," the mother said.

"Tumi," Moeketsi repeated. "Can you hear me, Tumi?"

The child's eyes flickered toward him but didn't focus.

He placed the back of his hand against her forehead. Hot. Very hot. "How high was her temperature?"

"Thirty-nine point one. Two hours ago."

"And before this? Was she sick? Coughing? Vomiting?"

"No, ngaka. She was fine. Playing. Then yesterday morning, she said her head hurt."

Moeketsi reached for his stethoscope. "I need to examine her. Can you help me sit her up?"

Together, they shifted Tumi upright. The child whimpered but didn't resist. Moeketsi listened to her chest—clear, no crackles. Her heart rate was fast but regular. He checked her throat, her ears, palpated her neck for swollen lymph nodes.

"Has she been to the bush recently? Playing outside?"

"Just at home, ngaka. In our yard."

"Any animals? Bites?"

"No."

He checked her skin, looking for rashes, for signs. Nothing obvious. But the fever and the lethargy worried him. Could be anything. Viral. Bacterial. Something worse.

"I'm going to admit her," he said. "Keep her overnight for observation. We'll give her fluids and antibiotics while we wait for the blood tests."

The mother's face tightened with worry. "Is it serious?"

"I want to be careful. She's very young, and high fevers in children need close watching."

"Okay, ngaka." The mother sat back down, her hand finding her daughter's. "Whatever you think is best."

Moeketsi wrote the orders, checking his dosage calculations twice. Ceftriaxone. IV fluids. Paracetamol. Blood cultures. Full blood count.

"The nurses will move her to the paediatric ward," he said. "I'll check on her again before my shift ends."

"Ke a leboga." (Thank you.)

He nodded and moved to the next bed, then the next. A woman with abdominal pain—three weeks of suffering before she'd finally come in. An elderly man whose breathing rattled like seeds in a gourd. Each patient a story he only caught fragments of, each examination a kind of archaeology of pain.

By six, the light through the windows had turned orange. Nurses gathered at the station, the day shift preparing to leave, the night shift arriving with resigned faces.

Moeketsi finished his last note and set down his pen. His hand ached from writing.

"Long day?" 

He looked up. Dr. Ndebele stood nearby, shrugging on his jacket. They shared an office but had barely spoken beyond initial pleasantries.

"First days usually are," Moeketsi said.

"You're settling in okay?"

"Yes. Thank you."

Ndebele nodded, hesitated, then said: "I heard you're from Jouberton originally."

Word travels fast. "I am."

"Must be strange. Coming back after so long."

"It's an adjustment."

"If you need anything—recommendations for places, that sort of thing—let me know."

"I appreciate that."

Ndebele nodded again and left. Moeketsi sat for another moment, then gathered his things and headed upstairs to the shared office.

The room was empty. His desk in the corner looked untouched—the same stack of journals he hadn't opened that morning, the same empty cup holder. He sat down and the chair creaked.

Two weeks and I still feel like I'm waiting to be told I don't belong here.

The computer took three minutes to wake up. He logged in, scanned his email without really reading. A staff meeting notification. Infection control training. A reminder about completing patient notes within twenty-four hours.

He closed the browser.

Through the window, the parking lot was emptying. People walking to their cars with that particular exhaustion—shoulders curved, feet dragging slightly. The sun hung low, painting everything in shades of amber.

His phone sat on the desk, face-down. He turned it over. No messages.

You could call her. Just call. Say hello. Say you're here.

But his thumb hovered over the screen and didn't press anything.

What would I even say? 'Sorry it took me twelve years to come home'? 'Sorry I only came back because I had nowhere else to go'?

He locked the phone and set it down.

Outside, the parking lot emptied completely. The hospital sounds shifted—same urgency, quieter.

When he finally stood, his legs had gone stiff. He locked the office and took the stairs, counting each step. Twenty-three down.

The lobby held only a security guard and an old woman sleeping in a plastic chair, her head tilted back, mouth slightly open.

"Goodnight, Doc," the guard called.

"Goodnight."

Outside, the air was cooler than expected, dry enough to feel it in his throat. Parking lot lights cast harsh white pools against the darkness.

His car waited at the far end. He unlocked it, got in, sat with his hands on the wheel.

Just go home. Shower. Sleep. Do it all again tomorrow.

The engine turned over on the second try.

He drove through Klerksdorp with the windows down. The town looked different at night—softer, smaller. He passed a Kentucky that had closed, a Shoprite still open, its parking lot half-full. At a stoplight, a man pushed a shopping cart full of cardboard across the street, unhurried, unbothered.

Moeketsi watched him disappear between buildings.

The light turned green.

His flat complex had a gate that didn't close properly. He parked in spot 47 and climbed the external stairs, his footsteps echoing in the still air.

Inside, everything looked exactly as he'd left it. Neat. Impersonal. The kind of space that didn't hold the shape of a life.

He dropped his keys on the counter, opened the fridge. Half a loaf of bread. Some cheese. A container of yesterday's rice. He closed the fridge without taking anything.

The living room couch faced a blank television screen. He stood there, looking at his own reflection
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