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The 36th Exposure

Three days before the cash-van job, Sibanda had parked them all across the street from the Robert Mugabe and Second Street intersection for what he called “home- work,” and what felt to Simon, sweating in the passenger seat of a borrowed Nissan with a cracked dashboard, like the longest and most boring afternoon of his criminal career so far. The dashboardʼs crack ran the width of the glovebox, patched years before with a strip of masking tape gone brittle and yellow, and Simon found his eyes returning to that small mundane detail more than once during the long hours of watching, a tiny fixed point of ordinariness in an af- ternoon that otherwise felt entirely unmoored from anything resembling his old life. “Watch it again,” Sibanda said, tapping the stopwatch app on his phone. “Tell me what you see.” “The same thing Isaw twenty minutes ago. The cash van comes down Second Street, turns onto Robert Mugabe, stops for the light.” “Tell me the guardsʼ names.” “Idonʼt know their names.”




Chapter 1: The Hook

“Then you havenʼt watched anything.” Sibanda didnʼt raise his voice. He never raised his voice; that was, Simon had learned, one of the more unsettling things about him - the way his calm seemed to have no floor to it, no point at which frustration might finally show through. “The driver, heavyset, drinks from a flask every time he stops. Coffee, or some- thing stronger, Ihavenʼt decided which. The shotgun rider is young, younger than you, and he checks his phone every time theyʼre stationary longer than ninety seconds, which tells you heʼs bored, which tells you heʼs not paying proper attention to his mirrors. Watch again.” Simon watched again. He made himself notice the flask, the phone, the rhythm of the light - eleven seconds of green before amber, four seconds of amber that Harare drivers used as if it were still green, then the long red during which the vendors worked the queue of stopped cars with airtime cards and roasted peanuts. He noticed, on the third afternoon of homework, that the same church minibus appeared in the queue at almost the same time each day, a detail Sibanda dismissed with a shrug when Simon pointed it out. “Regulars arenʼt a problem,” Sibanda said. “Regulars have somewhere to be. Itʼs the person

whoʼs never there before who worries me. Somebody new, standing some- where they donʼt belong, not moving when the ordinary rhythm of the street says they should be moving. Thatʼs the thing you train yourself to see, Moyo. Everything else is scenery.” Simon did not tell him that he had, in fact, clocked something that afternoon that troubled him more than any imagined stranger - the specific, sick recognition that he was becoming good at this. That three days of watching an intersection had taught him more about reading a street than four years of architecture lectures had taught him about reading a build- ing, and that some ugly, competent part of himself had started to take a quiet, traitorous pride in the noticing. They ran the actual approach twice more that week in the church parking lot at two in the morning, Gumbo drilling the door timing until his hands could find the crowbarʼs angle without looking, Nkomo running the grinder against a scrap length of rebar until the whine of it stopped making Simon flinch every time it started. Marufu, who said little and drove nothing on job nights but coordinated the vehicle swaps with the flat competence of a man running a small transport business, walked Simon through the market road escape route on foot, twice, at

an hour when the market itself was shuttered and dark, so that Simonʼs body would remember the turns even if his mind, on the night itself, went as blank as he feared it might. “Fearʼs not the problem,” Sibanda told him, the night before, the two of them alone for a moment while the others loaded equipment into the boot of the Wish theyʼd take in the morning. “Fear keeps a manʼs hands careful. The problem is a man who thinks too much in the middle of a job. Thinking is for before. Thinking is for after. In the middle, you let your hands do what weʼve spent a week teaching them.” The intersection at Robert Mugabe and Second Street was never quiet, not even at half past four when the sun sat low and orange over the flea market stalls and the minibus touts were already screaming their routes into the exhaust-thick air. That was the whole point. Sibanda had picked the hour the way a butcher picks a knife - for what it could do without being noticed doing it. “Two minutes,” Sibanda said from the back seat, not looking up from his phone. “The cash truck turns here every Friday like itʼs got nowhere else to be.” Simon Moyo kept both hands on the wheel of the Toyota Wish theyʼd taken that morning,

engine idling, indicator ticking though they werenʼt planning on going any- where the indicator suggested. Sweat had glued his shirt to the small of his back an hour ago and hadnʼt let go since. He watched the robots - red, then the long agonizing red-and-amber Harare drivers treated as a suggestion - and told himself, the way he told himself every Friday, that this was the last one. Outside, the ordinary machinery of the city kept turning around them, indif- ferent to the four of them and what they were waiting to do. Aboy of maybe nine wove between the stalled cars selling airtime scratch cards off a wire rack strapped to his chest, his voice pitched to carry over engines. Two women stood arguing good-naturedly over the price of a bag of tomatoes at the corner of the flea market, one of them laughing so hard she had to steady herself against a stall pole. Achurch minibus idled two cars back from the security van, its side panel painted with a fading dove and the words Blessed Assurance Ministries, and Simon found his eyes returning to it more than once, the way a manʼs eyes are drawn to the one thing in a room that reminds him what an ordinary Friday is supposed to look like. He had sat in traffic exactly like this a

hundred times before any of this began - as a student cadging a lift into town, as a job-hunter riding a kombi to another interview that would come to nothing - and some raw, stubborn part of him kept insisting that he was still, underneath the sweat and the idling engine and the four hundred dollars waiting at the end of this, that same ordinary young man, merely detoured. “Youʼre doing the face again,” Marufu said from the passenger seat, not turn- ing around. He had a way of watching Simon without watching him, a mechanicʼs eye running over a part he didnʼt trust. “Chin down. Shoulders down. Youʼre not auditioning for a funeral.” “Iʼm fine.” “Youʼre never fine. Youʼre just quiet about not being fine, which Isuppose we should be grateful for.” In the back, Gumbo checked the strap on the bag between his knees, the one with four grinding wheels and a car jack wrapped in a blanket to keep them from clanking. He was the youngest of them, barely into his twenties, with the unbothered calm of someone who had not yet been arrested enough times to know what fear should feel like. “There,” he said. “White Mazda, three

cars back from the truck. See it?” Simon saw it. He saw everything today with a clarity that felt less like sharp- ness and more like the way a fever makes colours too bright. The cash-in-transit van, dull green with its reinforced windows, sat obediently in the queue for the light behind a kombi overloaded with sacks of maize meal roped to its roof. Two guards. One driver, one riding shotgun with the strap of a rifle crossing his chest like a sash at a wedding he hadnʼt wanted to attend. He made himself catalogue the rest of the queue the way Sibanda had trained him to, back in the church parking lot, at two in the morning, running drills until cataloguing became reflex rather than thought - a battered pickup with two men in the cab, neither pay- ing attention to anything but the radio; an elderly woman alone in a small hatchback, hands at ten and two, eyes fixed dead ahead with the patience of someone who had learned long ago not to hurry Harare traffic; a delivery bicycle weaving along the gutter, its rider standing on the pedals to make the slight incline. None of it mattered except as a field to move through cleanly. That was the discipline Sibanda demanded and the one Simon had, to his own quiet horror,

gotten good at - reducing a street full of ordinary lives down to obstacles and blind spots, the way an architecture student once reduced a building down to load and stress. “When the light goes,” Sibanda said, “you put us alongside the van, not in front. Alongside. You crowd him so he canʼt see his mirror, and you let Gumbo and Nkomo do what they do. You are not a hero today, Moyo. You are a driver. Drivers drive.” Simonʼs throat worked around a swallow that didnʼt want to go down. Eight months ago he had stood in a lecture hall in a borrowed tie, waiting for his name to be called across a stage, certificate in architecture rolled like a diploma-shaped promise that the last four years of his life had meant something. Eight months ago the worst thing in his day had been whether his motherʼs blood pressure tablets would run out before month-end. He did not let himself finish that thought. There was no room in the car for it. The light went green with the small, indifferent authority of traffic lights ev- erywhere. The kombi lurched forward, blaring its horn at nothing. Simon eased the Wish out from the mouth of the side road and slotted it into the gap beside the security van the way heʼd rehearsed a

hundred times on a training ground that was really just an empty church parking lot at two in the morning - smooth, unhurried, a car among cars. “Now,” Sibanda said, soft, like he was ordering tea. Nkomoʼs door came open before the car had fully stopped moving, his body already half out, one boot scraping the tarmac as the Wish rolled the last half-metre alongside the vanʼs flank. He had the grinder in his hand and it screamed to life the second his thumb found the trigger, a shriek of orange sparks against the vanʼs rear door lock that turned heads three cars back and silenced, for one suspended second, the tout whoʼd been shouting fares into the intersection. Gumbo was already at the passenger window of the van itself, a crowbar wedged under the guardʼs door before the guard had finished turning his head toward the noise. The window didnʼt break so much as give up, spidering white and then folding inward un- der a second strike, and Gumboʼs arm was through it, forearm deep in the cab, hand closing on the strap of the rifle before the guardʼs fingers had found it. “Simon.” Sibandaʼs voice, flat now, urgent under the flatness. “Trafficʼs back- ing up. Watch the robots.”

Simon watched the robots. He watched, in the same half-second, the guard on the passenger side twist and shout something lost under the grinderʼs shriek, watched Nkomoʼs grinder finally bite through the lock and the rear door swing, watched a woman in a church uniform three cars back fumble her phone up and out of her handbag with the unhur- ried confidence of someone filming a wedding. “Camera,” he said, and hated how small his voice sounded saying it. “Ignore her,” Sibanda said. “Gumbo. Bag.” Gumbo had it - two canvas sacks, heavier than they looked, hauled out through the shattered window and passed hand to hand into the Wishʼs open boot with the prac- ticed economy of men loading a truck, not robbing one. The guard in the cab was screaming now, properly screaming, one hand pressed to a face that had caught glass. The driver had gone for something under his seat, and Simonʼs stomach dropped straight through the floor of the car be- cause that something might be a firearm and a firearm changed every rule theyʼd agreed on in that dark parking lot. “Go,” Sibanda said. “Go now.” Simon went. He put the Wish into gear and pulled away from the van in the same motion

Nkomo used to throw himself back through the still-open door, the grinder clattering against the door frame, one of his boots not fully inside the car as Simon acceler- ated into the gap the kombi had left in front of them. Behind, he heard rather than saw the driverʼs door of the security van bang open, heard a shout that could have been a warning or could have been a shot, couldnʼt tell which and didnʼt slow down to find out. “Left,” Sibanda said. “Left, then the market road.” Simon cut the wheel and the Wishʼs tyres barked against the tarmac, throw- ing Gumbo sideways into Marufu, who swore in Shona with the particular venom of a man whose elbow had just met someone elseʼs skull. Simon didnʼt apologise. He didnʼt have breath to spare for apologies. In the mirror the intersection was already a smear of brake lights and one stalled kombi and the small dark shape of the church-uniformed woman still holding her phone up, filming the space where the getaway car used to be. “She got us,” Simon said. “She was filming.” “She got a car,” Sibanda said, from the back, sounding almost bored now that the danger had, in his estimation, passed. “Cars donʼt have names.” “She might have got my face. Through the windscreen. If she zoomed -”

“Then you should have thought of that before you decided to look like youʼd rather be at church than at work,” Marufu said, but there was an edge under the joke that told Simon he wasnʼt the only one whoʼd clocked the phone. They took the market road at a speed that was fast but not suicidal, the kind of fast that looked, to anyone glancing up from a vegetable stall, like a man late for something ordinary. Gumbo was already stripping off the outer shirt heʼd worn over a plain grey T-shirt, balling it into the footwell, while Nkomo counted under his breath in the back, not money, just seconds, the private arithmetic of men who had learned that police response times in this city ran to a rhythm you could set a watch by if you were foolish enough to want to. They ditched the Wish four streets later behind a row of shuttered furniture workshops, transferring the two canvas bags into the boot of a battered Mazda 323 that Marufu had parked there before dawn, and it was only once the Wishʼs doors were locked and its keys were dropped through a stormwater drain that Simon let himself breathe the way his body had been begging him to breathe for the last six minutes.

“You did fine,” Sibanda said, clapping a hand on his shoulder with a weight that felt less like reassurance than ownership. “You always do fine when it matters, Moyo. Thatʼs the trouble with you. You worry the whole way there and then your hands remember what to do without asking your headʼs permission.” Simon said nothing. In his mind, on a loop that would not stop, a phone screen tilted up toward a windscreen, a womanʼs thumb steady on the record button, the small me- chanical certainty of a camera doing what a camera is built to do - keep a piece of a moment that was supposed to disappear. Whatever sheʼd captured was out there now, sitting in a phone in a strangerʼs church handbag, waiting for someone to notice it mattered. He drove home alone after that, having refused, as he always did, the offer of a lift, needing the twenty minutes on foot through Waterfallsʼ quieter streets to reassemble whatever version of himself would need to greet his landlordʼs dog and let himself into the small room behind the hardware shop without his hands shaking. The evening had gone properly dark by then,

streetlights flickering on in the stuttering sequence of a suburb where the power board rationed its supply, and Simon walked past a group of boys playing football under one of the working lights, their shouts rising and falling with the carefree pitch of chil- dren who had never once had to consider what a security vanʼs rifle strap looked like up close. He envied them with a ferocity that surprised him. He had been that unburdened once, not so very long ago, and he understood, walking past them in the dark, that whatever had happened at that intersection an hour before had put a wall between himself and that kind of unburdened evening that no amount of money folded against his ribs would ever fully dis- mantle. He let himself feel the ache of it for the length of one more block, then folded it away the way he had learned to fold away every other cost of the last three days, and walked the rest of the distance home composing, without meaning to, the ordinary lie he would tell his mother about where the evening had taken him.

They split the money in the back room of Marufuʼs cousinʼs shebeen, a low cinderblock building on the edge of Mbare that smelled of sorghum beer and paraffin, its one window boarded against a break-in that had happened so long ago nobody remem- bered whether anything had actually been stolen. Sibanda counted the notes twice, licking his thumb with the ceremony of a man who trusted no one, least of all arithmetic. “Four hundred and twenty each,” he said finally. “After the truck money and Marufuʼs cousinʼs cut for the room.” It was more money than Simon had held in one sitting since his final semes- ter fees had cleared, and it sat in his palm feeling as heavy as it should and somehow also weight- less, like something that would evaporate if he looked at it wrong. He folded it once, twice, and put it inside his jacket against his ribs, the same place he used to keep his student card. Marufu, Simon had come to understand across these first weeks, occupied a different position




Chapter 2: The Aftermath

in the crew than the others - older than the rest by a decade at least, a quiet, methodical man who handled logistics and vehicle arrangements with the specific unglam- orous competence of someone who had once, before whatever circumstance had brought him into Sibandaʼs orbit, run his own small transport business into the ground through no particular fault of his own, simply the slow attrition of fuel shortages and unreliable spare parts that had claimed half the informal transport operators Simonʼs own father had once competed against for delivery contracts. Marufu spoke rarely of his own history, but Gumbo had mentioned once, in an unguarded moment between jobs, that Marufu had a wife and two daughters he supported entirely through his share of the crewʼs earnings, a fact that troubled Simon considerably once he learned it, understanding that the money passing through his own hands that night was, for at least one of the men splitting it, not merely opportunistic supplement but the entire visible means by which two children ate and stayed in school. Nkomo was already three beers into a celebration nobody else seemed to want to join him in. “You saw her face,” he said to Simon, grinning, “when Gumboʼs arm came through that window.

Like church on Sunday, that scream.” “There was a woman filming,” Simon said. “By the fourth car back. Church uniform.” The grin didnʼt leave Nkomoʼs face, but something behind his eyes went still and calculating, the same look Simon had seen him wear once outside a bottle store when a stranger had bumped his shoulder and not apologised fast enough. “Filming what? Acar. Cars are cars.” “Filming us leaving the van. Filming the direction we turned.” “Then we donʼt use that road again,” Sibanda said, not looking up from the last of the notes. “Thatʼs how this works, Moyo. You donʼt drown in what already happened. You adjust and you move.” He said it the way a man says something he has said many times be- fore, to many different young men, in many different back rooms. Simon didnʼt sleep that night, not properly. He lay on the narrow bed in the room he rented behind a hardware shop in Waterfalls, staring at a ceiling stained the colour of old tea, and let his mind do what it had refused to do in the car - go back six months, to a version of himself he was no longer sure had been real or had simply been a costume heʼd worn well.

Graduation had been in November, the jacaranda trees along the university road still holding on to the last purple of their flowering, petals gathering in the gutters like something spilled. Simon had stood in the third row of graduates, gown too big in the shoulders because the hire shop hadnʼt had his size, and when theyʼd called “Moyo, Simon Tapiwa - Bachelor of Science Honours in Architecture” he had walked across that stage with his chin up in a way he hadnʼt managed since, and found his mother in the crowd before heʼd even reached the Vice Chancellorʼs outstretched hand. He had graduated third in a class of forty-one, a ranking that had once felt like the most important fact about himself, the distinct hard evidence that four years of sacrifice - his own, and his parentsʼ, who had sold a small parcel of inherited land to cover his first yearʼs fees before a partial scholarship eased the burden for the remaining three - had produced something excellent rather than merely adequate. He had imagined, standing in that gown, an entire trajectory unfolding from that ranking: a coveted graduate position, rapid advancement, eventually his own practice designing buildings that mattered to the people who

used them. None of it had accounted for an economy about to seize up en- tirely, or for a debt collectorʼs patient courtship waiting for him just months beyond that stage, and Simon would spend significant time in the years that followed wondering what version of his life might have unfolded if his university ranking had mattered even half as much to the world beyond graduation as it had felt to matter on that specific November afternoon. Grace Moyo had been crying before heʼd got there, one hand pressed flat over her mouth, the other gripping his fatherʼs sleeve so hard the fabric had gone pale at the knuckle. Josiah Moyo did not cry, had not cried at his own fatherʼs funeral as far as Simon knew, but he had stood very straight that day, in the good suit he wore twice a year, and when Simon found his eyes across the hall his father had nodded once, slow, the way you nod at a piece of work finally done right. “My son, the architect,” his mother had said afterward, saying it to everyone - the neighbour whoʼd come with them, the woman selling roasted maize outside the gate, a stranger in the parking lot who hadnʼt asked. Sheʼd said it like a title, like it changed some- thing permanent

about the shape of the family. Patricia had come too, though Simon hadnʼt told his parents yet what she was to him, only that she was a friend from the community centre where he sometimes helped fix things - broken shelving, a stuck door, a window with a cracked pane that let the rain in on the childrenʼs paintings. Sheʼd stood a little apart from his family, laughing at something Josiah said, easy in a way that made Simonʼs chest ache with how much he wanted this - all of it, the gown, the girl, the parents proud enough to cry - to be the whole of his story rather than the beginning of one he hadnʼt yet realized he was walking into. They had met eight months before that, on a Saturday morning when Simon had come to the community centre at the request of a lecturer who volunteered there, mean- ing to spend an hour fixing a door that stuck in its frame and then disappear back into his fi- nal-year drafting deadlines. He had found Patricia instead kneeling on newspaper in the mid- dle of the main room, surrounded by a dozen children and an alarming quantity of poster paint, patiently explaining to a six-year-old why the sky did not, strictly speaking, need to be blue if he didnʼt

want it to be. Something in her total, unhurried attention to a childʼs opinion about the colour of the sky had stopped Simon in the doorway longer than the stuck door jus- tified, and he had ended up staying three hours that first Saturday, ostensibly to fix a second door that had not, in fact, been broken until he quietly loosened its hinges himself an hour into the visit, a small dishonesty he confessed to her only much later and that she still, even now, brought up whenever she wanted to remind him he was not nearly so upright as he liked to imagine himself. “What happens now?” sheʼd asked him later, the two of them sitting on the low wall outside the hall while the last of the families packed into cars and kombis. “Now that youʼre Simon Moyo, Bachelor of Science Honours.” “Now Iget a job,” heʼd said, and heʼd believed it so completely that saying it out loud had felt like a formality, a thing already accomplished by the mere fact of wanting it. “Afirm somewhere. Junior draughtsman first, everybody starts there. Then in a few years, my own projects.”

Patricia had smiled at him with an expression he would spend the rest of the year trying to get back - not doubt, nothing so unkind as doubt, just a softness that came, he understood only later, from a life that had never once had to test whether ambition alone was enough. “Ibelieve you,” sheʼd said, and she had meant it, and it had been, for one afternoon under jacaranda trees turning slowly to green, the truest thing anyone had said to him in years. His closest friend from the architecture programme, a quick, restless young man named Kudakwashe Marimo who had shared every studio crit and every all-night deadline with him across four years, had left for South Africa within a month of graduation, fol- lowing an auntʼs promise of a junior draughting position in Johannesburg that Simon, in his weaker moments, envied with an intensity that shamed him. They spoke by phone every few weeks through that first year, Kudaʼs voice growing steadily more animated as his own career found its footing - a real firm, real projects, a supervisor who took his sketches seriously - while Simonʼs side of each call grew steadily more practiced at deflection, a careful vocabulary of “still looking” and “a few promising leads” that let him avoid admitting, out loud, to the one per- son who might

have understood how far his life had fallen from the shared ambitions of their student years. “You should come down here,” Kuda told him, more than once, with the guilelessness of a man who did not yet understand how expensive that suggestion was for someone in Simonʼs position. “Even without papers sorted, thereʼs work on-site for anyone who can read a drawing properly. Youʼd find something within a month.” Simon never told him about the loans, or about Sibanda, or about the first robbery once it had happened. Some failures, he was learning, could be confessed to a mother over a quiet dinner in a way they could never be confessed to a friend who had watched you write the same lecture notes, share the same instant noodles at two in the morning before a dead- line, and believed, without a shred of doubted certainty, that you were the more talented of the two of them. He let the calls grow further apart instead, first monthly, then only at Christmas, un- til by the time of his arrest the two of them had not properly spoken in nearly five months, and Kuda learned of the murder, in the end, from a headline shared without context on a diaspora community

forum, a discovery that would cost their friendship entirely, a quiet casualty of the wider wreckage that Simon would only fully catalogue years later, listing it among the smaller, less publicly mourned losses his year of secret crime had cost him. Two weeks after graduation, before any of the rejection letters had started arriving, his mother had cooked a full Sunday lunch - sadza, chicken stewed with tomato and onion until the meat fell from the bone, a spinach relish she only made when there was some- thing to celebrate - and the four of them, Simon, Grace, Josiah, and Simonʼs younger cousin Tanya who was staying with them that month while she studied for her own O-levels, had eaten it at the small table in the kitchen with the particular unhurried pleasure of a family that did not of- ten get to sit down together without one eye on the clock. “The firm on Baker Avenue,” his father had said, between mouthfuls, “the one your motherʼs friendʼs son works at. Have you tried them?” “Iʼve tried everyone, Baba. Ihave a spreadsheet.” Simon had said it lightly, a joke about his own thoroughness, and the table had laughed, and for one Sunday afternoon the future had still felt like a matter of patience rather than a slow unravelling.

“Youʼll find something,” Grace had said, reaching across to refill his plate be- fore heʼd finished the first. “Aboy who worked as hard as you did for that degree, God isnʼt go- ing to let that work go to waste.” Simon had believed her, that Sunday. He had believed her for weeks after- ward, in fact, through the first dozen rejections, telling himself each one was simply the market sorting itself out, a filter that would eventually let the right opportunity through. It was only much later, lying in the dark of the room behind the hardware shop with a folder of fifty rejec- tions and money in his pocket that had never once passed through his motherʼs kitchen, that he understood how completely that Sundayʼs confidence had belonged to a family that did not yet know what the coming year would cost them. Simon lay in the dark of the room behind the hardware shop with four hun- dred and twenty dollars folded against his ribs and recognized, with a clarity that felt like nau- sea, that the boy on that low wall and the man who had just helped rob a security van at a busy intersection were, technically, the same person, and that he did not know when one had finished

becoming the other, only that it had happened gradually enough that he had never once had the chance to say no to it in a single clean moment. It had happened the way water finds a crack - not all at once, but relentlessly, until the whole structure gave. He thought about the woman with the phone, her thumb steady, her church uniform bright even through his mirror. He thought about what it would mean if that footage ended up somewhere it could be watched, slowed down, frozen on a single frame that happened to show, through a windscreen at the wrong angle, his face. Somewhere near two in the morning he got up and counted the money again, as though a second count might reveal it to be something other than what it was. Four hundred and twenty dollars. Three months of his fatherʼs bakery wages, more or less, earned in the space of ninety seconds at an intersection he now knew he would never be able to drive through again without his hands going cold on the wheel. He thought about giving it to his mother directly, watching her face when she knew the rent was covered, the tablets bought, some of the fear finally lifted from her shoulders for a month - and he understood, turning that fan- tasy over, that he

could never actually do it, because handing her that money would require an explanation he did not yet have the courage to construct, and because some small, still-un- corrupted part of him understood that his motherʼs relief, bought this way, would curdle the moment she learned its source. He put the money back inside his jacket instead, folded against his ribs, and lay back down to wait for a sleep that would not properly come until nearly dawn. He did not think, that night, about Mr. Dube, or about a boy named Peter, or about an old camera with thirty-five exposures already used and one left. He did not know yet that those names existed, or that in a few months they would matter more than anything else in his life. That was the strange mercy of the aftermath - it let you lie awake grieving the version of yourself youʼd already lost, without yet showing you the version of yourself you were still going to become.

The rejection letters had a rhythm to them by the third month, a familiar shape Simon could recognise from the subject line alone before heʼd even opened the email. Thank you for your interest… unfortunately… at this time… we encourage you to apply again in future. He had a folder for them, which had seemed like a reasonable, organised thing to do back in January, a way of tracking his own progress toward the inevitable yes. By April the folder held fifty-three of them, and he had stopped believing there would be a yes at all, only a slow accumulation of no until the noʼs became the whole shape of his life. He had begun, by that point, opening each new rejection with a kind of numb, ritualised speed, no longer pausing to read the specific wording of each individual letter, understanding that the accumulated weight of fifty-three near-identical refusals had long since flattened whatever small sting any sin- gle one might once have carried on its own. He had applied to every architectural firm listed
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