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For every student who has ever sat in a classroom

and wondered whether they are good enough.

You are. Keep going.

"It does not matter how slowly you go, as long as you do not stop."

— Confucius
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"The beautiful thing about learning is that no one can take it away from you."

— B.B. King
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I am Davidson Otieno Omondi, a final-year student at Rongo University. I have had the opportunity to teach as a student teacher at Litein Comprehensive School in 2025, and currently at Thim Jope Friends School. In those classrooms, I have sat with students who remind me of the three characters in this book. I have seen the bright student who still cries at night. I have seen the average student who works twice as hard as anyone notices. And I have seen the struggling student who carries a weight that nobody in class can see.

This book is for all of them. It is also for you, wherever you are reading this.

The names and events in this story are fictional, but the feelings are real. Study hard. Be kind to yourself. And remember that school is not a race — it is a journey.
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THE morning smelled like wet grass and smoke from somewhere far away, the kind of morning that feels like it is trying to tell you something important before you are even properly awake.

Brian Ochieng sat on the edge of his bed and stared at his school shoes. They were black and shiny because he had polished them the night before, carefully, the way his mother had shown him. He had polished them slowly, in small circles, the way you do when you want to think without actually thinking about anything in particular.

Term Three. The last term before the national examinations.

He said it to himself like that, quietly, just to feel the weight of it in his mouth. Term Three. The last term before the national examinations.

Brian was sixteen years old and he had been the top student in his class since Standard Four. Not just top in a small way, but top in the way that teachers put a red star next to your name on the wall chart and other students look at you a little sideways when results come out. He was the kind of student that parents pointed to when they talked to their own children. "Why can't you be more like Brian?" He had heard that said about him so many times that he had started to feel less like a person and more like a pointing finger.

He picked up his shoes and began to lace them.

Outside, his mother was already moving around the kitchen. He could hear the sound of the jiko being lit, the small pop and catch of the charcoal. The smell of tea began to drift through the thin wall. His mother made tea every morning, no matter what. Even on the days when there was no sugar, she made the tea and called it "tea without its friend." He had always liked that about her.

"Brian! Are you up?"

"Yes, Mama."

"Good. Come and eat before the posho gets cold."

He stood, straightened his shirt, tucked it in, and looked at himself in the small mirror that hung on the wall above the water basin. He looked like himself. Neat. Ready. Worried. The last thing he tried to hide from the mirror but it was always there, just under the surface of his eyes, a low hum of anxiety that had followed him since the start of secondary school.

This was it. His final year. His final term.

He walked out of his room and into the small sitting room where his younger sister, Akinyi, was already dressed in her primary school uniform and sitting on the floor with a piece of bread and a reading book open on her lap. She was seven years old and she read everything she could find.

"You look serious," Akinyi said without looking up.

"I am serious," Brian said.

"You always look serious. Even when you are sleeping you look like you are solving a maths problem."

Their mother appeared in the kitchen doorway, wiping her hands on a cloth. She was a small woman with a wide, warm face and the kind of eyes that seemed to see more than she ever said. She looked at Brian for a moment.

"Eat first," she said. "Then be serious."

He sat down at the small table and ate his porridge. It was warm and thick and a little too sweet, but he ate all of it because he had learned long ago that food was not always certain in their house and you did not waste it when it was there.

His father had died three years ago. Heart attack, the doctor said, though Brian had never completely understood what that meant except that his father had been there one evening laughing at something on the radio, and then the next morning he was not. His mother had taken on washing and ironing work for three households in the estate to keep them in school. She never complained about it. She just got up every morning and did what needed to be done.

Brian was determined to make that mean something.

He finished his porridge, rinsed his plate, said goodbye to his mother and sister, and walked out into the morning.

* * *
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THE school was called Mapema Secondary School. It was a mixed day school in a small town, with four streams in each form and a reputation for performing reasonably well in the national examinations. Not brilliantly. Not terribly. Just reasonably. The kind of school where the head teacher gave speeches at the beginning of every term about potential being like water in a cup, waiting to be poured.

Brian walked the forty minutes to school because the matatu fare was fifty shillings each way and fifty shillings was not always easy to find.

He arrived before most of the other students, which was habit. He liked the school in the early morning when it was quiet and the classrooms smelled of chalk dust and old wood and the particular kind of stillness that only exists before the day has properly started.

He went to Form Four East, which was his classroom, and sat down at his usual desk. Third row from the front, second from the window. He had sat there since Form One and no one ever took that desk. Not because anyone was afraid of him exactly, but because some things in a school simply become understood without anyone saying them out loud.

He took out his exercise books and opened his Chemistry notes from last term. He read through three pages before anyone else arrived.

The first person to walk in was Janet Auma.

Janet was in the desk directly behind Brian, and she had been there since the beginning of Form One as well, though in her case the reason she sat there was not because of any reputation. It was simply because she had arrived on the first day of Form One and
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