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      MY LIFE WAS PERFECT UNTIL the day I picked the Queen of Elephants safari card, which ruined everything, or so I thought.

      But I wasn’t thinking about cards or elephants as I stood in front of the class that morning in my perfectly ironed uniform and my freshly braided hair. “In summary,” I said, “my perfect career is in chemistry as a researcher.”

      I paused, pointed at the last slide of my PowerPoint presentation, and swept my gaze across the room. My fellow students were quiet, eyes glazed. Mwalimu Alulu glanced pointedly at the wall clock and cleared her throat.

      Although I had gone overtime, it was important everyone understood what I wanted for my future. After all, that was the purpose of this assignment: deliver a brief presentation on your ideal career.

      “I want to use chemistry to help as many people as possible and make the world a better place,” I concluded. “The end.”

      “Thank you, Ester, for your insightful presentation and your excellent use of the PowerPoint software,” Mwalimu Alulu said. As usual, the tall teacher wore a grey dress and a stern expression. “You clearly love those slides.”

      “I do,” I said, then smiled as inspiration struck me. “In fact, I love creating PowerPoint slides almost as much as I detest camping.”

      My heart trembled in anticipation, and my eyes slid sideways as I waited for Mwalimu Alulu to respond to my subtle critique of our upcoming school trip.

      The teacher pursed her lips and stood, preparing to call the next student.

      “My comment about camping,” I hurriedly added before Mwalimu Alulu dismissed me, “is a perfect introduction to my official statement against the annual forced death march up Mount Kenya.”

      A few students giggled, and I interpreted their response as agreement. Mwalimu Alulu cleared her throat in warning, while her sharp-eyed stare silenced my classmates into submission.

      Turning to me, she said, “The school’s intercultural trip to Mount Kenya isn’t a death march, Ester. It’s an integral part of the school curriculum. Next presenter, please.”

      “Mwalimu, why do we have to hike up Africa’s second tallest mountain?” I asked, knowing I would not have another opportunity to win over others to my fight against the trip. “Why can’t we explore museums for our intercultural trip? Now that would be a perfect cultural experience, an immersion into the arts and history of our nation.”

      “Your enthusiasm for our culture is well noted,” Mwalimu Alulu said and almost smiled. “Fortunately, we can do both. We’ll visit the museums and climb the mountain.” Not waiting for me to reach my seat, she announced, “Our next presenter is Leo, who will discuss his future basketball career and the benefits of diversity in sports.”

      Everyone clapped and cheered. “Go, King Leo,” several shouted as a stocky boy with short stubble covering his scalp jogged to the front of the class while dribbling a ball. His shirt hung loose over his pants, and his entire uniform looked like he had slept in it.

      I rolled my eyes at Leo and returned to my seat, knowing when it was time to retreat. Almasi Academy was a balanced school, one which valued science and technology. But ever since our basketball team’s recent performance in the East African Inter-sport Tournament, it seemed everyone except me was obsessed with the sport.

      Adding insult to injury, no one seemed to care that our school’s math team — led by me and my best friend Jerusha — was now the regional math champion. Sadly, our fellow students were more interested in basketball scores than algebra formula these days.

      “It’s not fair, Jerusha,” I whispered, blinking back tears as I slumped in my seat and smoothed down my skirt, then patted my short, thick braids to make sure they were as orderly as my clothes. “Basketball gets all the attention. Nobody showed any interest in my presentation or in our math trophy.”

      “Don’t worry,” Jerusha said and discreetly glanced at her phone. She was scrolling through her social media account, @MissNoRegrets, while twirling one of her long, thin braids around a finger. “It’s like any trending hashtag. They’ll get over this soon enough.”

      “Do you think so?” I asked, sitting up straight, a hopeful smile wriggling out from under the frown of disappointment.

      “Probably not,” Jerusha admitted, giving me a sympathetic pat on my hand. “Great job with your presentation, by the way.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I wish we could use PowerPoint in every class⁠—”

      Just then, the rest of our classmates jumped to their feet and clapped as Leo held up his second place medal like an Olympic athlete showing off a trophy. Mwalimu Alulu smiled and clapped as well. She didn’t scold the students, tell them to sit down and keep quiet, or comment on Leo’s lack of a PowerPoint presentation.

      “They only won second place,” I muttered and clenched my hands into fists.

      “Against the toughest team on the continent,” Jerusha reminded me, still scrolling. “Sure, the Rift Valley Vipers defeated them and won the trophy. But our team scored several baskets against them, which has never happened in the history of basketball.”

      I turned to face Jerusha, my mouth sagging open in disbelief. “We can’t claim to have made history since basketball is a new introduction to East Africa,” I argued.

      “Ester Mwangi, is there something you wish to share with the class regarding Leo’s presentation?” Mwalimu Alulu barked.

      I sunk lower in my seat, glaring at my desktop. “No, Mwalimu,” I murmured, my face flushed as a few students nearby tittered and cast me amused glances.

      I kept quiet for the rest of Leo’s presentation, but one thing I knew for sure. While most Almasi Academy students had temporarily gone insane over basketball, I would not fall for the game. After all, the world could survive without sports and mountain hikes, but it would not last long without science, math and technology.

      The students clapped and cheered again, interrupting my thoughts. Leo waved and sauntered back to his seat, giving high fives to his friends along the way.

      Jerusha leaned over and whispered, “Wasn’t Leo’s presentation creative?”

      As I had not paid a lot of attention, I shrugged and replied, “The teacher didn’t ask for creativity. We were supposed to be factual.”

      “You can be both creative and factual,” Jerusha said and returned her attention to her phone.

      I kept quiet, not wanting to argue with her. The teacher had asked for a presentation, not a funny skit about a talking basketball. The only good thing about Leo’s act was that it finished just as the bell rang.

      I jumped up, tired of hearing everyone congratulating Leo, and hurried out of the room.
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      AS I SHUFFLED INTO THE chemistry lab for my next class, my eyes pricked with tears of frustration at the unenthusiastic response to my PowerPoint presentation. I knew the teachers appreciated the importance of academic achievements, and my fellow students surely had to understand. Yet the basketball craze had captured the school’s collective imagination.

      To make matters worse, my class still had to hike up a mountain, risking altitude sickness and avalanches, and for what? What culture were we experiencing by going up there? No one lived on the mountain, and there were no museums to visit.

      Instead, we had to endure three days of hiking up and down steep paths, in the cold, with little oxygen and no hot showers. Shivering, I could almost feel hypothermia gripping my body and my lungs struggling to breathe.

      “This is going to be the best intercultural trip ever,” a boy cheered beside me.

      My head jerked up at the outrageous statement. Before I realized who it was, I said, “It’s not cultural, and it’s hardly the best.”

      “What makes you so sure?” the boy asked as he sat down next to me.

      I groaned. It was my cousin Matthew, visiting us while his mother was traveling. He had perfected the art of annoying me during his stay and liked to maintain a scruffy appearance, as if his hair had never met a comb, nor his clothes an iron.

      “Oh, no, it’s you,” I groaned and stood up.

      I glanced around for an alternative seat, even though this was the one I always sat in for every chemistry lab because it provided me with the best view of the teacher so I could absorb the lesson fully. But by this time, the classroom was full of students and echoed loudly with their excited chatter about the Mount Kenya trip. No one seemed concerned about hypothermia or mountain sickness.

      “Guess you’re stuck with me,” Matthew said.

      I slumped back in my chair. Worst. Day. Ever.

      “I’m not that bad, once you get to know me,” he added.

      I folded my arms tightly across my chest and stared straight ahead, my irritation stuck behind my constricted throat. Focus on the plan, I reminded myself. My plan was clear: work hard, stay focused, and choose a profession that would help others, and I was determined to stick to my plan. Nothing, especially not an annoying cousin, was going to distract me.

      “Have you looked at your Safari Card yet?” Matthew asked, his eyes twinkling mischievously.

      Determined to ignore him, I tapped my fingers impatiently on my upper arms.

      “It’s quite a lovely card, you know,” he continued.

      Despite my determination, I asked through gritted teeth, “When’re you going back home?”

      “Who knows?” Matthew asked. He shrugged as if he wasn’t the least bit concerned he had no plan for his future. “I’m enjoying your school, though, and learning a lot. Maybe that’s why we have intercultural trips. A new environment encourages new ideas.”

      “The only thing a trip up Mount Kenya is going to encourage is hypothermia and blisters,” I said, wondering if I could get a doctor’s note to exempt me from the trip. But I would first have to be sick or break a bone or⁠—

      “That’s one possibility,” Matthew said.

      “That’s the only possibility I see,” I argued. “I have actual goals in life, Matthew. Playing sports and climbing mountains won’t help any of us be successful.”

      “Perhaps not,” Matthew said. His chair creaked as he leaned close to me. “But they open our minds to new possibilities.”

      “My mind is open enough,” I said.

      He smiled and asked, “Wide enough for an elephant?”

      I shifted my chair until my back was to him. Matthew was like a mosquito trapped under the netting at night, buzzing around endlessly and disturbing my peace of mind.

      “Elephants,” I whispered under my breath. “Really.”

      Even as I did my best to ignore my annoying cousin, my arms unfolded, and my hand glided into my jacket pocket, where I had stuffed the Safari Card. For some reason, I hadn’t removed the card, given it back or — better yet — tossed it into the compost pile.

      On Matthew’s first day in our home, he had asked each person present to pick a card and keep it. It was the strangest game I’d ever encountered. Not that I was one to play a lot of games, because who has time for those when there are goals to meet, exams to study for, and assignments to complete?

      I slid the card out of my pocket and stared at the words The Safari Cards embossed in golden script. Against my better judgement, I flipped the card over and stared at the beautiful painting of an elephant, and not just any elephant. The queen of elephants.

      “Why aren’t you ready for the lab?” Mwalimu Kimutai demanded as she strode into the room and stood by her desk.

      I tucked the card back into my pocket and held up my chemistry book. Unlike Matthew, I was always ready because I focused on my goals and my grades. I knew exactly where I was going, and nothing was going to stop me.
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