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Chapter 1

The friendship journey 
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They had been inseparable since Form Two at Kalaba day secondary school. Tendo and Mwila, the kind of friends who finished each other’s sentences and whose mothers had each other’s numbers saved under “the other one’s mum.” So when both of them got accepted to the University of Zambia, it felt less like coincidence and more like the universe confirming what they already knew: that their lives were meant to run in parallel. 

In fact, when applying at The University of Zambia, they were together. They applied the same day and used the same phone to apply remotely. They used Mwila's phone to buy but they started by filling Tendo's application, then Mwila's.

The first week of campus was electric. They moved into the same hostel, president 6. Different floors, but close enough and spent their evenings on the stairwell, eating vitumbuwa from the truck shops at the common rooms. They liked Vitumbuwa because Vitumbuwa were cheap, otherwise, when they had money, they hate meat pies. They talked about how different everything felt. How adult they felt being on their own, away their parents. How much freedom they had at the University.

Then the divergence began, quietly, the way most important things do.

Tendo was under school of humanities, non-quotas. He wanted to major in law. His days filled up fast, study groups, long library nights with highlighters and energy drinks that tasted like regret. His new friends spoke in Law language phrases and argued passionately about things Mwila had never thought about. Tendo started to argue that way too, even outside the classroom. When he was with Mwila, he would say things like “but consider the counterargument” and not entirely be joking.

Mwila was under Natural Sciences and wanted to major in Engineering. His world was problem sets and late-night lab sessions and a group of coursemates who communicated mostly in diagrams and dry humour. He learned to find beauty in systems, in the elegant logic of a well-drawn circuit, in the satisfaction of a proof that clicked shut like a lock. He grew quieter in a way that wasn’t sad, just focused.

By second year, both managed to major into their preferred schools. Tendo major in Law and Mwila majored in Engineering. This success became a barrier to their friendship and as they both became too busy for each other. Weeks would pass without them seeing each other. When they did meet, usually by accident at the tuck shop, mingling bar or on the path as they were going to their respective faculties. There was always a moment of warmth, a clap on the back, a “we need to link properly, bro,” which both of them meant and neither of them scheduled.

It was Mwila’s mother who forced the reunion, in a way. She called Mwila one Sunday to say she’d run into Tendo’s mother at the market, and didn’t they know it was dangerous for young men to lose their anchors? Mwila laughed, told her she was being dramatic, and then called Tendo the moment he hung up.

They met at the Cafeteria. They ordered rice and chicken and talked for three hours.

It was strange at first, careful, almost formal, like two people relearning a language they once spoke fluently. Tendo made a joke about tort law that Mwila didn’t follow. Mwila started explaining something about load-bearing structures and watched Tendo’s eyes go politely blank. They both laughed.

“We’ve become completely different people,” Tendo said, not unhappily.

“We were always different people,” Mwila said. “We just used to share a desk.”

That was the thing, though, the desk. The years of shared desks and shared jokes and walking home through the same red-dust streets. That didn’t disappear because their vocabularies had diverged. It sat underneath everything, a foundation neither of them had laid consciously but both of them stood on.

They started meeting every other Sunday after that. Not every week, their lives were too full for that kind of regularity, but enough. Sometimes they talked about their courses. Sometimes about girls, or money, or what they wanted their lives to look like at thirty. Sometimes they just sat and watched football on that too-high television in October common room and didn’t say much at all. 

Just like other students at the University, Mwila and Tendo didn't watch football from their hostel. Most students, including Mwila and Tendo liked watching football from October common room. This was because, this was the most crowded common during football time, hence, and it used to give a bit of the stadium vibes. It also used to funny students who were cracking jokes throughout the match. It was difficult to have a bad mood even when your team is losing, because, someone, somewhere in the crowd was busy cracking jokes. Making even the losing team fans to be laughing while their team was four to nil, down. 

Mwila supported Liverpool, while Tendo supported Chelsea.

In their final year, Tendo asked Mwila to help him understand the technical side of a land dispute case he was preparing for a moot. Mwila asked Tendo to review the contract language in a business plan he and two coursemates were drafting. They stayed up until two in the morning at Mwila’s desk, trading expertise like currency, each one quietly amazed by what the other had become.

At graduation, their families took photographs together on the graduation square, the mothers tearful in their chitenge outfits, the fathers shaking hands with the particular gravity of men who believed they had done something right. Tendo and Mwila stood side by side in their gowns, squinting against the afternoon sun.

Fate made them graduate together. Tendo was supposed to graduate a year earlier since law was a 4 years program while Engineering was a 5 years program. Tendo was delayed by a year because he had to spend a year on part-time after failing 3 courses at third year.wu

“Same university,” Tendo said, “but I feel like we went to completely different schools.”

“That’s because we did,” Mwila said. “That’s the point.”

The camera clicked. Somewhere behind them, one of the mothers called out to straighten up, to smile, to look like they were proud of themselves, which, it turned out, was not very difficult at all.
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Chapter Two

The Score Board
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The first time Tendo noticed Mwila, it was because of a number on a sheet of paper.

It was the last Friday of term one, and Mr. Phiri had just taped the mid-term results to the noticeboard outside the Form one classroom. The corridor filled up fast, more than one hundred learners pressing forward, jostling for a look, some sighing, some groaning, and one girl named Charity making a sound that could only be described as a small, private celebration. Tendo pushed through them all with the quiet confidence of someone who expected to be pleased.

He was right, mostly. His name was at the top of the list. But only mostly.

Next to his name — 82%. And next to the name directly above his, in fresh blue ink: 84%.

He stared at it.

BWALYA MWILA — 84%.

He read it three times, as if repetition might change it. It did not.

“Who’s Mwila Bwalya?” he asked aloud, to no one in particular.

“That one,” said Charity, pointing.

Across the corridor, leaning against the wall with his arms folded and his school shoes badly scuffed, was a boy Tendo had never spoken to. Medium height. A slightly oversized blazer that looked borrowed. He was reading something, not the results board, but an actual book, a thick one, held open with one thumb. As if this whole exercise bored him.

Tendo found that deeply irritating.

They were in the same class but occupied different gravitational zones. Tendo sat in the second row, always prepared, always the first hand in the air. Mwila sat near the window in the fourth row, rarely raising his hand, but whenever a teacher called on him, he answered slowly and completely, the way a person speaks when they’ve already thought about the answer and are merely selecting the best words.

There was three classes per level at Kalaba day secondary school. Each class was named after a certain color. There was Blue, Orange and green at all levels from Form 1 all the way through to form 4. Tendo and Mwila were in Blue. It was difficult for all them to know each other before the end of the first term because the class was overcrowded. According to the class register, they were 87 in total in their class.

Mr. Phiri, their Mathematics teacher, noticed the dynamic within two weeks.

“Tendo,” he said one morning in term 2, after Tendo had solved a problem on the board. “Good. But look at step three again. You’ve arrived at the right answer, but the method has a shortcut that would save you four lines. Mwila show him.”

Mwila walked to the board without expression. He picked up the chalk and rewrote steps three through six in a way that made the class go quiet.

Tendo stared at it. He understood it. He even appreciated it, in some cold, technical way. But he did not like it.

“Thank you, Mwila. Sit down.” Mr. Phiri turned back to the board. “Efficiency is also intelligence, gentlemen. Remember that.”

After class, Tendo caught up to Mwila in the corridor.

“Where did you learn that method?” he asked. He had intended the question to be neutral. It did not quite come out that way.

Mwila looked at him without particular interest. “From a book.”

“Which one?”

“A book on competition mathematics. My uncle gave it to me.” He started walking again. “There are lots of shortcuts in it. You should read it sometime.”

He said it with no apparent malice, which somehow made it worse.

The rivalry, from Tendo’s side at least, became a serious project. He began arriving at school earlier, staying later. He borrowed past papers from the Head of Department and solved them twice, once for correctness, once for speed. He started looking up advanced methods in the library, the way Mwila apparently did, although he refused to ask Mwila directly which books those were.

The second-term results came out. 

Tendo: 88%. 

Mwila: 87%.

Tendo allowed himself exactly one moment of satisfaction, a brief exhale standing in front of the noticeboard, before folding it away and going to class.

Third term: 

Mwila 91%.

Tendo 91%.

A draw. An exact, infuriating draw.

Mr. Phiri, when handing back their papers, said nothing, but Tendo caught the old teacher’s eyes flicking between them with what looked like quiet amusement.

End of year: Mwila 1st. Tendo 2nd. A margin of three marks.

Tendo went home and sat on the edge of his bed and looked at the floor for a long time.

His mother knocked and entered. She was a practical woman who had raised three children mostly on her own because her and her husband worked in different towns and had very little patience for brooding.

“How did you do?” she asked.

“Second.”

She sat beside him. “Out of how many?”

“Eighty-three, four were absent.”

She patted his knee. “Then you should be proud.”

“I should have been first.”

“And the boy who was first, is he a bad person?”

Tendo thought about Mwila’s scuffed shoes and his borrowed blazer and his books and his irritating calm. “No,” he admitted.

“Then being beaten by him is not a shame. It’s just mathematics.” She stood up. “Wash your hands, supper’s ready.”

He thought about that for a while.

Form Two began with a new seating arrangement — alphabetical by surname, which meant Bwalya Mwila and Mutale Tendo were now side by side in the third row.

For two weeks they maintained a careful, professional silence. Textbooks open. Eyes forward. The occasional exchange of an eraser performed with the brisk efficiency of a diplomatic transaction.

It was a Geography assignment that broke the silence properly.

Mr. Kaoma had assigned them a group project: two students each, a map and a report on the Copperbelt mining regions. He had assigned partners himself.

Mwila and Tendo.

Tendo received this information with the same expression he might use upon discovering a stone in his shoe, not catastrophic, but undeniably inconvenient.

After school, they sat across from each other at a table in the school library. Mwila spread out the materials with the ease of someone who had done group projects many times without incident. Tendo arranged his notes with the deliberateness of a general positioning troops.

“I was thinking I’ll handle the historical section,” Tendo said. “The early mining concessions, the colonial period. You can do the economic data.”

Mwila looked up from the map. “Why?”

“Because I’m better at the essay sections.”

“And I’m better at numbers, so I should do the data.” Mwila considered this. “That’s actually logical. Okay.”

Tendo had expected resistance. The easy agreement was disorienting.

They worked in silence for twenty minutes. Then Mwila said, without looking up from his calculations, “You’re angry that I beat you last year.”

Tendo’s pen stopped moving. “I’m not angry.”

“You’ve been angry since the noticeboard in Form one. I’ve been watching.”

“You’ve been watching me?”

“You’re the only person in our class who’s close to my level. Of course I’ve been watching.” He said it simply, as a fact, the way one might describe the weather.

Tendo put his pen down. “That’s... a strange thing to say.”

“Why? You’ve been watching me too. I’ve seen you checking what books I borrow from the library.”

A pause.

“I was looking for my own books,” Tendo said.

“You were looking at my books.” Mwila almost smiled. “It’s fine. I don’t mind. Competition makes you better. It’s made me better too.”

“You don’t seem like someone who needs to get better.” Tendo said it before he could decide whether it was a compliment or a complaint.

Mwila looked at him properly for the first time in the conversation. “Everyone needs to get better. The difference is whether you find the competition useful or whether it just makes you miserable.”

Tendo considered that. “And you find it useful.”

“Very.” Mwila picked up his pencil again. “You should try it. You might enjoy school more.”

“I enjoy school.”

“You enjoy winning. That’s different.”

The library was quiet around them. A ceiling fan turned overhead with a rhythmic click. Tendo opened his mouth, closed it, and returned to his notes. But something had shifted, some tight thing loosening slightly, though he could not have named it then.

The project earned them a joint 94%, the highest in the class. Mr. Kaoma read out their names with evident pleasure and held the report up briefly as an example of what collaboration could look like.

“Teamwork,” he said, looking at them significantly. “Is also a form of intelligence.”

Walking out of class, Mwila said quietly, “He’s said some version of that sentence to us three times now.”

“Mr. Phiri said it first. About efficiency.”

“Teachers like their themes.”

Tendo almost laughed. Didn’t quite. But almost.

“The economic section was good,” he said instead. “The copper price graph, I wouldn’t have thought to include that.”

Mwila seemed faintly surprised. “Thank you. Your section on the labour history, I didn’t know most of that. About the 1935 strikes.”

“I found a book in the library.”

“Which one?”

Tendo looked at him. “I’ll show you. If you want.”

Mwila nodded. “Okay.”

It was, in retrospect, the first thing they had offered each other without strategy behind it.

The friendship grew in the way most real friendships do. Not through a single dramatic moment but through accumulated small ones. A shared textbook. A question asked without competition behind it. A joke that surprised them both into laughter.

It started with lunch.

Tendo usually ate with a boy called Kanji, who was good company but whose conversation never strayed far from football and the latest drama involving the school’s tuck shop. One Thursday, Kanjo was absent, and Tendo found himself with his plate looking for somewhere to sit. Mwila was at a corner table, eating alone, reading, always reading.

Tendo sat across from him without asking. Mwila looked up, looked back down, and continued reading.

After five minutes, Tendo said, “What is it this time?”

“Physics. There’s a chapter on wave interference that I didn’t understand in class.”

“Mrs. Tembo explained it badly.”

Mwila glanced up. “You understood it?”

“Mostly. The part about constructive interference, think of it like two people pushing a door at the same time. You add the forces.”

Mwila set the book down. “And destructive interference?”

“One pushes, one pulls. They cancel.”

A pause. “That’s actually very clear.”

“I know.”

Mwila looked at him again, and this time there was something in his expression that was close to respect. “Why do you always say things like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re expecting someone to argue with you.”

Tendo thought about it. “Maybe because someone usually does.”

“Not me. If something’s right, it’s right.” Mwila picked up his fork. “You don’t need to defend every sentence.”

No one had ever said that to Tendo before. He ate his nshima and thought about it for the rest of the afternoon.

By the end of term two of Form Two, they had developed what could only be called a system. Thursday lunches were a standing arrangement, unspoken but reliable. They would compare notes, argue about methods, and recommend books to each other with the seriousness of curators. Mwila, it turned out, read faster than anyone Tendo had met. Tendo, it turned out, could explain things to other people in a way Mwila found genuinely difficult.

“You should consider law,” Mwila said one Thursday, after Tendo had spent ten minutes explaining the causes of the First World War to him in preparation for their History end of term tests. “You’re good at making arguments sound inevitable.”

“You should consider engineering,” Tendo said. “You can’t explain anything out loud but you can solve anything on paper.”

“That’s because talking is inefficient.”

“Talking is how humans function, Mwila.”

“Some humans.”

Tendo shook his head, smiling now without meaning to. “You’re the strangest person I know.”

“You’ve only known me for a year.”

“A year is enough.”

Mwila considered this in his customary way, slowly, without hurry. “Is that a good or a bad thing?”

“Good,” Tendo said. “Definitely good.”

Mwila nodded once, apparently satisfied, and returned to his food.

There was one evening, at the start of term three of form two, that Tendo often returned to later in life when he tried to explain how their friendship had actually solidified. It was not a dramatic evening. It was a Tuesday, during prep hour, in the school’s main hall where learners sat at long tables doing homework under the supervision of a prefect who spent most of the hour asleep.

Tendo was struggling with a Chemistry problem. He had tried it four times and arrived at four different answers. He looked across at Mwila, who was writing steadily in his exercise book.

“Mwila.”

“Mm.”

“This redox equation. I keep getting the wrong number of electrons.”

Mwila leaned over without being asked. He looked at the problem, then at Tendo’s working, then back at the problem.

“You’re balancing the oxygens before the hydrogens.”

“Isn’t that right?”

“No. Hydrogens first, then oxygens, then electrons. Always in that order.”

Tendo looked at his textbook. The textbook had not made this clear. Or perhaps it had, and he’d missed it. “Why didn’t they just say that?”

“Textbooks assume you already know things you don’t know yet.” Mwila said it without judgment. “That’s their main flaw.”

“I’ve wasted an hour.”

“Not wasted. You’ve learned what doesn’t work. That’s still information.”

Tendo looked at him. “Do you actually believe that or are you just trying to make me feel better?”

Mwila seemed to genuinely consider the question. “Both.”

Tendo laughed, a real one, unpracticed, surprised out of him. Across the hall, the sleeping prefect stirred slightly and then went still again.

“Both,” Tendo repeated, still smiling. “That’s the most honest answer you’ve ever given me.”

“I’m usually honest.”

“You’re usually brief. There’s a difference.”

“Is there?”

“Yes. Brief means you leave things out. Honest means nothing is hidden.”

Mwila turned this over. “I don’t leave things out. I just only say the necessary parts.”

“And who decides what’s necessary?”

“I do.”

“And what about the parts that are necessary for me to know but that you’ve decided aren’t necessary?”

A long pause. Mwila looked at him with something that might, on another face, have been a smile. “I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

“You should try talking more. It helps.”

“You sound like my mother.”

“Your mother sounds wise.”

“She says that too.”

They went back to their work. But the hall felt different after that, warmer, somehow, despite the high ceiling and the slow ceiling fan and the indifferent dark outside the windows. By this time, they were already sitting on the same desk in class 

The Form Two end of the year promotional tests were the most important results either of them had received so far, they would determine streaming for Form three, and streaming for Form Four would shape everything that came after.

Everyone felt it. The last two weeks of term had a particular tightness to them, a held-breath quality. Even the teachers seemed to speak more carefully, as if raising their voices might disturb something fragile.

Tendo studied with a kind of focused intensity that alarmed his mother.

“You need to eat,” she said one evening, appearing at his bedroom door with a plate she had to physically place on his desk.

“I’m eating.”

“You haven’t eaten since this morning. I checked.”

“Ma, I’m in the middle of something.”

“You’re always in the middle of something. What’s the exam?”

“History tomorrow, Chemistry on Thursday.”

She sat on the edge of his bed, which meant she was not leaving. “And the boy? Your friend?”

“Mwila.”

“Is he studying as hard as you?”

Tendo thought about it. “Probably. But it looks different when he does it. He’s quieter about it.”

“Maybe you should try being quieter about it.”

“I am quiet. I’m in my room.”

“I mean inside.” She tapped her chest. “You study like you’re fighting someone. It tires you out.”

Tendo looked at her. “How am I supposed to study, then?”

“Like you’re curious. Not like you’re afraid.” She stood up. “Eat the food.”

He ate the food. And he thought about what she had said for longer than he expected to.

The results came three weeks into the school holiday, by a text message. The school had a system which automatically sent results to learners’ parents. Tendo's were coming to his mother. Mwila's results were coming to his father.

Tendo’s mother called him from the garden where he was helping his younger sister with a kite that refused to fly.

“Tendo! Text from school!”

He walked to the house with careful steps, the way you walk when you’ve been waiting for something and you’re not yet sure whether to run towards it or away from it.

She allowed him to open the text message himself and he did so while leaning on the kitchen table. Read it once. Read it again.

First place. Overall aggregate. Best performance in Mathematics and History.

His mother read over his shoulder and made a sound he’d never heard from her before, a long, private exhale, like something she’d been holding for years. She put her hand on his shoulder and left it there.

“I’m proud of you,” she said. Just that. But the way she said it made it large.

His first thought, before the pride had even fully settled: he wanted to tell Mwila.

He called from his mother's phone. He didn’t have one at himself yet and Mwila’s mother answered and called Mwila to the phone.

“I got first,” Tendo said.

A pause. Then: “What was your aggregate?”

“Eighty-nine percent.”

“I got eighty-seven.” Mwila’s voice was even. “Congratulations. You deserved it.”

“You’re not disappointed?”

“Of course I’m disappointed. I wanted to come first.” He said it without drama, the way he said most things. “But you studied harder this term. I spent too much time on that competition mathematics book and not enough time on Chemistry.”

“The competition book is what made you fast.”

“Fast doesn’t matter if you drop marks in the wrong subject.” A pause. “You balanced it better. I’ll do it differently next year.”

Tendo sat with the telephone in his hand and felt something that was hard to name, the strange warmth of having someone take your victory seriously enough to analyse it.

“Mwila.”

“Yes.”

“I’m glad it was you that I was competing with.”

A longer pause this time. “Me too,” Mwila said. “See you in January.”

He hung up. Tendo sat for a moment in the hallway with the silent telephone in his hand, looking at the floor, grinning at nothing in particular.

Form three was different. They both knew it and neither of them spoke about it directly, that was already their way. But the quality of their Thursday lunches changed. There was less strategy in them now, less careful circling. They started talking about things that had nothing to do with school.

Mwila’s father, Tendo learned, worked for Chambeshi Water and Sewerage Company. His role involved community engagement and he spent most of his working time in the field, talking the company's clients. He came home with a particular kind of tired that Mwila described carefully, the way he described everything: “Not the tired from working hard. The tired from talking the whole day.”

“Does he want you to go into mining?” Tendo asked.

“He wants me to go into something where I don’t have to go underground.” Mwila looked at his food. 

“So you’re going to do it for him.”

“I’m going to do it because I find it interesting. But also yes.” He looked up. “Is that strange?”

“No.” Tendo thought about his own father, who wanted him to do accountancy, when he at this point was thinking of doing law. “It’s not strange at all.”

There was a silence between them that was not uncomfortable. That was new, comfortable silence. It meant, Tendo understood, that they had moved into different territory.

“Your father,” Mwila said, carefully, because he was always careful with important things. “You don’t talk about him.”

“No.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.” A pause. “He wants me to do accountancy but I think want law. I am not sure whether to do for him or do it for myself. Is that strange?”

“No. Parents’ wishes matters, just like ours matters too. It's okay to be undecided right now.”

Tendo looked at him. “You say things like that sometimes. Things that sound like they’re from a book but I don’t think they are.”

“They’re from thinking.”

“You think too much.”

“You talk too much.”

“We’ve established this.”

Mwila almost smiled again, that almost-smile, which Tendo had come to understand was the full version, not a lesser one. “Yes. We have.”

By the end of Form three, no one at school thought of them as rivals anymore. The teachers had stopped using one as an example to the other. Their classmates simply thought of them together, Tendo and Mwila, the two clever ones, as different from each other as a courtroom and a circuit board, and somehow inseparable because of it.

One afternoon, walking home after school, Mwila’s route and Tendo’s overlapped for about four blocks, Tendo said, “Do you remember the first time you beat me? On the noticeboard in Form one?”

“Yes.”

“Did you know who I was before that?”

“I knew you were the one who always had his hand up first.” Mwila paused. “I thought you were showing off.”

“I was showing off.”

“I know. But it turns out you also actually knew the answers, which is the important part.”

Tendo laughed. “High praise from Mwila.”

“Don’t push it.”

They walked through the afternoon heat, past the market with its noise and colour, past the church with its peeling paint, past the road that smelled of charcoal and cooking oil. The Kaputa sun was doing what it always did in October, pressing down on everything with a flat, serious authority.

“Tendo.”

“Mm.”

“I’m glad you were angry at me.”

Tendo looked at him. “What?”

“In Form One. When I beat you. If you hadn’t been angry, you wouldn’t have worked harder. And if you hadn’t worked harder, you wouldn’t have been interesting enough to be worth knowing.”

Tendo stared at him for a long moment. “That’s either the most insulting compliment I’ve ever received or the most genuine one.”

“Can’t it be both?”

“With you, yes.” He shook his head. “With you, apparently, everything can be both.”

Mwila’s turning was coming up, the street that took him north, away from Tendo’s route. He slowed, and Tendo slowed with him.

“See you tomorrow,” Mwila said.

“See you tomorrow.”

He turned and walked. Tendo watched him go for a moment, the slightly oversized blazer, and the heavy school bag, the measured walk of someone who moved through the world at his own speed and had never seen a reason to change it.

Then Tendo turned and walked too, into the orange afternoon, thinking about how the strangest friendships were the ones that started with a number on a sheet of paper and became something you could not imagine your life having been shaped without.

He thought he might tell Mwila that someday.

On second thought, Mwila had probably already worked it out.
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Chapter Three

The Weight of a Badge
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The announcement came on a Monday morning, which was already the worst possible day for large news.

Form Four had been in session for three weeks when the headmaster, Mr. Bangweta, walked into the assembly hall with the particular slow deliberateness that meant something official was coming. He was a tall man with a careful part in his greying hair and a voice that carried to the back of the hall without effort, as if it had been trained specifically for large rooms and important silences.

He started with different announcements. The second last announcement was what the school planned to introduce that year. The school always had an academic day every term. A competition day which saw classes compete in academic activities like quiz, debate and poetry. That Monday morning, Mr Bangweta announced that two more activities were going to be added to activity list of the academic day. He said that Music and art and design subjects were going to be bring in two activities, one from music and the other from art and design.

He announced that music subject was going to introduce dance competition and art and design was going to introduce art exhibition. This announcement brought a big roar to the school assembly hall. The roar ended into murmurings as learners immediately started discussing the announcement.

He waited for the murmuring to settle. It took a while. Four hundred and sixty learners and a Tuesday worth of gossip do not quite easily.

“This morning,” he said, when the hall was still enough, “we will be announcing the prefect body for the academic year. These appointments were made after careful review by the staff, and they reflect the qualities we believe are necessary to lead this school with integrity, diligence, and humility.” He paused. “Beginning with the most senior appointment. The Head Boy.”

The hall tightened. Even the ceiling fans seemed to slow.

Tendo was sitting in the third row, between Kunda and a boy named Siwale who fell asleep in assembly with uncanny regularity. He was not thinking about the head boy position. Or rather, he had been thinking about it for three weeks and had trained himself, with mixed success, to stop.

“The Head Boy of Kalaba day Secondary School for this academic year,” Mr. Bangweta said, “is Tendo Mutale of Form 4 Blue.”

The applause came in a wave. Kunda grabbed his arm. Siwale woke up. Several rows behind him, Tendo heard a teacher say something approving to another teacher in a low voice.

Tendo stood, because he was supposed to stand, and walked to the front of the hall. His legs worked correctly. His face arranged itself into something composed and appropriate. Inside, something large and quiet was happening, the kind of thing that does not have a name until much later.

Mr. Bangweta shook his hand. “Well done, son.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The badge was a silver oval, heavier than it looked. Mr. Bangweta pinned it to his lapel with the gravity of a man who understood that small objects could carry large meanings.

Tendo walked back to his seat. He did not look around the hall for Mwila. But as he sat down, he felt, from somewhere in the middle rows, a gaze that was steady and still and entirely unsurprised.

After assembly, in the corridor outside the hall, Mwila fell into step beside him without ceremony.

“Congratulations,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“You knew?”

“I suspected. Mr. Phiri stopped me last Friday and said to have a good weekend in a way that was, loaded.”

“Loaded.” Mwila considered this. “That’s a very Tendo analysis of a two-word conversation.”

“I’m right though, aren’t I?”

“Probably.” They walked past the Form Three classrooms, where the smaller learners were pressing faces to windows to watch the newly-badged prefects pass. “How does it feel?”

Tendo thought about it honestly. “Heavy.”

“The badge?”

“Everything.” He touched the silver oval on his lapel. “They’re going to expect things now. Specific things. Constant things.”

“You’ve always been expected to do specific, constant things. You just didn’t have a badge for it.”

“This is different. Before, if I made a mistake, it was my mistake. Now if I make a mistake, it’s the school’s mistake.”

Mwila was quiet for a moment. “You’re not going to make a mistake.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No. But you haven’t made a serious one yet, and I’ve been watching you for three years.” He paused. “Besides, the point isn’t to not make mistakes. The point is to handle them correctly when you do.”

“When did you become a philosopher?”

“I’ve always been a philosopher. You just call it strange when I do it.”

Tendo smiled. The heavy thing inside him shifted slightly, made a little room. “What are you doing this afternoon?”

“Studying. Same as always.”

“Come to the prefects’ room after prep. I want to show you something.”

“What something?”

“The view from the window is better. You can see the whole school.”

Mwila looked at him. “You want to show me a window.”

“I want to show you what it looks like from here. There’s a difference.”

A pause. “Okay,” Mwila said. “After prep.”

Mr. Bangweta called Tendo to his office that same afternoon. The headmaster’s office was a room that smelled of old paper and authority, a combination Tendo had always found both intimidating and oddly comfortable, as though the room itself was a kind of argument for the importance of paying attention.

Mr. Bangweta sat behind his desk with his hands folded. He had a way of watching people when they sat down that made you feel he was reading a document you hadn’t known you were carrying.

“Sit down, Mutale.”

Tendo sat.

“Do you know why you were chosen?”

Tendo had thought about this. “Because of my academic record, sir. And because I haven’t been in disciplinary trouble.”

Mr. Bangweta looked at him for a long time. “Those are the minimum requirements. They’re not the reason.” He leaned back. “You were chosen because of how you handle being wrong.”

Tendo blinked. “Sir?”

“In Form Two, Mr. Phiri corrected your method in front of the class. Do you remember?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Most students in that situation get quiet. Defensive. Some argue. You went back to your seat, sat down, wrote the correct method in your notes, and then, and this is what Mr. Phiri told me, you stayed after class to ask him for two more examples.” Mr. Bangweta tilted his head. “Why?”

“Because I wanted to understand it fully, sir. Not just the correction. The principle behind the correction.”

“Exactly.” The headmaster unfolded his hands and placed them flat on the desk. “A Head Boy who cannot be corrected is a liability. A Head Boy who treats correction as an opportunity is a leader. The staff have been watching you for three years, Mutale. Not just your marks. The way you carry yourself when things don’t go your way.”

Tendo absorbed this. He had not known he was being watched in that particular way. He was not sure how he felt about it.

“What will be expected of me, sir?”

“Everything,” Mr. Bangweta said simply. “Your academic performance cannot drop, you are a standard now, not just a student. Discipline in the school is partly your responsibility. If there is conflict between learners, you are often the first line of resolution. If there is a problem the prefects cannot solve, you bring it to me. And above all,” he paused “you represent what this school believes is possible for a young person. That is not a small thing.”

“No, sir.”

“Are you afraid?”

Tendo considered lying. Decided not to. “Yes, sir. A little.”

Mr. Bangweta nodded, and for the first time in the conversation, something in his face softened. “Good. The ones who aren’t afraid usually haven’t understood what they’ve been given. The fear means you take it seriously.” He stood, which was the signal that the meeting was over. “Don’t let it paralyse you, Mutale. Let it keep you honest.”

“Yes, sir.”

He walked out into the corridor and stood still for a moment, the afternoon light coming through the window at the end of the hall, the school noisy around him. He thought: this is what it feels like to have been given something real.

He thought about that for the rest of the day.

The prefects’ room was a small space behind the staffroom with two wooden benches, a table, a shelf of dog-eared rulebooks, and a window that looked out over the school’s main courtyard. It smelled of old wood and chalk dust and the faint, particular staleness of rooms where important small decisions are made.

Mwila arrived after prep, hands in pockets, and stood in the doorway looking around with his usual unhurried expression.

“It’s smaller than I expected,” he said.

“The room or the responsibility?”

“The room.” He came in and looked out the window. The courtyard below was emptying as learners moved learning the school, going home. “You can see everything from here.”

“That’s the point.” Tendo sat on the bench and stretched his legs. “Mr. Bangweta told me the staff have been watching me for three years.”

“Of course they have.”

“You knew?”

“I assumed. Teachers always watch the top learners. They’re trying to decide which ones are genuinely good and which ones are just clever.”

“What’s the difference?”

Mwila turned from the window. “Clever people find the right answers. Good people find the right answers and then ask what they’re supposed to do with them.”

A silence. “Mwila.”

“Yes.”

“Are you ever going to stop saying things that take me three days to fully think about?”

“Probably not.” He sat on the bench across from Tendo. “Are you going to be able to handle the academic load on top of all this?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to organise my time differently.”

“You’re already one of the most organised people I know.”

“And now I have to be more organised. The prefect duties, morning assembly, study hall supervision, sorting disputes... it takes time that used to be study time.” He looked at the window. “I’m not complaining. I chose this. I just have to adjust.”

“We’ll adjust our Thursday lunches,” Mwila said. “We can use them better. Cover your weak subjects first.”

Tendo looked at him. “You’re volunteering to help me study.”

“I’m volunteering to study with you. There’s a difference.”

“Because the competition is still useful.”

“Because you’re more interesting to study with me than alone.” Mwila said it without ceremony, as if it were a data point rather than a declaration. “Also yes, the competition.”

Tendo laughed, and it echoed slightly in the small room. Outside, the last learners crossed the courtyard. The sky above the school was turning that particular deep blue of late afternoon that always felt, to Tendo, like a pause before something.

“Thank you,” he said.

“For what?”

“For not making this strange. Some people have been looking at me differently since this morning. Like I’ve become something other than myself.”

“You have become something other than yourself.” Mwila said it plainly. “But you’re still you underneath it. The badge doesn’t change the person who earned it.” He paused. “Unless you let it.”

“And if I let it?”

“Then I’ll tell you. That’s what I’m for.”

Tendo looked at him for a moment. “You know, for someone who says talking is inefficient, you say exactly the right thing quite often.”

“I only talk when there’s something worth saying.”

“And the rest of the time?”

“I’m thinking about what’s worth saying.” He stood up. “I’m going home.”

“Mwila.”

“Yes.”

“If they’d chosen you for Head Boy, I would have said the same thing. That you deserved it.”

Mwila stood in the doorway. He looked at Tendo for a long moment, and in that moment, his face was entirely open, no careful neutrality, no practiced calm. Just a person receiving something he hadn’t expected and finding it exactly right.

“I know,” he said. “That’s why I’m telling you that you deserved it too.”

He left. Tendo sat alone in the prefects’ room for a few more minutes, listening to the school settle into evening around him, feeling the weight of the badge and finding it, for the first time, not heavy but simply real.

The first real test of his position came in the third week of term two, and it had nothing to do with academics.

A Form Two boy named Chaali had been caught stealing from another learner’s bag. It was a minor theft, a mathematical set and some pencils, but the victim, a girl named Nchimunya, had reported it to the deputy head, who had sent the matter to Tendo with the particular tired authority of someone offloading something they did not wish to carry.

“You deal with it, Mutale. That’s what the position is for.”

Tendo sat across from Chaali in the small disciplinary room adjacent to the staffroom. Chaali was a thin boy with large ears and the expression of someone who had been afraid for several hours and was running out of the energy to hide it. He was thirteen years old.

Tendo looked at him for a while without speaking. He had learned this from Mr. Bangweta, the long look, the one that asked the other person to fill the silence with something true.

Chaali lasted about forty-five seconds.

“I was going to give them back,” he said.

“Were you?”

“Yes. I just needed them for the test.”

“The mathematics test was last Tuesday.”

Chaali’s chin dropped. “Yes.”

“So you still have the mathematical set. And Nchimunya failed her test because she didn’t have the tools to draw her diagrams properly.”

A long pause. “I didn’t think about that.”

“No. That’s the problem.” Tendo leaned forward. “Chaali. Why didn’t you just ask to borrow the set? Nchimunya is in your class. She would probably have said yes.”

“I didn’t want to ask.”

“Why not?”

The boy’s jaw moved. “Because... because asking is like saying you don’t have something. And if you don’t have something, people know.”

Tendo sat with that for a moment. He understood it, more than he might have admitted aloud, he understood it.

“People knowing you don’t have something is not the worst thing,” he said quietly. “People knowing you took something that wasn’t yours, that is.”

Chaali looked at the table.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Tendo said. “You’re going to return the set to Nchimunya today. In front of me. And you’re going to apologise to her properly, not a quick sorry, a real one. And you’re going to ask if there’s anything you can do to help her prepare for the next test, since you cost her the last one.”

“And then what?” Chaali asked, his voice very small. “Will I be suspended?”

“That depends on Nchimunya. If she’s satisfied with the apology, I’ll recommend no formal action. But if you do anything like this again, anything, it goes straight to the deputy head and I have no more involvement.” He paused. “And Chaali. If you ever need something and you don’t have it, you can ask. That’s not weakness. That’s just being a learner.”

Chaali looked up. He seemed unsure whether to be frightened or relieved and had settled on a complicated mixture of both. “Yes, bwana prefect.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Sorry.” A pause. “Senior Tendo?”

“That’s fine.” He stood up. “Let’s go find Nchimunya.”

That evening, Tendo found Mwila at the table in the corner of the library and sat down across from him without preamble.

“I had my first case today,” he said.

Mwila looked up from his notes. “Case?”

“Disciplinary matter. A Form Two boy who stole a mathematical set.”

“And?”

“I didn’t send him to the deputy head. I made him return it and apologise.”

Mwila considered this. “Was that the right call?”

“I think so. He was thirteen and scared and he did something stupid because he was embarrassed to ask for help. That’s not a suspension offence. That’s a lesson-to-be-learned offence.”

“The deputy head might disagree.”

“Possibly. But the deputy head sent it to me specifically. Which means he trusted my judgment.”

“Or he was offloading something inconvenient.”

“Also possibly.” Tendo opened his Chemistry notes. “Either way, I made the call. I have to live with it.”

Mwila watched him for a moment. “How did it feel? Making the call?”

Tendo thought about it. “Like being a grown-up before I’m a grown-up. Which is, I don’t know. Uncomfortable but not bad.”

“That’s probably what leadership feels like most of the time.”

“You think?”

“I think it’s mostly making decisions for situations you’re not fully prepared for and hoping your instincts are better than your lack of experience.” He returned to his notes. “Yours usually are.”

“That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

October arrived with heat and the weight of form four national examinations pressing down on every surface of the school. Form Four felt it most keenly, these were the exams that would determine university placements, futures, and the shape of entire lives. Even the most indifferent learners had started spending evenings in the library.

Tendo was not indifferent. He had never been indifferent. But he was, for the first time, genuinely stretched.

The prefect duties had not slowed. If anything, they had grown. Morning assembly duty began at five-forty-five. This meant he had to leave home, latest at 5AM. Most of the times, morning assembly duties were being handled by junior prefects, but Tendo loved being around, making sure that everything is well done.

This was for prep supervision. The librarian prefect was in charge of prep, especially that happened in the library and he was assisted by other prefects. But Tendo like being present, especially for Evening prep. Evening study hall supervision ran until seven. Disputes arrived at irregular intervals, a fight between two Form Three boys over a borrowed jersey, a cheating allegation that turned out to be a misunderstanding, a complaint from a Form One girl who was being excluded from a study group and did not know how to say so.

Each one took time. Each one took the particular focused attention that Tendo had previously given entirely to his books.

One Thursday, he arrived at their lunch table twenty minutes late, sat down, and stared at his food without eating.

Mwila watched him. “Eat.”

“I know.”

“You look like my father when the power cuts out for the third time in a day.”

Tendo almost laughed. “I haven’t finished the Biology revision unit. The exam is in eighteen days.”

“Which unit?”

“Cell respiration and photosynthesis. I understand it but I haven’t practised the diagrams.”

“I’ll test you this evening. Bring your diagrams to study hall.”

“You’re supervising study hall tonight.”

“You’re supervising study hall tonight. I’ll be there as a student. We can do it between your rounds.” Mwila suggested "or let junior prefects handle the supervision.'

Tendo looked at him. “I’m supposed to be supervising, Mwila. I can’t be revising at the same time. And I have always told you that I'm not a boss, I'm leader. Leaders work together with those they're leading.'

“Then" Mwila said "You supervise by being present and attentive. Nothing says you can’t have a notebook open. You’re not a soldier on watch.”

“Mr. Ngosa will say something.”

“Mr. Ngosa falls asleep in the staffroom by eight o’clock.” Mwila said it with no malice, only precision. “Bring your diagrams.”

That night, in the study hall, between two rounds of the long room, Tendo sat across from Mwila at the back table and drew the Calvin cycle from memory while Mwila watched and corrected.

“You’ve put the ATP synthesis arrow in the wrong direction.”

“Which way?”

“It goes out of the chloroplast, not in. The product exits.”

Tendo corrected it. “Is that the only error?”

Mwila studied the diagram. “Your proportions are slightly off but the examiner won’t penalise for that. Label this part here, they always want the stroma specifically labelled.”

“How do you know what they always want?”

“Past papers. I’ve done twelve of them.”

Tendo stared at him. “Twelve.”

“Thirteen now, since Saturday.”

“Mwila. When do you sleep?”

“Seven hours. Consistently. More than seven and I’m slow in the morning.” He picked up his pencil. “Sleep is not the variable to cut. Study organization is the variable to improve.”

“You sound like an engineering manual.”

“Engineering manuals are very reliable.” He looked at Tendo steadily. “You’re not sleeping enough.”

“I’m sleeping five hours.”

“That’s not sleep, that’s a pause.”

At the front of the hall, a Form Three learner coughed loudly. Tendo stood, made a quiet loop of the room, re-settled two learners who had been whispering, and came back.

“What do you do,” he said, sitting back down, “when there’s not enough time?”

“I decide what’s most important and I do that first. Everything else either gets done in the remaining time or it doesn’t get done.”

“And if everything is important?”

“Then nothing is. You have to rank them.” He looked at Tendo. “What is the most important thing right now?”

Tendo was quiet for a moment. “The exams. My marks cannot drop. Mr. Bangweta said so specifically.”

“Then the exams come first. The prefect duties are important but they don’t require you to sacrifice the marks. They require you to be organized enough to keep both.”

“And if I can’t be organized enough?”

“You can be. You always have been.” He held Tendo’s gaze. “You’re not doubting your organization. You’re doubting yourself. Those are different problems.”

Tendo looked at the table. “Sometimes I wonder if they chose the wrong person.”

The words were out before he could stop them. He had not planned to say them. He looked up, half-expecting Mwila to dismiss it, to be brisk and logical about it the way he was about everything.

Instead, Mwila said nothing for a long time.

“I thought about that too,” he said finally. “After the Form Three results. Whether I’d aimed at the wrong things.”

“You? You’re the most certain person I know.”

“Certain about ideas. Not always about myself.” He looked at the window. “My father asked me last holidays if I was sure about Engineering. Whether it was really what I wanted or whether I’d just decided it early and convinced myself it was true.”

“What did you say?”

“I said I’d think about it.” Pause. “I thought about it for three weeks. And the answer was yes, it’s what I want. But the question shook me for a while. He asked it gently, my father. He wasn’t trying to doubt me. He was trying to make sure I was choosing and not just... following a path I’d laid too early.”

“And were you?”

“A little. But the destination is still right.” Mwila turned back to look at him. “Are you following a path you laid too early?”

Tendo thought about it. Really thought about it, the way Mwila had apparently taught him to think about things, slowly, without the urgency that usually pushed him towards the nearest available answer.

“No,” he said at last. “I think this is what I’m supposed to be doing. Both the academics and this.” He touched the badge on his lapel. “I’m just frightened of doing it badly.”

“That’s not a reason to doubt the choice. That’s a reason to take it seriously.”

“You said something like that before. Mr. Bangweta said something like that too.”

“Then perhaps we’re both right.”

From across the hall, a boy dropped a textbook with a sound like a small explosion. Several learners jumped. Tendo stood and went to check. By the time he returned, Mwila had drawn a fresh diagram of the Calvin cycle on a clean sheet of paper and pushed it across the table.

“Your turn. Draw it again. Correctly this time.”

Tendo picked up his pencil and drew.

Each year, on the Friday before the Form Four exams began, the school held what was called the Leavers’ Assembly. It was an old tradition — the Form Four students would be addressed by the headmaster, then by a senior teacher, and finally by the Head Boy, who was expected to speak on behalf of the leaving class.

Tendo had known about this since the day of his appointment. He had been not-thinking about it in the specific, effortful way he had once not-thought about whether he would beat Mwila on the noticeboard.

Three days before the assembly, he was still staring at a blank sheet of paper.

Mwila found him in the prefects’ room, the paper in front of him, his pen uncapped and unused.

“The speech,” Mwila said. It was not a question.

“I don’t know what to say.”

“What do you want to say?”

“Something true. But everything true sounds either too small or too large when I write it down.”

Mwila sat across from him and was quiet for a moment. “What has this year actually been about? Not what it’s supposed to have been about. What it actually was.”

Tendo thought. “Learning what I’m capable of. And learning that being capable doesn’t mean it’s easy.”

“Say that.”

“That’s not enough for a speech.”

“It’s the centre of the speech. Build around it.” Mwila leaned forward. “When Chembe came to you with the stolen geometry set — what did that teach you?”

“That the small cases matter as much as the large ones. That how you treat someone who is eleven years old and scared tells you more about your character than how you perform on an exam.”

“And the Biology diagrams in study hall?”

“That asking for help is not a concession. It’s a strategy.”

“And the night Mr. Besa told you about the teachers watching you?”

Tendo looked at him. He had told Mwila about that conversation months ago, in pieces, over multiple Thursdays. “That what you do when no one is watching is who you actually are.”

“That’s your speech.” Mwila sat back. “Those three things. You don’t need anything else.”

“It’s too personal.”

“All the good speeches are. The ones that aren’t personal are just noise.”

Tendo picked up his pen. “You should write speeches for a living.”

“I’m going to build bridges.”

“Bridges, speeches. Both connect things that couldn’t reach each other before.”

Mwila considered this with the slightly surprised expression he wore when someone said something he hadn’t thought of first. “I’ll give you that one.”

Tendo wrote for two hours that evening. When he was done, he read it back and found it was the most honest thing he had ever put on paper. He folded it, put it in his blazer pocket, and went to bed.

He slept seven hours.

The Leavers’ Assembly was held in the main hall with all four forms present. The Form Fours sat at the front in their full uniforms, pressed and formal. The younger learners occupied the rows behind them. The staff sat to the side in a line, some of them wearing the expressions of people watching something they knew the value of.

Mr. Bangweta spoke first, about the school’s history, about what it meant to finish something difficult, about the world that was waiting. He spoke well, as he always did, in the voice that filled rooms.

Then Mr. Phiri, who had been at the school for twenty-three years, stood up and spoke about mathematics, not the subject, but the idea of it. That the world was a problem to be solved patiently, and that every equation you learned was practice for the larger ones. He looked at Tendo and Mwila as he said it, and several learners followed his gaze, and then looked between the two of them with mild curiosity.

Then Tendo walked to the front.

He stood at the podium and looked at the hall. Four hundred and sixty faces. The staff in their row. The sky through the high windows going pale gold with the morning. Mwila, in the front row, sitting very still, his hands in his lap, his expression entirely composed except for something in his eyes that was the warmest thing Tendo had seen from him in four years.

He unfolded the paper. And then he put it down.

He had decided, somewhere between waking up and walking into the hall, that he did not need it.

“I was going to read from notes,” he said. “But I think the honest version is the one I didn’t write down.”

Someone in the middle rows laughed quietly. The teachers shifted. Mr. Bangweta, to his credit, merely raised an eyebrow and waited.

“This year taught me three things,” Tendo said. “The first is that being capable doesn’t mean it’s easy. I have been told I am intelligent since I was small enough for it to feel like a complete description of who I was. But intelligence is not the same as character, and it is not the same as courage, and it is not the same as knowing what to do when a frightened thirt-year-old is sitting across from you and needs something you were not taught in any classroom.”

The hall was very quiet now.

“The second thing is that asking for help is not a concession. I spent most of Form Two and Form Three believing that needing help was something to be managed discreetly, like a weakness. I was wrong. The people who helped me this year and they know who they are, did not make me smaller. They made the work possible. There is a difference between dependence and collaboration, and I did not understand that difference until I was forced to practise it.”

In the front row, Mwila was looking at the floor. Tendo could not see his expression.

“The third thing,” Tendo said, “is the one our headmaster told me in his office at the beginning of this year, and which I have thought about almost every day since. He said: what you do when no one is watching is who you actually are. I have tried to hold that. I have not always succeeded. But I have tried.” He paused. “We are going out into a world that will watch us sometimes and ignore us most of the time. The question is not how we behave when we are watched. The question is who we choose to be in the ordinary, unobserved hours that make up most of a life.”

He folded the paper he had not read and put it back in his pocket.

“Thank you for this year,” he said. “All of it.”

He walked back to his seat. The applause started before he was halfway there.

He sat down next to Mwila.

Neither of them said anything for the rest of the assembly.

But as the learners filed out afterwards into the bright October morning, Mwila fell into step beside him and said, quietly, not looking at him, “The second thing. The one about collaboration.”

“Yes.”

“You were talking about us.”

“Among others. Yes.”

A long pause. Their feet on the courtyard gravel. The school around them releasing into morning noise.

“It goes both ways,” Mwila said. “You know that.”

“I know.”

“Good.”

They walked into the morning. The exams were in four days. Zambia was outside the gates, enormous and various and waiting. The future was somewhere ahead of them, not yet visible, not yet fixed.

They had time.

The exams were everything they had prepared for and nothing like the preparation.

The Mathematics paper arrived first. Tendo sat down, read through the questions, and felt the particular settling that comes when you have studied something so thoroughly it has become part of your body. His pen moved. The room was silent except for the scratch of forty pencils and the occasional sigh that might have meant relief or the opposite.

Afterwards, in the corridor, Kunda grabbed his arm.

“Question seven. The quadratic. What did you get?”

“X equals three and negative five thirds.”

Kunda closed his eyes briefly. “Good. Okay. Good.”

Mwila emerged from the exam room behind them, reading something on a folded piece of paper, notes he was reviewing for the next subject, already done with this one, already moving forward.

“Mwila. Question seven.”

“Same answer.” He didn’t look up from his notes.

“You checked?” Tendo asked.

“I always check.”

“How much time did you have left?”

“Fourteen minutes.”

Tendo stared at him. “I had three.”

“You spent too long on question four.”

“How did you know I spent too long on question four?”

“Because question four is the one that looks simple and isn’t. Everyone spends too long on it.” He looked up finally. “How do you feel?”

“Good. Tired. Hungry.”

“In that order?”

“The order changes every few seconds.”

Mwila almost smiled. “History tomorrow. You’re better than me in History. Don’t waste it.”

“I know.”

“Eat something before you sleep. You’ll retain the revision better.”

“Mwila.”

“Yes.”

“You’re treating me like one of your engineering calculations.”

“I’m treating you like someone whose performance I care about.” He said it without blinking. “Same thing.”

Tendo laughed and shook his head and went to find food at the tuck shop.

The Biology exam was on day four. It was the one Tendo had worried about most.

He sat down, turned over the paper, and found the Calvin cycle diagram question on page three, exactly where past papers had suggested it would be. He drew it from memory, smoothly, completely, the stroma labelled, the ATP arrow pointing correctly out. He checked it twice and felt something that was close to gratitude.

Chemistry came on day six. History on day seven, which was Tendo’s best subject and which he moved through like water.

The final exam was English Literature. Tendo sat in the hall for the last time as a Form Four student and read the questions and thought: this is the last time this hall will mean this particular thing.

Afterwards, the learners poured out into the courtyard and something shifted in the air, the released pressure of weeks of weight, suddenly lifted, the particular loud joy of people who have been holding their breath for a long time.

Kunda was shouting. Several girls were crying and laughing simultaneously. A Form Four boy Tendo barely knew grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him, as if to confirm he was real.

He found Mwila at the edge of the courtyard, away from the main crowd, sitting on the low wall that bordered the garden with his bag between his feet. He was not celebrating exactly. He was watching.

Tendo sat beside him.

“Done,” Tendo said.

“Done.”

They sat for a while in the noise and the sunshine.

“How do you think you did?” Tendo asked.

“Well. You?”

“Well.” He looked at the courtyard. “Mwila, did you enjoy this year?”

Mwila thought about it in his careful way. “I enjoyed the studying. I enjoyed our Thursdays. I enjoyed watching you figure out how to do the headboy thing.”

“Watching me struggle, you mean.”

“Watching you manage. There’s a difference.” He looked at the sky. “I didn’t enjoy the pressure. But I think the pressure was necessary.”

“For what?”

“For knowing what we’re made of. You can’t know that without something pressing on you.” He turned to look at Tendo. “You did well this year. With all of it. The marks and the badge and the other things.”

“High praise from Bwalya.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know. That’s why it means something.” Tendo stretched his arms above his head, feeling the year in his shoulders. “University next year.”

“University next year.”

“Same one?”

“If the results go the way I think they will.”

“They will.”

“You don’t know that.”

“You’ve done twelve past papers in Chemistry alone. They will.”

Mwila was quiet for a moment. Around them, the celebration continued — the shouting and the laughing and the particular relief of four hundred young people simultaneously free. “Tendo.”

“Yes.”

“Do you remember Form One? The noticeboard?”

“I was thinking about it recently, actually. Why?”

“I was thinking about how far it is from there to here. It’s not that many years but it’s a long distance.” He looked at his hands. “I’m glad we made it.”

Tendo looked at him, this person who had started as a number on
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