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Last period, Lebogang almost committed a murder. You’d understand if you saw the sickening smirk on Enzokuhle Langa’s face when Mrs. Coetzee announced that he got the highest mark for the Afrikaans essay in the entire grade 11. Lebo had caught a glimpse of the corner of her own essay, a good point below his almost perfect 99, and looked up to find his eyes gleaming as he threw a gloating smile her way. She’d been tempted to shred his essay to pieces. There’s nothing more infuriating than losing to Enzo Langa.  

She wishes she could return the favour and gloat now, but she can’t. Things are different with this class. The air is thicker yet calmer. Right now, as the Bio teacher calls out names behind her desk while students scramble to get to her in time, Lebo keeps her eyes glued to the white board. She doesn’t even think about looking back at Enzo. 

Her and Enzo can shove any of their wins in the other’s face, except in Biology and Maths. They have an unspoken agreement concerning these two subjects. No smirks like he did last period or taunting remarks like she made yesterday when they got their Physics marks. The reason is simple—one of them is always struggling in one of these classes. It’s Maths for Lebogang. 

Sometimes her efforts are well reflected in her marks, other times, no number of sessions with her tutor cuts it. So, since she knows the anxiety of receiving her Maths marks, she doesn’t find any joy in gloating over the subject that makes Enzo sweat. He also manages to fight his nature and remain courteous in Maths, where his lowest mark has been a glowing 92. And that was when he was recovering from a terrible cold.  

She sighs and stares out the window. The sun is out, its rays dancing across the glass, and for a second Lebo regrets wearing her blazer, but with Joburg’s inconsistent weather, it could be freezing by the afternoon. Besides, the blazer is worth it because she gets to wear her badges.

“Lebogang Khuto!” Ms Rapudi’s voice cuts through Lebo’s thoughts. 

Unlike with the other papers, Ms Rapudi doesn’t rush to call the next student. She holds on to the test script, her lips forming a pleased smile as Lebo approaches her. 

“Well done, Lebogang!” She beams as she hands her the test. “I’m very proud of you. You’ve outdone yourself again.”  

The short praise, the pleased smile that crinkles the thirty-something year old teacher’s eyes, the admiration in her classmates’ eyes as she sits down. These small, short moments are everything to Lebo. Although they’re fleeting, they’re precious. 

“Whoa!” Emily, the girl to her right, gasps as she peeks at her paper. “A 100! That’s awesome.”

“Thanks!” Lebo smiles, doing her best not to break into a grin. A perfect mark, definitely the highest in the grade. She expected it, but that doesn’t take away the absolute elation threatening to burst through her chest. 

She resists the urge to look up when Enzo’s name is called, schooling her face into a neutral expression. He walks leisurely to the front, as if he doesn’t have a single worry in the world. Truthfully, Lebo doesn’t think he does. She doesn’t believe he’s ever walked into a room and experienced any form of anxiety. Even now, as he heads to the teacher, he doesn’t emulate the nervous demeanour the students called before him had. 

Ms. Rapudi stops calling out names again, but Lebo knows it’s not because he also got a perfect mark. Everyone just loves Enzo. He’s never gotten over an 83% in Bio, yet he gets the same treatment as her—the top student in the subject. 

Ms Rapudi smiles, handing him the test paper. Lebo notes this smile doesn’t have the same gleam and pride as the one she got. The corners of her lips quirk with a satisfied smile and she straightens up in her chair. 

“You can do better than this, Enzo.” Ms. Rapudi remarks as Enzo turns around. He looks down at the paper, his expression unchanging, unbothered, saying everything and nothing at once. 

For just a second, Lebo wonders if this nonchalance is a façade. He has to be disappointed. She knows how it feels to receive a mark you don’t want, one that ruins your entire report card. If it’s truly an act­—and she still doubts this—then he’s perfected it in ways she can only envy. 

She almost sighs; if only she could be this composed when she gets a low mark. Instead, she usually breaks down. Her most embarrassing display of academic distress was last year, term two, when she started crying in Accounting after receiving her Maths exam marks the period before. These days, she makes sure she at least gets to the bathroom before crying her eyes out.  

A static coming from the intercom in the corner of the room grabs everyone’s attention. The school receptionist’s hoarse voice comes through the speakers choppily. 

“Good morning, students. Please make your way to the assembly hall at the end of this period. Thank you.” 

Mumbles erupt in the classroom just as Emily turns to Lebo with a roll of her eyes. “Assembly? I thought we’d gotten out of that today.” 

“I guess not.” Lebo replies with a small shrug, holding back another smile. 

There was no assembly this morning, for reasons unspecified, and she was disappointed. They’re supposed to announce the Top 10 for the first term today. She smiles slowly as her fingers graze the golden rectangular badges on the lapel of her white blazer. This is exactly what she put on her badges for.  

She spent the holidays asking around to find out what marks Enzo got—most teachers easily bought her story about wanting to use their marks as co-class reps to motivate their classmates before the new term. Their marks are almost the same, but she has an 84 in Maths and he has an 80 in Biology, so she’s confident she’s number one. The competition for the best student has always been between the two of them. Aside from Amahle Zwane, one of her best friends, she doesn’t care about the other top 10 students. 

Right now, what she cares about is seeing the look on Enzo’s face when she gets that first place badge.   

As if sensing her growing excitement, the bell goes off. Everyone is immediately on their feet, their murmurs growing louder as they pack away their things. Lebo throws the straps of her maroon schoolbag over her shoulders, excitement bubbling in her chest.  

The corridors are already packed when she steps out of the class; voices of students mingling in the air as everyone walks to the assembly hall on the first floor. Hartley Peterson Academy is mainly made up of a three-story building of 19th century architecture, and an interior that’s a combination of modern and traditional. The third floor is for grade 11s and 12s and the gym and computer rooms. The second floor is for grade 10s and 9s, as well as the school theatre, debate chamber, and art gallery with the work of the Arts and Design students. The first floor is for grade 8s and everything else—the library, the Olympic sized swimming pool, the teachers’ lounge and offices.  

“Khuto.” 

Lebo comes to a stop at the sound of Enzo’s voice. She sighs and looks up to her right to find him grinning, his pearly teeth and shallow dimples on display. His black schoolbag is slung over his left shoulder, his hands shoved into the pockets of his grey school pants. The top button of his white shirt is undone, the sleeves folded up to his elbows. His navy tie, with the school’s emblem embroidered in gold, hangs loosely around his neck. Lebo’s own tie sits tightly around her neck, half suffocating her.  

“Langa.” Her lips stretch with a fake smile. 

“You seem excited, Khuto. Don’t get ahead of yourself, that number one spot is mine.” His grin morphs into a smirk and before Lebo can reply, he’s hoisted away into the crowd by another boy. 

She rolls her eyes as she resumes walking. His arrogance won’t faze her. She knows he’s the one in for disappointment. So sad that he has to face such disappointment immediately after receiving what she’s sure are his worst marks. Her own smirk forms on her lips as her steps gain more purpose. 

“Lebo!” She whips her head around at the sound of her best friend’s voice. Robyn’s bushy curls are the first thing she notices before they start waving their arm in the air. Her eyes fall on Amahle next, who’s pushing her way through the wave of students behind Robyn.

“I think they’re announcing the top 10.” Amahle says excitedly when she reaches Lebo’s side, linking her arm with hers. 

The school curriculum from grade 10 through 12 is divided into three streams: Science, Commerce, and General. Lebo picked Science because she wants to be a Geneticist. Amahle picked Commerce because she’s interested in Economics, and Robyn and Ketso, picked the General stream. Amahle is the top performing student in the Commerce stream. Lebo’s the top performing in the Science stream, and overall, in the grade. Well, half of the time. The other half, that title goes to Enzo. 

“Are you ready, Vice President?” Robyn pokes her ribs jokingly. 

Lebo responds with a smile. Most people call her that, usually because they don’t know her name, but she doesn’t mind. She loves being the school’s Vice President. In Hartley Peterson Academy’s hundred-year history, mostly matriculants have taken on the roles of President and Vice. She’s the fifth Vice President to be in grade 11, the first in two decades. She was aiming for President, but Anita Sutherland was definitely the best choice. 

All the parents yesterday at the parent-teacher consultation were beyond impressed when she was introduced as the Vice. More importantly, a year from now, she will be President. 

The three friends don’t bother to take the elevator, knowing that there will be a long line in front of it. They make their way down the stairs along with tens of other students. Minutes later, they step into the large assembly hall. Lebo squints her eyes at the uncomfortably bright lights. There are rows of seats in the hall, arranged into groups for each grade. The grade 11s sit at the back, adjacent to the grade 10s and behind the grade 9s. The three of them decide on the middle seats in the second row. 

“Where’s Ketso?” Lebo’s craning her neck, looking for their friend through the crowds of noisy students. She ignores Enzo as he makes his way down the row behind her. She will always fail to understand why the universe constantly places him in her vicinity.  

“She has a photoshoot for her Lilly’s campaign. Maybe she’s skipping school for it.” Robyn suggests in response to Lebo’s question. 

Lebo nods and sits back. Ketso, a model, influencer, and aspiring fashion designer, has been more focused on her career and less on school. In other schools, this might be a problem, but at Hartley Peterson, as long as she attends enough classes and keeps her marks up, they’re more than happy to let her fly off to any runway on a school day. The school’s unofficial motto is to produce excellence, in any form—academics, sports, arts. If you can fly, they want to help you soar. Also, Ketso has more than enough tutors to help her catch up whenever she misses classes. 

More students file into the hall, the noise growing with their numbers. Lebo’s eyes roam over the antique white walls in excitement. She skips over the unbecoming Baroque paintings, her eyes fixed on the framed photographs of previous top students and matric classes. In a year and a half, her own picture will hang on these walls in a plain brown frame, as the top achiever of her year. 

She’ll be the first grade 11 in two decades to serve as vice president, she’ll become the president of all the SRCs in the district, be the top student in the province, and make it to the national awards. A smile dances across her lips at the thought of it all. She can envision it so clearly; the future she’s been planning since she realised just how brilliant she is. When teachers began to acclaim her work, enthusing over how well read and spoken she was. When her work was used as a paragon for other students to imitate. When she realised that she could scan through a textbook minutes before an exam and ace it. 

She slips a hand into the pocket of her blazer, taking out her cherry lip balm and quickly applying it. Her hands reach for the thick navy string she’s tied into a bow around her low ponytail. She looks down at her brown Mary Janes and white ankle socks, then her hands smoothen her green plaid skirt. She needs to be perfect when she goes up the stage. 

Behind her, Enzo smiles as his best friend Liam sits next to him before he looks away at the stage while Liam plays on his phone. He nervously chews on the inside of his cheek. It’s not that he’s nervous. What’s there to be nervous about? He is a little disappointed though. Lebo did great in all her subjects; she’s made that quite clear. Him on the other hand? His Bio test mark was terrible, just as he’d expected, and the assignments and lab work are what succoured his marks. His old tutor left to go start her Master’s in the UK, and the new one hasn’t been as helpful as she was.

His eyes catch Lebo, who’s chatting with Robyn, the two of them laughing before Robyn turns to Amahle. 

He did get top achiever last year so, all’s well. Lebo needs to start off the year on a good note before she starts panicking. He sits back on the grey chair, placing his arms on the wooden armrests, feeling a bit of the tension leaving his body. There’s no use crying over spilt milk, but he won’t be making any mistakes this term.  

Once upon a time, Enzo would’ve never felt restless for a top 10 announcement. Back then, it was always a given that he’d be number one. That was until his parents moved to Joburg from Cape Town, and he found himself in the same class as Lebogang Khuto. He’s never met anyone more intelligent, more ambitious or talented. The girl wasn’t made for losing. She’s kept him on his toes since grade 5. 

“I hope I improved this time.” Amahle rests her head on Lebo’s shoulder, her mouth straightening into a worried line. 

“Of course, you did.” Lebo holds her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. 

“You just need to meet the scholarship requirements, don’t kill yourself over the marks.” Robyn smiles reassuringly at her. 

“Yeah.” Amahle nods, the worried look on her face deepening. 

Amahle is part of the ten percent population at HPA whose parents aren’t ministers or wealthy CEOs. Which means she has to maintain an average of at least 85% to maintain her scholarship. 

The teachers appear on stage and Amahle and Lebo sit up, the latter suddenly feeling tense. Dr. Magubane, the principal, walks across the stage with the school librarian, Ms Sameke and the vice principal behind him. The sound of Mrs. Coetzee’s kitten heels against the wooden stage grows louder with the deepening silence in the hall. 

Dr. Magubane stands behind the pulpit and smiles proudly, his eyes roaming across the ocean of students. 

“Good morning!” He bows his head to speak into the microphone attached to the pulpit. 

The hall roars back a reply and his smile grows. When he starts to talk about how proud he is of the basketball team, Lebo zones out. She hopes they’re not postponing the top ten announcement to Monday. 

“And now, let us get to the main business of the day.” This perks up her ears. She sits up, eyes intently glued to the stage, heartbeat quickening. Mrs. Coetzee reveals a plastic bag, filled with smaller red bags, that she’d been holding to her chest behind a brown leather file. Lebo can’t stop herself from smiling. These moments are the second most exciting parts of the year, only after the year-end awards ceremony. 

The principal steps away from the pulpit as Mrs. Coetzee approaches it and takes over. She opens the brown leather file and takes out one of the red bags from the plastic, a yellow “8” printed on it.

Her greeting receives a less ardent response, nerves and tension suddenly filling the air. In a second, when the first name gets called, everyone will be clapping and yelling in excitement for students they don’t even know. 

Lebo almost misses when she was in grade 8 or 9 and would have already gone up to the stage by now. She absentmindedly claps her hands as more names are called. She recognises a few names from debate and Scrabble club, but most are unrecognisable to her. She straightens up when Mrs. Coetzee concludes with the grade 10s. Amahle grips her hand tightly as the student in tenth place is called. 

“I’m so nervous.” Amahle whispers to her, and Lebo begins to wonder if anxiety is infectious. Her hand finds a curled lock of her braids, twisting it around her fingers nervously. 

Four more names are called before Amahle’s. She stands up quickly, a relieved smile on her face as she weaves through students to get to the steps leading to the front. Lebo and Robyn’s applause swells, accompanied by excited squeals. She’s moved up two positions. Brian Maredi, the boy usually blocking Amahle from being the top student in her stream, is called after her. Lebo feels herself relax now. One more name will be called, then Enzo’s, then finally she’ll get to walk up that stage. 

What Mrs. Coetzee says next catches Lebo’s breath, stopping it in her throat. She turns to Robyn in confusion, but their attention is elsewhere as they wave excitedly at Amahle, who probably can’t even see them from the stage.

In third position, Enzokuhle Langa. The words echo in Lebogang’s head as all sounds seem to dissolve into the background. Her and Enzo’s smiles fall simultaneously. He cocks his head to the side, trying to maintain a neutral guise despite his bewilderment. He was expecting second place—so was she. He has never gotten below that. 

Lebo turns around slowly, looking back at the person she’s sure will confirm that she heard wrong. Except he does the opposite. Enzo isn’t staring back at her with a matching confusion, instead he’s already on his feet, making his way to the middle of the hall as Liam whistles excitedly behind her. 

Lebo was sure her ears were playing tricks on her, but here he is, walking up to the 

stage as her mouth hangs agape. She counts how many students are already on the stage—seven. Enzo’s going to make the eighth. A part of her brain is urging her to join in on the applause, but she remains frozen, her astonishment growing as she watches him take the four steps up to the stage. Her heartbeat is deafening, the only sound she can hear clearly. How is he in third place? 

Her shock is bolstered by what Mrs. Coetzee follows up with. “In position two, Lebogang Khuto!”

The gasp escapes her lips before she can stop it. Her eyes widen. She turns her head to look at Robyn, whose shocked expression now mirrors hers. She turns to the stage, lips still parted in perplexity. Enzo is shaking the principal’s hand, then the vice principal’s. He turns his back to the rest of the hall as Ms Sameke pins the badge to his white pullover. He’s too far away for Lebo to make out the expression on his face but from the way he stands with his shoulders straight and tall, Lebo’s sure he’s unfazed by it all. The way he always is. 

She’s about to start asking herself if he’s that good an actor when Robyn nudges her with their shoulder. She jumps to her feet, putting on a shaky smile as the claps and roars grow. The students stare at her as she walks down the carpeted stairs. For once, she’s certain they’re not staring in awe. She’s certain as they turn to each other whispering, it’s not to ask how she does it all. 

What the hell is happening? 

She feels sick—nauseated and dizzy—unsure of each action. She counts to ten in her head as she takes quick, measured steps. Her mind is deluged by incredulity. Her eyes are focused on her feet as she climbs up to the stage, afraid she will trip and fall. She lifts her head, shaking hands as she offers a smile that borders on a grimace. She receives the congratulations from Ms Sameke with a steadier smile and holds her breath as the librarian pins a badge to her blazer. 

Not once in her life has she thought she would ever feel glad to be anywhere near Enzo Langa, but in this moment, she does. She looks up at him, hoping he’ll meet her gaze, explain to her how they’re both already up on stage. If she’s not number one, and neither is he, then who is? Everyone on the stage are the same people that have been in the top 10 since grade 8. Their top 10 shuffles often, but the first position has always alternated between her and Enzo. 

Position two? Position three? Has there been a mistake? Did the sun rise in the west today? 

“The number one student for grade 11, is Amna Jan!” Mrs. Coetzee announces with a beam. The crowd erupts into an applause that threatens Lebo’s eardrums.

Her eyes widen again. The shock pushes her backwards by a small step, and finally Enzo casts a glance her way. When he starts clapping, it jolts her into action. She makes a silent prayer that everyone is too focused on the girl making her way to the stage, that her reaction goes unnoticed. She brings her hands together, taking a deep breath as she joins in on the applause and smiles, her eyes looking at Amna but not really seeing her. 

Lebo’s jaw feels like it’s beginning to ache. There’s only so much shock it can contain. She maintains her place next to Enzo, where she has found herself every term for the past six years. Right about now, he’d be leaning in to say something to her. A congratulations he doesn’t really mean, or to tell her just how amazingly intelligent he is and that she doesn’t have to feel bad for being second. This time, he is silent, staring ahead, and flashing a smile at some grade 8 boys yelling his name and waving to get his attention. 

She looks away from Enzo’s growing fanbase as Amna stands next to her. Lebo knows her, although they’ve never interacted. She’s in Ketso’s History class. She’s never been in the top 10, Lebo doesn’t even think she’s ever made it into the top 20. The girl is all sorts of emotional, using the ends of her black chiffon hijab to wipe at her eyes. Her reddened cheeks are wet with tears, her lips trembling from crying and smiling. She is so clearly overjoyed, Lebo feels her heart fall into the pit dug in her stomach. She hates the shock and envy she’s struggling to shake off. Mostly, she regrets her arrogance.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

TWO



[image: ]


The first week of the term is usually a delightful time for Lebo. Even when it’s not, she spends it focusing on how to make sure she beats Enzo the next term. This time, not only is she puzzled on how to proceed, but she’s also forced to constantly explain herself. She prefers the remarks about Enzo being better, over constantly being asked what went wrong. She hopes Enzo’s having a rough morning too. 

Except once more, it’s clear that he shares neither her anxieties nor her troubles. He’s smiling brightly when she walks into English, lost in conversation with a group of classmates at the back. Meanwhile, it still feels like her stomach was tossed into a whirlwind, and she remains convinced that this is all a nightmare. 

She takes her seat—front row, middle desk. The class is halfway full, and more students pour in with each passing minute. 

“Hey!” Natasha smiles at her as she slides into the seat of their shared desk. 

Lebo doesn’t have any classes with any of her friends. Instead, she’s stuck with Enzo in every single one. His deep laugh fills the room. The girl to Lebo’s right, Jaycee, glances at him over her shoulder and smiles. Natasha turns to her and Lebo discreetly looks between them as they giggle. She almost rolls her eyes. There are so many cute guys in class who aren’t conceited and annoying. Why does everyone like him? 

Focusing her eyes on the smartboard in front, her thoughts shift to her English teacher. She’s usually early. Ms. Miller is one of her favourite teachers. Sweet, soft spoken but stern, absolutely adores her star pupil, who is of course, her. She’s pregnant, and Lebo isn’t looking forward to her going on maternity leave. 

The teacher doesn’t make her way into the classroom until fifteen minutes after class starts. The room falls curiously silent as she rushes to the desk, an irritated look on her face, laptop bag clutched under her arm. Lebo tilts her head as she studies the strange woman before them. Medium height and weight, complexion as light as hers, a short afro, a white blouse and black and white striped midi skirt. 

“My apologies for being late, everyone.” The scowl melts off the teacher’s face, and a radiant smile replaces it. She sounds out of breath. “I ended up in the wrong class. This school is quite big. My name is Mrs. Kani-Williams, I’m going to be taking over from Ms. Miller for the rest of the year.”

The class breaks into shocked whispers all at once. Jaycee leans towards Lebo and Natasha, whispering, “Where did she go?” 

“Maternity leave, duh.” Natasha replies. This is the obvious answer, but Lebo can’t believe she would leave without saying anything. She loves her class. Not to mention, for her last two pregnancies, she threw a small party before going on leave. 

“How far along is she?” 

They both turn their heads to look at Lebo expectantly, as if she should have the answer. She pretends not to notice their eyes on her. Natasha speaks first. “Class rep, how about you ask the new teacher?”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s appropri—”

“Settle down!” Mrs. Kani-Williams’ voice cuts Lebo’s words short. She glances down at the silver watch on her left wrist. “Now, students, we’ve lost enough time. Let’s get straight to business. First thing on the agenda is the seating arrangement.” 

The students’ voices are louder as they start murmuring to each other. New seating arrangements? How will they be arranged? What’s the need for that? She just said it herself that they don’t have time to waste. 

“Mrs. Kani-Williams,” Ndivhuwo, the boy behind Lebo raises his hand, “will you be arranging us in alphabetical order?”

Lebo’s breath hitches as she jerks her head back. She’s the only person in the class with a surname starting with the letter K, and Enzo’s is right after hers. When Mrs. Kani-Williams answers the question with a nod, Lebo shuts her eyes tightly and whispers a small prayer. If things go in her favour, she’ll end up in front of him rather than sharing a desk with him. Neither situation is ideal, but the latter would be an absolute nightmare. 
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Lebo’s life has been a series of nightmares since Enzokuhle Langa came into it. That isn’t stopping now, it would seem.

“Isn’t this great?” Enzo grins as he sits next to Lebo. She holds in the groan threatening to escape her lips. He’s right next to her, annoying dimples and menacing eyes and all. 

“I can’t believe this.” Lebo shakes her head.

“Aw, you can believe it, Khuto. Your lucky stars came through for you.” He says, his leg bumping into hers. Lebo glares at him and his grin morphs into a smirk. 

She gives him a bored look before turning her attention to the front. She already misses her old desk. “For the love of God couldn’t Ms. Miller skip this one year and not fall pregnant?” 

“Lebogang Khuto, are you trying to tell a woman what to do with her—”

“Unganglingi, Langa. I’m upset enough as it is.” She glares at him again, crossing her arms forcefully. Every other year Ms Miller goes on maternity leave, and that’s no problem, but couldn’t she have foreseen the great tragedy that would befall Lebo and alter her family planning? Just this once.

“It’s too early to be this irritated, Khuto, we have a long year ahead of us.” He replies, grinning and earning an eyeroll from her. She swears she’s never seen his eyes look more excited. She just knows he’s thinking about all the ways he’ll make her life hellish. 

If Enzo had to count the number of happy moments he’s experienced, he’d perhaps be counting for a whole week. This moment, however, would make the top five. The top three is held by two Christmases ago when his family went to England, when his sister Lulama was born, and his fourth birthday party when his dad dressed up as his favourite cartoon character and he was convinced it was the actual character. This moment is preceded only by the day in grade 5, when he walked into class as a new student, and was assigned a buddy for the day. That buddy is now his desk-mate, the girl he’s had a crush on since he was ten. 

Students continue to shuffle to their new seats. Some mumbling with irritated looks, others smiling, lucky enough to end up next to their friends. He wonders if anyone is as lucky as he is. A grin spreads across his face as he begins to tap his foot, buzzing with an untameable excitement. After the terrible events this morning, this has taken his day from a 15 to a 100. 

Lebo notices the grin on Enzo’s face as Shriti Kapoor takes the desk adjacent theirs. She’s seen Enzo flirting with her before. She’s seen Enzo flirt with a lot of people before. A good thing, she tells herself as she takes her focus away from him once more. Hopefully he’ll be too preoccupied to bother her. 

“I’ll be handing out your Paper 3 scripts.” Mrs. Kani-Williams announces as the last student makes his way to the back of the class.

Lebo exhales softly. Some good news, something to calm her down. Her essay topic was her favourite place in the school—the library. Along with focusing on the exquisite architecture of the academy’s library, the excellent collections housed in it, and the breathtaking views of the garden, she focused on the dreadful consequences of the closure of many public libraries across the country. She’s confident in her essay. Ms. Miller adores literature and libraries, and despite her being a strict marker, Lebo’s sure she did great. 

“Another victory so soon.” She says to Enzo without bothering to look at him. He tilts his head to catch a glimpse of her. Her arms remain crossed, a subtle smirk forming across her lips. “Will you and your fragile ego be able to take it?”

“Please,” Enzo scoffs, “don’t let the top 10 announcement make you too cocky. This win is mine.” 

“I’ll let you hold on to that thought. Use it to cushion your fall from grace.” 

English has always been Lebo’s strong suit. But of course, Enzo happens to be brilliant at it too, especially his writing, so it’s always a competition to see who gets the highest marks.

“It seems Ms. Miller is a very gracious marker. I, on the other hand, am not so lenient.” The class breaks into a collective groan as the teacher nods, taking out a green file from her laptop bag.

“She sounds very hard to please.” Lebo mutters under her breath to no one. Ms Miller is already considered a strict marker, yet here is the new teacher, claiming she’s too gracious. 

“And you’re ever eager to please.” Enzo leans closer to her as he whispers back.

“So are you.” She snorts softly. 

“I don’t have to try,” he shrugs, “I’m naturally excellent.”

Lebo turns to face him, creasing her face into a disapproving frown and shaking her head. “Anyways, I can bet on it; she won’t be so easy to impress. We might have just met the first person who’s immune to Enzo Langa’s charms and so-called genius. Well, second, because I was first.”  

“I know you adore me, Khuto.” A playful smile tugs at his lips. 

“You’re the star of my nightmares, Langa.” 

“You dream about me?” He smiles, cocking his head to the side, eyes dancing with mischief. Lebo rolls her eyes and begins to speak before the teacher claps her hands once, calling for everyone’s attention. Deciding it’s better to ignore her new desk mate, she diverts her attention to Mrs. Kani-Williams, who’s now opening her file. 
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“We need to talk.” Lebo looks up from her phone. She’s walking back to class after helping carry the class’s books to their register teacher, Dr. Bradford’s office. 

“About what? Never mind, I’m busy.” She tries to sidestep Enzo but he’s quick on his feet, blocking her way.

“What? You’re going to go over all your tests looking for ambiguous answers that with enough pestering will be remarked by the teachers?”

Lebo glares at him but he arches a knowing eyebrow. She sighs and deflates her shoulders. She was going to do that. How did he know? She was going to grab her bag and find somewhere private, where she wouldn’t risk being seen and accused of being petty—or worse—desperate. It doesn’t sound like that bad of an idea, right? Amna Jan’s average is a whole 1.2 points above hers, but she’s sure she can find the marks to surpass it. Someone must have given her a lower mark than she deserved on a test or essay somewhere. 

“What do you want to talk about?” She crosses her arms, holding back a sigh behind her tight-lipped smile.

Enzo looks around before replying. “Follow me.”

“What?” Lebo raises her eyebrows, her curiosity growing as her arms fall to her sides. Enzo doesn’t bother to reply, he turns on his heels and walks away, his eyes searching each class they pass. 

She follows without protest. He pushes open the door to their Accounting class and pops his head in. It’s empty. Again, she follows without any questions. It’s not like him to ask to talk to her unless it’s about their class rep duties. She figures he has a message from the teachers. 

Enzo stops in front of one of the desks in the front row. He shoves his hands into his front pockets and sits on the edge of the desk, his height now matching Lebo’s. 

“What’s up?” She’s the first to speak. 

“I’m going to get straight to the point.” His gaze suddenly turns grim, raising alarm bells in Lebo’s head. Enzo rarely ever gets serious about anything. “I want us to work together.”

Lebo’s forehead creases with confusion as she furrows her eyebrows. Those are not words she expects to hear from him. The two of them have never worked well together, and unless interactions are necessary, they’ve always stayed out of each other’s way. 

“Work together? On what? Is there a project I didn’t hear about? Which class? Wait, why would I work with you? Are you trying to ride on my coat tails? It’s okay, I get it, third place probably has you shaken up and now you—”

“No, Khuto,” Enzo looks down and shakes his head. “It’s not for a project. I mean, working together to get our marks up.”

He looks at her, raising his hand to push his glasses up his nose bridge before remembering he’s wearing his contacts. He lets his hand fall to the sides of the desk. He hopes she can’t tell how timorous he feels. 

He does wonder if she’s already connecting the dots. 

“What?” She stares back at him blankly. 

He sighs. Of course she would be confused. They’ve been classmates for over six years and not once have they studied together. Every time they were assigned to the same group for a project, it would end up split into two. Well, that was all Lebo’s doing. She never gave in, even if most of the group remained with him. 

“I mean, let’s be study buddies.” He blurts out.  

“Huh?” Lebo’s sure she didn’t hear him correctly, or perhaps he didn’t even hear himself and isn’t aware of what he just said. 

Studying together? Why would they do anything together? She has been considering starting a study routine, but to do that with Enzo? The frown across her features deepens as her scepticism grows. 

“After today, it’s obvious we need to up our game.” He shrugs his shoulders, an attempt to rein in his brittleness. 

“I agree,” Lebo nods slowly, “But why would I do that with you? Only one subject is a problem for me, and I could just ask Amahle for help.” 

“I’m the best student in Maths.” He raises an eyebrow and Lebo fights the urge to roll her eyes. Instead, she sighs and looks away in thought. He’s right. Still, being good at something doesn’t mean you’ll be good at teaching it. Tamryn is a genius, yet Lebo still has to fight demons just to get a 90 in Maths even with their tutoring. 

Enzo studies her face. Her pouted lips and narrowed eyes mean she’s considering his offer. That’s good, because they both need it. 

“Look, I had a rough day.” The exhaustion seeping into his voice makes her turn to him. “If I have to hear one more teacher tell me how disappointed they are in me, and that if I don’t act now, I’m going to fall behind, I will go crazy.” 

“It’s horrible, isn’t it?” Lebo subconsciously takes a step towards him. “I already feel bad enough as it is. I’m now nervous to tell my parents.” 

“At least you’re in second place. I don’t know how I’m going to tell them I’m number three. I’ve never been number three in anything before.” A widening of his eyes punctuates the last sentence.

Lebo chews on her lower lip. Whatever she’s feeling, she knows Enzo’s experiencing a burgeoned version. Number two is no consolation prize, but it’s at least familiar. Third place? She’s not sure she would’ve managed to keep it together had that been her. 

“All day I had to listen to everyone talk about how amazing Amna is.” She thinks out loud, scrunching up her nose with a frown.

“What? Are you jealous of her?” Enzo’s smile is teasing. “Sad that you might not be the golden student anymore?”

“No!” She scowls at him. He arches his eyebrow, and Lebo looks away before continuing. “She’s not only number one in our grade, but the second-best achiever in the school.” 

Lebo bites her tongue before she can add that it should’ve been her. She wanted it to be her. She was sure it would be. She’s been trying to tame her worries, but it’s an impossible task. These are the same marks she is going to use for university applications. How is she going to become a top student in the country if she continues at this rate? How will she get into Wits University? The first term is always the easiest; there’s no guarantee she won’t do worse this term and the next. 

He’s right. He might be her best bet, and she’s not ready to take the risk and not work with him. She can at least give it a chance. 

During lunch, she was approached by Addie Tomes, who hasn’t even been in the top 10 since grade 8, telling her how the top spot is now open for the taking. How people are forming study groups, growing hopeful. Clearly what Enzo is proposing, no matter how ridiculous it sounds, is worth a shot.  

Enzo knows exactly what Lebo wants to say without her saying it. He knows her goals and dreams because he shares them. He understands her worries for the same reason. He knows she can’t be feeling as bad as he is, because he’s been in position 2 before, and he knows the chagrin from it is nothing compared to what he’s feeling now, but still. 

“Do you really believe that working together will help?” She suddenly takes another step forward. Enzo leans back slightly and smiles slowly.

“Are you considering it?” Of course, she is. She’d have to be a fool not to at least consider it. 

“No.” Lebo takes a swift step backward, shaking her head. “I can study on my own. I’m smart enough to figure out how to study, Langa.”

There’s a flash of a confused frown on Enzo’s face before he replies. 

“True,” he nods as he stands up, causing Lebo to slightly crane her neck looking at him, “but is that a risk you’re willing to take?” 

He smiles as he watches her eyes turn away from his. He can see the wheels turning in her head. Lebogang Khuto is a lot of things, but risk-taker isn’t one of them. She never makes a decision until she’s fully considered it, the pros and cons, made a list and all. So, he knows he won’t get the answer he wants right now, but he will get it. She cares about winning as much as he does, and this is an opportunity to ensure she doesn’t end up in his shoes next term. A place he knows she wouldn’t survive in, because he’s barely holding on.  

Lebo’s whole life can fall apart, burn to ashes before her very eyes, but not her academics. That’s the one area of her life she can always have control over. It’s the part that’s supposed to be consistent, immutably excellent. Her academics are who she is. Her whole identity has always been the overachieving daughter. The student that teachers turn to for everything, that brings prestige to the academy. Who will she be if she falls into the shadows of mediocrity?

“I’ll do it.” She whips her head up to look at Enzo, her eyes gleaming with determination. 

“Do what?” His smile disappears as quickly as it forms. He blinks confusedly. Has she already made her decision?

“I’ll be your study partner, Langa.” Lebo gives him a bored look. 

He holds back a sigh of relief. Timmy, his new Biology tutor, hasn’t managed to get him anywhere near a 90, but he believes Lebogang can. She can ace a Bio exam in her sleep, and he’s seen her help other students get their marks up. She’s his best bet. He takes a step forward. 

“Shall we shake hands and consolidate our alliance?” He smiles subtly, offering his hand. 

“What alliance?” Lebo smiles with a tilt of her head. She takes his hand, firmly shaking it, sending jolts of electricity through it. “It’s still game on, Langa.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THREE

[image: ]




The list of things Lebogang Khuto can’t afford is short, but failure is definitely at the top. 

The top 10 debacle still whirls through her mind as she makes her way towards the front door of her house. She’s staring at her phone, downloading videos of top students online. Study methods, study apps, websites—it’s a whole new world she must get used to. She knows it will all work out, because if she was doing so well before with minimum effort, she’s going to be unstoppable now. 

Her shoes click loudly against the stone pathway as her steps quicken. She grabs the long silver handle of the pivot door and pulls it, quickly running past the passage that leads into the house. The sound of Cultural Spears music playing from the kitchen informs her of Mme Sheela’s location.   

“Lebogang?” Mme Sheela stands by the kitchen entrance. 

“Mme, I’m home!” Lebo announces with a smile. 

The 57-year-old Motswana woman smiles before throwing the cream white dishcloth in her hands over her shoulder and walking back into the kitchen, Lebo following behind. 

Sheela is family. She’s been with the Khutos for as long as Lebo has been alive. As Sheela never forgets to jokingly remind her, she used to bathe her and wake up in the middle of the night to change her diaper. According to her, Lebo’s first word was an incomprehensible baby version of “Sheela”. Lebo doesn’t doubt it. 

“How was
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