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Chapter 1 Leaving Home

As I said goodbye to the familiar comforts of home in November 2004, a whirlwind of emotions swirled inside me. I was excited about leaving for the United Kingdom but had some doubts at the corners of my mind: This journey held the promise of adventure and uncertainty. Not long before then, I had received mixed feedback from my nursing school colleagues about life in the UK: Stories painted a picture of a land filled with opportunities and challenges, each coloured by their unique individual experiences. Ellen had visited home and described her life in London with a sparkle in her eyes: “The opportunities there are endless,” she had said. “The healthcare system is well-structured, and the professional growth is immense. Before I forget, in the UK, they call a cell phone ‘mobile,’ because saying ‘cell phone’ makes it sound like it’s stuck in prison.” She had laughed hysterically.

In contrast, Esther had warned me about the high cost of living. “London is expensive,” she cautioned. “You need to budget wisely. Housing costs are high, and it can take some time to find an affordable place. But once you settle, it’s worth it.”

Emely, another friend who had moved to the Midlands, had a different perspective: “Life here is quieter and more affordable than in the big cities,” she shared. “But it can be isolating at times. The community is welcoming, but it’s not as diverse as London. You might prefer the vibrant city life.”

Ronnie mentioned the challenges she faced with different healthcare practices. “The NHS is a fantastic system, but it has its quirks. The protocols are different, and it took me a while to adjust. There’s also the challenge of sickness rate, which can make the job quite stressful at times.”

The morning, we left for the airport, a mixture of emotions filled the air. The early sun cast a golden hue over Mazenod, its light reflecting off the buildings we passed. The car ride was short, only fifteen minutes from my uncle’s house where we had spent the night to be closer to the airport, but it felt like a journey through a lifetime of memories. I was in the car with my son, my mother-in-law and Zee.

In those last 24 hours before my departure, every second seemed to stretch into eternity as I clung to my son like he was my lifeline, desperate to absorb every ounce of his presence. It wasn’t just about making up for the time I’d be away—though God knows I ached at the thought of our impending separation—it was the guilt that gnawed at me like a relentless beast, the unbearable weight of leaving him behind. If there had been any way, any possibility of taking him with me, I wouldn’t have hesitated for even a heartbeat. But that choice was ripped away from me, torn apart in endless, agonising discussions where it was made excruciatingly clear that it wasn’t an option—emotionally and financially, it was impossible. I was a single, grieving mother, uprooting my life to a distant land, across continents, and I couldn’t bear the thought of what it would do to us both. Also, my son was the last tether my mother-in-law had to her sanity, the pulse of life that kept her going after losing her only son—my late husband. She needed him in a way that made my own desperation seemed almost selfish, but still, the agony of leaving him behind was more than I could bear.

Zee had kindly volunteered to accompany me to Johannesburg, recognising the potential challenge of managing heavy luggage alone in the bustling airport environment.

Zee was my first husband, Elliott’s favourite cousin, and they had been as close as brothers.

In the other car were my Uncle Mike, his wife, and my mother.

Zee, with his calm demeanour and reassuring presence, tried to make the journey as comfortable as possible. He chatted about the usual stuff—weather, sports, his work—anything to keep our minds off the heavy silence that sometimes crept into the conversation.

As I stepped out of the car, I gripped my son’s hand, matching his small, innocent steps, all the while forcing my face to turn away so he wouldn’t catch the misery etched in my eyes. My heart felt like it was being slowly torn apart, piece by piece, as the weight of our impending separation pressed down on me. The pain was relentless, a deep, gnawing ache that refused to let go. Yes, my son had been living with my mother-in-law and his nanny since the day we buried his father—a day that shattered our world and placed him three hours away from my home. Every weekend, I’d made that long drive, just to hold him, to remind myself that he was still there, still mine. But this—this transcontinental separation—was a nightmare I never saw coming, a reality I was utterly unprepared to face.

The small local airport was busier than I expected. Zee carried my luggage without a word of complaint. We navigated through the crowd, my uncle’s tall frame easily parting the way for us.

We found a quiet corner near the check-in counters. My uncle helped me with the formalities, his experienced hands quickly handling the paperwork and the sometimes confusing instructions from the airport staff.

You see, my uncle and his wife were the only ones in our family who had ventured far from home. When my uncle was young, he obtained a scholarship to study Civil Engineering at Rookie College of Engineering, also known as COER University, in India. Remarkably, he stayed there for the entire five years of his studies without visiting home once. I suppose he didn’t have the means to make the trip back, though I don’t think I ever asked him about it.

His wife, on the other hand, had travelled extensively, including a memorable trip to Rome, Vatican City, with her church. Given their unique experiences, they became our go-to people for travel advice. Their stories and insights about distant lands and diverse cultures were a source of fascination and inspiration for our family.

Once everything was sorted, we sat down to wait for my flight’s boarding announcement.

As we waited, my family and I sat in the small terminal, the buzz of conversations and the occasional announcement filling the air.

As my family surrounded me, their stories and laughter weaving a comforting shell around my frayed nerves, my son, my lively boy with eyes that held an entire world of innocence, remained absorbed in his own little universe. He sat cross-legged on the floor, focused intently on building a tower with the airport’s colourful blocks, his tiny brow furrowed in concentration as he carefully placed each piece with deliberate precision. Occasionally, he’d glance up at us, his bright eyes sparking with curiosity, but the weight of the adult conversations floated above him, beyond his understanding, leaving him blissfully unburdened by the gravity of what was unfolding. Every so often, he’d break into a wide, toothy grin, proudly revealing the tiny gap where a baby tooth had recently fallen out, a smile that was both heart-warming and heartbreaking in its innocence. He was blissfully unaware of the storm swirling around him, his world still intact, at least for now.

I couldn’t help but notice the palpable sadness etched on my mother’s face. While she beamed with pride at my endeavours, the worry lines creased her forehead, betraying her concern about the physical distance that would soon separate us, with Lesotho and Britain standing worlds apart. I held onto my mother’s arm, speaking softly to reassure her. “I’ll be back soon,” I promised, feeling the weight of her emotions in her eyes. There was not only pride in her gaze but also worry. Yet, as I vowed to return, her eyes softened, finding comfort in our unbreakable connection that stretched beyond the miles that would soon separate us.

When it was time to board, I hugged everyone tightly, but I saved the longest embrace for my son. I still couldn’t find the words to say goodbye to him. He stood there, so small and innocent in his short trousers, short-sleeve t-shirt, brown sandals, and that blue sporty sun hat that he loved so much. I pulled him close, feeling his little arms wrap around me as if he sensed the gravity of the moment. I hugged him fiercely, trying to pour all my love and reassurance into that one embrace. With my voice trembling, I whispered, “I love you so much. I’ll be back soon to see you. Be a good boy for Grandma Miss.” As I let him go, the ache in my heart deepened, knowing I was leaving my world behind in his tiny hands.

As Zee and I walked across the tarmac towards the small plane waiting for us, I couldn’t resist the urge to look back. There he was, my son, taking shaky steps behind us, his little voice calling out, “Mum, wait for me!” The sight nearly shattered me. I watched as my mother-in-law, with all the love and care she could muster, tried to hold him back without causing him distress. She managed to gently distract him, and soon they were both waving at us, their figures growing smaller with each step I took away from them. The pain in my heart was overwhelming, a sharp, relentless ache that felt like it was ripping me apart from the inside. Zee, sensing my despair, placed a reassuring hand on my back, but the gesture did little to stem the tide of emotion. I swallowed hard, trying to keep it together, but the tears came anyway, pouring down my cheeks as I reached the breaking point. I was leaving a piece of my soul behind, and the weight of it was almost too much to bear.

The aircraft, with its propellers and compact design, was a far cry from the large jets I had seen before. The sound of the engines starting up was loud, and the vibrations underfoot were a constant reminder of the plane’s small size. Each slight tremor and shake made it clear that this was no large airliner but a compact aircraft. With every step, the subtle shaking reinforced just how close we were to the powerful forces at work in this smaller, more personal flying machine with just a few rows of seats.

Zee and I settled in, buckling our seatbelts and stowing our bags under the seats. The close quarters made everything feel more intimate, and I could feel the anticipation and excitement of the other passengers.

“Are you sure about this?” Zee asked, his voice low and filled with concern. “It’s a big step.”

I nodded, the weight of my decision pressing heavily on me. “I need this, Zee. A fresh start. For me.”

He sighed, his eyes softening as he looked at me. “I know. Just remember, you always have a home here. We are your family, no matter where you go.”

Tears welled up in my eyes, and I quickly wiped them away. “Thank you, Zee. For everything. I don’t know how we would have managed without your support.”

He reached out and took my hand, giving it a comforting squeeze. “Your husband was my brother in all but blood. Looking out for you and Matli is the least I can do. He would have wanted it this way.”

Recalling bits of what I had researched before take-off, I tried to make sense of how planes fly. But as the plane sped down the runway ready to lift off, all the science couldn’t calm my nerves. With a sudden jolt, we were airborne, the sensation of weightlessness enveloping us like a gentle embrace. But soon, the tranquillity was shattered by the turbulence that ensued, tossing us about like leaves in the wind.

I felt a mix of emotions—sadness for what I was leaving behind and hope for what lay ahead. The plane ascended into the clear blue sky, and I looked out the window at the rolling hills and valleys of Lesotho, a patchwork of greens and browns that seemed to go on forever. As the plane carried me further from the embrace of my loved ones, a sense of unease settled in my chest. Was I making the right decision? Should I have stayed, always by my son’s side, rather than pursuing distant dreams? These questions haunted me, echoing the adage that ‘a mother’s place is always with her child.’ Driven by the practical wisdom forged through a lifetime of challenges, I found myself facing a difficult crossroads. Not long ago, I had been widowed, thrust into the role of sole provider for my son. After the loss, I made a firm decision to pursue a higher-paying job. So, this marked the start of my journey toward realising my dream. With a heavy heart, I entrusted my child’s care to his devoted grandparents, finding solace in the knowledge that their love would provide him with the comfort and stability he deserved. It was a choice born out of necessity; a sacrifice made in the pursuit of a brighter future for both of us. With steadfast resolve, I convinced myself that this separation was only temporary, just two years until we could be reunited once again.

With Zee by my side, I felt a surge of confidence. Leaving home was hard, but it was a step towards new possibilities. The experience of the small flight, with its unique charm and intimacy, mirrored my journey—small, personal, and filled with the promise of a new beginning.

Zee’s calmness helped me feel better when I was really stressed out. It was like having a rock to hold onto in the middle of a storm of feelings.

“I must admit, this is exhilarating,” Zee remarked, his voice filled with genuine enthusiasm. I managed a weak smile, trying to mask the knot of anxiety tightening in my chest.

“Exciting indeed,” I replied, though the word tasted bitter on my tongue.

Suddenly, Zee’s composed demeanour finally cracked, replaced by a chorus of anxious laughter with every dip and sway of the plane. “Sis, why didn’t you warn me that small flights are this unsettling?” He exclaimed, his voice tinged with equal parts fear and accusation. Despite the chaos unfolding around us, I couldn’t help but laugh.

Zee’s serious face and genuine terror were oddly endearing in the middle of all the turbulence.

Even though we were anxious and worried, laughing together became our way to feel safe, helping us through it all!

And as we finally touched down at Johannesburg International Airport, I felt grateful for the shared experience, and our bond grew stronger, like a connection made in the sky.

We were ushered onto a shuttle headed for the terminal. Inside the bustling building, we navigated through a maze of blue and neon signs, following the path to Terminal A, for international transfers, everything looked just as I had read in an article prior to our journey.

Stepping into this airport felt like stepping into a world of organised chaos. The sheer size of the place, coupled with the movement and noise of travellers from all corners of the globe, was enough to make even the most seasoned explorer feel a moment of doubt.

As we navigated through the terminals, I could not help but marvel at the intricate dance of coordination that kept this behemoth of an airport running smoothly. From the control towers overseeing the comings and goings of countless planes to the meticulous baggage handling systems that whisked suitcases away to their designated destinations, every aspect of the operation was finely tuned and impeccably executed. Despite the overwhelming nature of the airport, I found comfort in the familiar sights of lounges and food service areas, offering a temporary escape from the chaos of the terminal.

It was in these moments of quietude that I allowed myself to take a deep breath and reminded myself of the journey ahead. With each passing minute, my confidence grew as I adjusted to the hustle and bustle of Johannesburg Airport. Armed with insights gathered from extensive research conducted before my journey, I embarked on the path ahead with a renewed sense of purpose. For as daunting as the airport may have seemed, Zee’s presence gave me the support I needed to navigate its maze-like corridors stretched out endlessly and appeared on the other side ready to embark on the adventure of a lifetime. And so, with my determination firm and my optimism soaring, I pressed forward, eager to embark on the next chapter of my journey.

Moving ahead, however, I was still unprepared for the sheer size of the activity: Everywhere I looked, there were runways stretching into the distance, terminals buzzing with travellers, control towers piercing the sky, and a constant flow of fast-moving people. Hangars, taxiways, lounges of all sizes, restaurants, emergency services and baggage handling stations—the airport was a world unto itself, packed with noise and energy. The sensory overload was palpable, my head pounding with the weight of it all.

After disembarking the shuttle, we found ourselves in a forlorn hallway, joining the queue for immigration. Clutching tightly to my luggage—a sleek, designer Jaguar travel bag gifted to me by my dear friend, Reverent Father Lawrence Takatso O.M.I, I could not help but feel the weight of anticipation. Thankfully, there were restrooms nearby, providing a brief respite before re-joining the hurried pace of the queue.

With the clock just striking 11:00 am, the line was not excessively long, but it still looped its way forward at a sluggish pace. Standing for close to an hour without chairs in sight, Zee and I took the opportunity to reflect on our day’s experiences. I couldn’t resist teasing him about his earlier hesitation to board the same plane for his return journey the following day, especially after that particularly noisy episode he had made mid-flight.

“Excited for your flight back tomorrow?” I asked, unable to suppress a grin. “Or are you planning a; ‘no thanks, I’ll walk’ stunt after today’s turbulence?”

He rolled his eyes, a slight blush creeping up his cheeks. “Like I have a choice, I bought a ticket! But seriously, that was the most terrifying flight of my life.”

I laughed, recalling the sheer panic on his face when the turbulence hit. “You looked like you were about to jump out and start flapping your arms.”

“Well, I might have considered it if I was feeling particularly adventurous,” he admitted sheepishly. “I almost regretted my kind gesture of seeing you off,” he added with a wink.

“Oh, come on,” I teased, nudging him playfully. “It wasn’t that bad. Besides, you can’t let one little bumpy ride scare you off flying forever.”

“Little bumpy ride?” He exclaimed, his eyes widening. “It felt like we were on a roller coaster from hell!”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “Okay, it was a bit intense. But you have to admit, you were being a little dramatic.”

“A dramatic?” He snapped, trying to choke a smile. “I thought we were going to crash!”

“Well, we didn’t. And now you have a great story to tell.”

He sighed, finally letting a smile break through. “I guess, you’re right. Just promise me, next time, we’ll drive to Joburg.”

I raised my hands in mock surrender. “Scout’s honour. No small flights. But I might change my mind. I don’t enjoy long drives.”

He groaned, but the twinkle in his eye told me he appreciated the humour, even if he would never admit it.

After finally reaching the front of the queue at airport check-in, the attentive airline staff meticulously checked my passport and verified my travel documents with a friendly smile. With a skilful hand, she swiftly issued me a boarding pass, a tangible promise of my impending journey through the skies.

As I said goodbye to Zee, who hurried off to meet a friend before heading home the next morning. Then I found myself alone in the busy airport lounge. Sinking into a comfortable chair, I welcomed the peacefulness of the moment, looking forward to relaxing during the three-and-a-half-hour layover ahead. I eagerly sought out one of the many restaurants scattered throughout the airport. Settling into a cosy chair in a delightful seating area with panoramic views of the runway, I enjoyed a well-deserved snack, eagerly awaiting the next leg of my journey.

As time trickled by in the airport lounge, I found myself drifting in and out of sleep, always vigilant not to doze off too deeply and risk missing my flight. Even though I was safely inside the terminal and knew it was unlikely that I would miss the boarding call, I still felt a bit anxious. I kept looking at the clock, and the steady ticking sound seemed to echo in my mind, reminding me to stay awake.

As the departure time approached, I queued up at security, following the routine of removing shoes and coats for the X-ray machines. After my hand luggage was thoroughly inspected, I ensured that my two larger suitcases were properly prepared and sent off for check-in at my destination.

Finally, the moment arrived, time to board. The grand plane affectionately dubbed the ‘big bird’, stood ready to engulf us in its metallic embrace. Prepared to begin the next stage of my travels, I approached the airline staff, documents in hand, eager to step onto the awaiting plane. Everything went ahead with reassuring orderliness as I made my way to my seat.

Upon settling in, I was pleasantly surprised by the stark contrast between this spacious, comfortable seat and the cramped quarters of the earlier small plane. It felt like I had stepped into a world of luxury and tranquillity high above the clouds.

The journey ahead stretched out before us, spanning eleven hours from Johannesburg Airport to Manchester Airport. But as I settled into my seat, with the engines humming and the plane gently swaying, I eagerly looked forward to the adventures awaiting me at the end of this long journey across continents.





Chapter 2 Arriving at Manchester

For a moment, a rush of emotions swept over me—a mix of worry and regret. My chest tightened as doubts crept in, each one more unsettling than the last. I couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe this grand adventure I had started was more than I had expected. The thought of a faraway place, once thrilling and full of potential, now seemed like a daunting sea of unknowns.

Was I truly ready for this? The questions swirled relentlessly in my mind. I had always dreamed of exploring new horizons, but now, faced with the reality of being on my own in an unfamiliar place, fear crept in. Could I cope with the solitude, the cultural differences and the challenges of building a life from scratch? The confidence I had felt at the start of this journey seemed to waver, replaced by a worrying sense of vulnerability.

In the quiet moments, these thoughts weighed heavily on me, casting a shadow over the excitement I once had. The decision to leave everything behind, to chase a dream, suddenly felt full of potential pitfalls. As I looked around, the faces of fellow travellers lost in their own worlds, I couldn’t help but wonder if I had made the right choice. The path ahead was indeed enveloped in fog, and I found myself questioning if I really had the strength to navigate it alone.

However, within my turbulent thoughts, a serene inner voice whispered reminders of my past encounters.

“You’ve
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