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Talaka College was a place where the pursuit of philosophy took centre stage. The college held a history as rich and complex as the human minds that graced its halls. It was a sanctuary of thought, a realm where ideas intertwined and diverged, a home to those who sought the profound mysteries of life itself.



At the helm of this esteemed institution stood a man of both ambition and controversy, Principal Uchoyo. His determination to shape the destiny of the college and the lives it touched marked his leadership. But his belief that good and evil is in the beholder's eye betrayed him. His path was fraught with power, greed, secrets and injustice, both to inspire and dupe.



The stories of distinct characters will lead you to events that shaped the fate of Talaka College. You’ll experience clashes between ambition and integrity; empty cleverness, power struggles, and the ageless fight between good and evil. All of this unfolds at an institution teetering between change and ruin.



Welcome to a college, where knowledge uncovers the intricacies of the human soul. The curtain rises, and the stage is set for a narrative that will leave an indelible mark on your heart and soul.
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Luck is like a midnight burglar; it attacks when you least expect. Uchoyo Nixon had received the highest rating in a job interview. His only competitor for the principal’s post had overslept, giving him the rare chance to compete against himself. There was no rescheduling, no re-advertisement. The response to the earlier job notice had been poor. Some called it fate. Others refused to call it anything.



In his late forties, Uchoyo arrived at Talaka College to inquire about the outcome. The college, the only institution licensed to teach philosophy, sat awkwardly in the valley between two ghettos of Talaka City. Students and goats shared limited space, while the sun beat down on the iron roofs.



His motorcycle roared like a helicopter about to crash-land. From a distance, one could have mistaken his thick moustache for a black Covid facemask—though Covid-19 had not yet come. He swerved between potholes and idlers, finally pulling into the compound with the confidence of a man who had long rehearsed this moment.



Painted in fading white on the motorcycle’s battered fender were the words: MERCEDES BENZ FOR UCHOYO NIXON. The bike had no left mirror. Its tyres were bald. He parked it next to the entrance wall, leaned against it briefly, and placed his black helmet neatly over the right handlebar.



Malaika Dodi’s office door was open. She believed in open-door leadership, or so she claimed. She sat behind a desk scattered with files, letters, and a half-mug of lemon tea.



“Good afternoon,” Uchoyo said, brushing nonexistent dust from his trousers.



Malaika responded, “Good afternoon, Mr Nixon,” without looking up. “You got through the traffic?”



“I squeezed through. Roads in this city now resemble dry riverbeds.”



She offered a quick, almost shy smile, her eyes finally locking with his. “You’re here to inquire about the outcome?”



“I thought I should.”



Malaika reached into a drawer and removed a sealed envelope. “Before I hand you this,” she said, pausing, “I must say—the interview reminded me of the one you sat three years ago. I was a secretary then too. The panel was impressed, but you didn’t make it.”



“Yes,” Uchoyo nodded. “That time, the Chairperson accused me of being too confident.”



“This time, you seemed to know all the questions before we even asked them.”



“I prepared,” Uchoyo said, raising an eyebrow. “Perhaps more than anyone else.”



Malaika smiled. “But you were a single candidate. How did you prepare?” 



“I had a feeling what would come,” he said. “Let’s call it instinct.”



She didn’t press further. “Congratulations upon your appointment.”



“Thank you, though I knew nobody could beat me,” Uchoyo replied, straightening up. “I want to see my office.”



Malaika, caught slightly off guard by the request, quickly recomposed herself. She had assumed he would ask first for the letter.



“I’ll show it to you as you leave, sir,” she said with a polite nod, turning her attention briefly to a document titled Year Planner.



From the same drawer, she retrieved the sealed envelope and passed it across.



Uchoyo tore it open with his teeth. A small piece of the envelope stuck between them. With a sharp breath, he blew the fragment through the open window, startling an elderly cleaner outside, who nearly dropped her broom.



“Is this the contract?” he asked.



“No,” Malaika said, glancing at her planner again. “This is the letter of appointment. You’ll sign the contract when you report on Monday.”



Uchoyo read the letter slowly, taking in each word. His lips moved silently as he read. 



“After all,” he said, folding the letter, “college principals work just half a day, twice a week.” He tucked the envelope carefully into his pocket.



He looked around the room. “What’s the dress code here?”



Malaika looked up. “Senior male managers wear suits and purple neckties. Ladies wear official dresses, skirts below the knee.”



“Haya.”



He walked to the door, but paused. His fingers hovered over the handle. Behind his casual confidence, something stirred.



Was it really merit? Or had the gods been lazy?



He glanced over his shoulder, half-expecting Malaika to read his thoughts. She didn’t. She had returned to her year planner.



As he stepped out into the corridor, a gust of warm air brushed past his face. He glanced across the college compound. It looked just as it always had—dusty paths, cracked pavements, and students with worn-out backpacks.



But something had changed. He had crossed a line quietly. The title of principal, as heavy as it sounded, now rested in his pocket. So did expectations.



He had dependants—his mother in the village, who still remembered how to milk cows in the dark; a cousin, who referred to him as “Sponsor,” and three jobless girlfriends whose future was in his hands.



He had always wanted to travel the world. Perhaps this was the first rung on the ladder.



Still, the doubt lingered.



Had he earned it? Was this luck, or something more deliberate—an invisible force nudging events in his favour?



He knew what people would whisper. Long before the interview, they had warmed the principal’s chair for him. That he had friends in high places. That no one else stood a chance.



He straightened his shirt, placed both hands on his hips, and smiled faintly.



Sometimes, luck may not be purely accidental.



And sometimes, the burglar doesn’t need to break in. The door is already open.



He walked toward the gate, his helmet in hand, his thoughts sharp and quiet.
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The next day, Saturday, Uchoyo returned to Talaka College. Morning sunlight cut sharply through the mist that rolled from the surrounding ghettos. The stench of raw sewage greeted him at the main gate—a filthy stream meandering from the students’ hostels neighbouring the college. Nobody paid it any attention, not even the security guard, who sipped tea from a cracked blue mug and swatted flies like he was swatting away worries.



Inside the campus, at the far corner near the perimeter wall, a marabou stork perched on a heap of garbage. Its bald head twitched sideways, scavenging for breakfast scraps left from the staff canteen. Around its feet were polythene bags, paper plates, and a torn exam booklet half-submerged in soggy rice.



As Uchoyo stepped carefully past the dump, he wondered thoughtfully: If this bird could speak, would it pass judgement too?



He was on his way to meet Malaika. She worked seven days a week and rarely missed a duty—even on Sundays, she first attended morning mass at Talaka Community Church, where she occasionally co-preached.



They walked together across the compound toward his designated office block. “They’ve finished painting,” Malaika said, as if it would improve what lay ahead.



As they rounded the corridor, a figure stood in their path.



It was Mwongo Carols.



People used to say that despite her light skin, there was nothing light about her presence. Her eyes held a storm. Each of her steps sounded heavy, not because of her weight, but the burden she seemed to carry from years of being overlooked.



“Meet our next principal,” Malaika said politely.



Mwongo gave a crooked smile. “Are you sure this is our next principal?” She asked, scanning Uchoyo from head to toe like a customs officer inspecting contraband.



“Yes, of course,” Malaika replied, trying not to sound defensive.



Mwongo applied for the same position, and they shortlisted her even when her application lacked basic information. Her application lacked a signature, date, and relevant qualifications. She had submitted an updated CV that focused more on her recent divorce, claiming cruelty.



“I welcome you,” Mwongo said at last. But after they passed, she spat sharply on the path—a signature act of protest she reserved for those she despised.



When they reached the building, the smell of fresh paint welcomed them. They replaced the old tiles with new ones, although anyone with eyes could see that the original colonial tiles—now gone—were better crafted. Uchoyo knelt briefly and ran his fingers across the floor. “These feel incredibly spectacular and smooth.”



Malaika remained silent.



They removed the curtains from the rods and draped them over file cabinets and the dusty, anthill-shaped TV set. The offices had once been bedrooms during the colonial era. Now they held files, books, and outdated printers.



“So, all of this is my office?” Uchoyo asked.



“Yes, of course,” Malaika said as she clutched her rosary beads. She had served the college for close to forty years.



“Where’s the toilet?” he asked.



The question startled her.



“I’m sorry, sir,” she said. “None of these offices are self-contained.”



He walked into a smaller room connected by a half-demolished wall. “What was this space for?”



“It used to be a shared toilet. Most students used it.”



On the left wall, someone had scribbled in blue ink: Soon, a day at Talaka College will be more difficult than a thousand years in the wilderness.



Uchoyo paused. “Who wrote this spirit-draining line?” he asked, pulling out his phone for a selfie with the graffiti.



Malaika stepped forward, standing awkwardly in front of another red-ink sentence to block his view. But her slender body failed.



Soon, our tuition will go straight down the drain, while those in charge make excuses as they fill their corrupt bellies, leaving us to face eternal condemnation by the ruthless job market.



Uchoyo sarcastically remarked, “I must work to reform this college,” as he gestured dramatically. As he raised his phone again to take a photo, the screen went black.



“Battery dead,” he muttered, the words tasting like ash in his mouth.



In that moment of darkness, his thoughts turned to his mother. Even with her night job at a tavern, she ensured he wore a school uniform each morning. Uchoyo’s mother had once sold her only goat to pay his tuition. She had not asked for applause. She only wanted him to be “someone.”



He clenched his jaw. He would make Talaka better—for her.



Back in his office, he asked, “Where’s the fridge?”



“We’ve taken it for repairs, sir,” Malaika said. She pointed at the extension cord and a space.



“Taken for repairs before even being used?” he chuckled.



“It was used by the previous principal.”



“Oh. I see. Where are the photos of my predecessors?”



“We moved them to the boardroom.”



“What is a boardroom?” Uchoyo asked.



Malaika stiffened. “The place where senior managers meet.”



“There were no boardrooms in my previous workplace.”



“I see, sir.”



He wiped his face with his hand, though there was no sweat.



“Is there another door to this office? A principal should have an escape door. Students can riot, you know.”



“That’s a good idea,” Malaika said. “But reminds me of a man who built a palace and added a special iron gate for his friend—a king. The gate rusted over time and collapsed before the king ever visited.”



“Are you saying students don’t riot here?”



“Never.”



Uchoyo looked again at the walls, the worn-out sockets, the dust-smeared panes. Something was coming. He wasn’t sure what it was. But like a man entering a house just after firefighters extinguished the fire, he could still feel the heat in the walls.



He walked to the window. The marabou stork was still on the garbage heap. Watching. Waiting.



Sometimes, the birds know before the people do.



He returned to the room and started mentally sketching the future.



This was not just a job.



It was a reckoning.
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Monday morning began with a lazy sun hanging low. By half past ten, the college vehicle finally crawled past the rusting gates of Talaka College. On the steel bumper was a bold inscription in red: Give Way to TCP—Talaka College Principal.



Inside the vehicle, Uchoyo Nixon sat tall, dressed to impress. He wore a navy-blue suit, a crisp white shirt, and a bright red tie that flapped gently with each movement. His shoes gleamed like polished stones; he had carefully trimmed his beard. He had left behind his neck chains and bangles—perhaps to appear more serious. But the mischief in his eyes was still intact.



Malaika had been waiting since half-past eight. Dressed in a long black skirt and a pink blouse, she stood near the administration block’s entrance, glancing now and then at her phone. She had bought airtime earlier that morning, scratched the code and loaded it, yet had hesitated to call the driver. Malaika didn’t want to appear impatient or to overstep. She had assumed, perhaps naively, that the new principal would report early—like his predecessor always did.



When the vehicle finally came into view, her heart skipped with a mix of relief and apprehension. She straightened her blouse, took a deep breath, and prepared to receive him.



As Uchoyo stepped out, his eyeglasses fell and broke into pieces on the gravel. Malaika instinctively stepped forward but paused, unsure how to help.



“It’s alright,” Uchoyo said casually, kicking the fragments aside. “I won’t be needing new ones.”



His indifference puzzled her. She opened her mouth to speak but thought better of it. Instead, she offered a polite nod and led him into the administration block.



Just before they reached the office, his phone buzzed. The screen displayed ‘wi-fi.’



“Ah, Isabella,” he muttered. “I’ll call you back.”



A black swivel chair sat behind a wide desk. A desktop, laptop, analogue TV, electric kettle, and small fridge were all in place. On the wall hung framed photographs of former principals.



Uchoyo walked in, eyes scanning the portraits.



“Eh! I know this one—and this one too. Village chairpersons from my side,” he said, pointing. “Could you get me their phone contacts?”



“Certainly, sir. I’ll get them to you before noon,” Malaika replied. 



He turned on the TV. A newsreader was discussing violence against the Talaka police, but Uchoyo switched the channel to music without hesitation. Malaika blinked. None of the past principals had ever behaved like that. They would ask a junior staff member for such a task.



Uchoyo walked to the conference table and poured himself coffee. As he leaned, his red tie dipped into the cup. He sighed, removed it, and placed it into an envelope. He then made a quick sign of the cross and sipped his coffee slowly.



Malaika sat quietly at the side table, flipping through a tabloid. One headline read: Why Tall and Bearded Managers Don’t Stay on the Job. She shook her head lightly.



From his bag, Uchoyo drew out a handful of small, carved wooden pieces. Without a word, he tucked them into the soil of the office flowerpot.



“Let me leave this office voluntarily,” he whispered, then crumpled a used napkin and tossed it out the window. It fluttered down and landed squarely on the back of the college cleaner.



Malaika winced. “Sir,” she said, “the bins are just behind the door.”



“I’ll keep that in mind,” he replied with a slight grin.



“I’m thinking of writing to Talaka Revenue Authority,” he added after a pause, “to request a tax waiver on my salary. After all, I’m leading a philosophy institution—a noble profession.”



Malaika smiled faintly. “Noble professionals should be the first to pay taxes, sir. They understand how the system works and what those taxes support.”



He looked at her with mild amusement and nodded. “Alright. I withdraw my plan.”



As she prepared to leave, he said, “I’d like to meet all middle managers tomorrow at noon. Please organise the meeting. Include any other staff you find relevant.”



“Sir,” Malaika said, pausing by the door, “college practice requires formal notices for meetings. May I draft one for your review and signature?”



“Go ahead,” he waved dismissively. “You have my permission.”



“Much obliged, sir,” she replied and exited with careful steps.



Malaika came back an hour later, holding a printed sheet.



“Here is the draft notice, sir.”



He accepted it. The heading read: Re: Farewell Party.



He frowned, glancing up. “Farewell?”



Malaika gasped. “Oh no! I must’ve picked the wrong file.”



Uchoyo chuckled. “So, the spirits are already showing me the door?”



“I’m terribly sorry, sir. It was an honest mistake. I’ll fix it immediately.”



“No harm done,” he said. “We all make errors.”



Malaika smiled and turned to leave. As she walked out, she glanced at the window. A marabou stork stood hunched near the gate, pecking at the rubbish heap. Its head lifted, eyes dull but watchful.



She looked back at Uchoyo, who was typing on his computer with one hand and scrolling through his phone with the other.



“This century only rewards multitaskers,” he muttered to himself.



Malaika reached for the door handle, her thoughts quiet but heavy. The past principals had their flaws, but they understood boundaries. As she stepped out, she whispered, “let this one be different.”



An hour later, in the shaded staff hub tucked between the administration block and the canteen, Mwongo E. Carols and Blowunie Mukesi were in their mid-morning break. The wooden benches creaked as they sat.



Blowunie had a magnetism about her—part charm, part mystery. Her chestnut-brown synthetic hair draped around her face like a curtain. Her voice always carried a half-laugh, as though everything amused her.



Mwongo pulled at her skirt. “I saw him. The one who took my job.”



Blowunie glanced up from her phone. “The new principal?”



“That’s him.”



“And?”



“He didn’t even try to hide it. Walked in like the place belonged to him.”



Blowunie raised an eyebrow. “But you overslept that day, right?”



“I did,” Mwongo admitted. “But eight years at this college should have counted for something. They could have rescheduled.”



“Maybe.”



“The chair of the interview panel? Uchoyo’s aunt. It’s rumoured he got the questions early from her.”



Blowunie checked her bracelets, their silver gleaming in the sunlight. “The rumour is everywhere.”



“I won’t pretend. I’ll never work well with him. That office was supposed to be mine.



Blowunie twirled her banana. “You know, I actually prefer a man in charge.”



Mwongo turned to her. “Seriously?”



“Women bosses,” Blowunie said carefully, “they make life harder for other women. Maybe it’s fear or pride—I don’t know.”



“I would never mistreat you,” Mwongo stated. “I wouldn’t hesitate to use my position. Certain individuals merit such treatment.”



Blowunie laughed. “I’d probably enjoy watching that.”



“You wouldn’t be safe either.”



“I’ve survived worse.” She winked. “Some men I’ve known couldn’t even handle a full night. Imagine trusting them with a whole institution.”



Mwongo gave her a sidelong glance. “That explains a few things.”



“They were all different,” Blowunie replied. “Some didn’t even stay for breakfast.”



They both laughed, the sound echoing in the breeze.



Blowunie took a last bite of her banana. “So, what now?”



“I’ll fight him,” Mwongo said. “Not with noise. But I’ll fight.”



Blowunie smiled. “Then my job is simple. I’ll be here to cheer you on.”



A gust of wind swept through the trees as the bell rang for the next period.
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At the main gate of Talaka College, hawkers shouted over each other, their voices rising above the hum of boda boda also known as motorcycles, revving near the dusty entrance. They sold samosas, roasted maize, knock-off perfumes, and chewing gum. Students and staff filtered in and out, some stopping to haggle, others hurrying past.



Inside the administration block, Malaika sat at her desk, flipping through the re-admission files of students who had failed philosophy repeatedly, especially the two problematic subjects. At Talaka College, passing metaphysics and epistemology was like a bodybuilder passing through the eye of a needle.



Malaika’s mind wasn’t on the paperwork. The unsigned meeting notice still sat in her inbox, forgotten by Uchoyo, who was now locked in a phone conversation.



“Bekokwahe, my long-time friend,” Uchoyo grinned, putting the call on speaker. “How have you been?”



“I’ve settled in Johannesburg, just as you heard. South Africa’s wild, but good,” Bekokwahe responded.



“I’m now principal at Talaka College,” Uchoyo announced.



“Congratulations. What’s the place like?”



“A mess,” Uchoyo replied, half-laughing. “It feels abandoned. I’m basically starting from scratch.”



“Every college gets the principal it deserves,” Bekokwahe said. “Lead your own way. Stay close to the brilliant—they need nothing from you. Beware those who praise you too soon. Most leaders lose themselves in greed.”



“I’ll try not to,” Uchoyo promised.



“You can’t hold power and be free. The powerless always resent it. Best you lose it early, for their peace.”



“True enough. I’ll call again. Let’s catch up soon.”



The line went dead. Malaika was still waiting.



“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Uchoyo finally said, stretching. “My head’s spinning. First-day madness. Let’s sign this thing.”



He barely skimmed the draft, which still bore the wrong date and the name of the former principal.



“Signed. Issue it right away,” he said, tapping a game on his phone.



“Much obliged, sir.”



Malaika moved quickly. She printed the notice and began distributing it across offices. As she stepped out, hawkers pressed closer to the gates, trying to sell plastic combs and oranges through the bars. The noise spilled into the compound.



Within minutes, Mwongo stormed into Malaika’s office, waving the notice.



“This man—does he think we’re just sitting around waiting for meetings?” she demanded.



“What’s the issue?” Malaika asked calmly.



“We have lectures! He wants us at a meeting during class time. That’s disrespectful.”



“The principal has the authority to convene meetings.”



“Yes, but authority isn’t a whip,” Mwongo snapped. “I don’t take orders from someone who took my job.”



Malaika’s voice remained even. “You may choose not to attend. Others will.”



Mwongo sneered. “Next time, I’ll block my whole department. See how he likes that.”



Malaika sneezed softly. She wiped her nose and returned to the court-mandated files of students who’d failed five times. She whispered a prayer as she signed their letters.



Deputy Principal Ukweli Cowson, known for her methodical logic, was next to receive the notice. Malaika approached with cautious respect. Ukweli adjusted her glasses, read the document, and frowned.



“This date is last year’s. The subject is incorrect. Even the signature.”



Malaika’s heart dropped. “Oh no.”



“There are too many errors,” Ukweli said. “We must be better than this.”



Shaken, Malaika returned to her office. She sank to her knees and clasped her hands.



“Lord, let this not be the start of my downfall,” she whispered.



She corrected the notice and called Gishu, Uchoyo’s driver. He picked up, voice muffled by music.



“He’s in a casino,” Gishu said.



“A casino?”



“Yes. Near the new road bypass.”



Malaika had never been in one. She imagined it as a cafe. Her time was running out—she needed the new version signed before five.



When Uchoyo returned, he made straight for the parking lot, spinning his car keys on one finger.



“Sir,” Gishu called, “Malaika wants you to sign something.”



“Drop me home. Go back and pick it up,” Uchoyo said.



The ride home revealed to him something he hadn’t noticed before. Bars, dozens of them, lined the route. Each one pulsed with life, promise, temptation. For a moment, he thought, Why go home at all?



Yet, he still went. He uncorked a bottle of red wine on his balcony, his legs extended over a three-legged stool. He drank slowly, watching the dusk settle.



When Gishu returned with the corrected notice, Uchoyo flipped through it lazily.



“Better this time,” he murmured, signing it with a flourish.



Gishu drove back fast. Along the way, he saw a hawker selling five pineapples. He stopped, checked his wallet, and there were three coins making half a dollar. He plucked off the side mirror and sold it to another hawker for the equivalent of fifty dollars. Gishu bought the pineapples and continued his journey. Malaika was still in her office, the only light on in the block. She scribbled at the bottom: This notice replaces the one issued earlier. Then she distributed the corrected version.



When she slipped one under Mwongo’s door, a message pinged her phone seconds later.



What’s de defference petween this notice and the other one?



Malaika called immediately. “Mwongo, the corrections are in. Everything’s fine now.”



There was a long silence before Mwongo replied, “He’s playing games. And I don’t lose games.”



Then the line went dead.



Outside, the boda bodas revved louder as students prepared to leave campus. The wind tugged at the edges of the newly posted notices.



Something was coming.
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At eleven fifty-five, Uchoyo arrived at the Talaka College boardroom—his steps unhurried, his expression unreadable. The sun sliced through the blue curtains, cutting shadows across his face as he opened his laptop and began typing. The agenda was missing from the meeting notice. He worked silently, fingers dancing over the keys.



Malaika arrived fifteen minutes later. Tear gas still lingered in the air after the disrupted mayoral rally outside the gate. She composed herself and entered quietly.



“Good morning, sir.”



“I’m fine,” he replied, eyes fixed on the screen. “The notice had no agenda. I’m fixing it.”



“My apologies.”



“I’ve got it under control.”



At twelve twenty-five, the first staff arrived: Mzushi, then Mwongo, Fedha adjusting her handbag, Bayuuni who was Fedha’s nephew, Hasidi chewing a toothpick. Ukweli arrived last, bandaged and pale.



Uchoyo stood. “Welcome. I am Uchoyo, your new principal. Malaika, go through the agenda; skip prayer and introductions. We’re thirty minutes late.”



Malaika read the revised agenda. Hasidi moved to adopt it. Uchoyo nodded.



“Future meetings start on time. One minute late, and the door will be locked.”



Ukweli raised her hand. Uchoyo ignored it until Malaika leaned in. “She was hit by a motorcycle.”



“What’s your concern?” he asked.



“I apologise. I was injured crossing Speke Road.”



No reply. Uchoyo asked for the next item.



“Serious issues affecting the college,” Malaika said.



Mwongo was first. “I lead the teaching unit, the most important unit in this college. Students hate coursework. Parents and politicians want exams scrapped.”



Uchoyo smirked. “I don’t believe in exams. Who examined the first examiners?”



A ripple of laughter spread through the room.



Ukweli added, “I no longer ask questions. Students report me to tabloids. The curriculum is outdated.”



Could you please explain exactly what a curriculum is and what it entails?”



There was silence in the room.



Bayuuni raised his hand. “A document defining what and how students learn.”



Uchoyo held eyeglasses in his left hand. “Aristotle had no curriculum,” Uchoyo replied. “Teach what students want. Let the market judge.”



Malaika prepared to speak, but Mwongo slammed her fists on the table.



“I wasn’t done!” she cried. “I’ve worked here for ten years and never travelled abroad. Others fly everywhere. What did I do wrong?”



“Even dogs eat scraps,” Uchoyo muttered.



Ukweli proposed a sponsored tour overseas for long-serving staff. Murmurs of approval followed.



Mzushi rose. “My library team isn’t allowed break tea. We guard gates hungry while others eat eggs and drink juice.”



Uchoyo’s phone buzzed. He read a message aloud. “Sir, break tea is for key staff, the lecturers. If Mzushi’s staff feel excluded, they can work elsewhere.”



The message came from Mwongo.



Non-teaching staff Malaika, Hasidi, and Fedha exchanged a silent, knowing glance.



“Should non-teaching staff get break tea?” Uchoyo asked.



“The message speaks for itself,” said Ukweli.



Mzushi stood again. “My grandmother used to say,” he paused. “Apples mocked tomatoes for rotting fast. Tomatoes accused apples of hiding their ripeness. In the end, both were needed to feed the family.”



“Relevance?” Uchoyo said.



Before Mzushi could say a word, Malaika answered. “Teaching and non-teaching staff are both essential.”



“Break tea shall remain exclusive to lecturers,” Uchoyo ruled.



Fedha raised her hand.



“Your time will come, Madam Money,” Uchoyo said.



Malaika finally spoke. “Sir, it’s divisive to adopt a private message as policy. Let’s vote.”



“I must remain impartial. I will not vote.”



A tense silence followed. Then, Uchoyo stood.



“I now share my decision.”



He cleared his throat. “Starting next term, Talaka College will abolish conventional exams. We will adopt interest-based continuous assessments. Break-time refreshments will include all staff. No more exclusions.”



Gasps filled the room.



“We’ll also organise a retreat abroad—for those who’ve never travelled. It will be merit-based and transparent.”



Mwongo blinked, stunned. Malaika’s mouth parted. Fedha whispered, “He’s unpredictable.”



Uchoyo adjusted his glasses. “I will step back from daily operations and appoint an assistant, with full powers, effective next week.”



“Why, sir?” Hasidi asked.



“Because leading here is like dancing on a battlefield. I need sufficient time to keep refreshed.”



Mwongo whispered to Blowunie. “You see what I told you?”



Blowunie, seated silently, spoke. “My job,” she said, “is to cheer you up during the fight.”



The room fell quiet.



A new war had just begun.




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Six

[image: ]






When Uchoyo chose not to vote, the non-teaching staff sighed with relief. They believed he was quietly supporting their side. The issue was about whether meals should be reserved only for lecturers. Four non-teachers—Malaika, Mzushi, Fedha, and Hasidi — faced off against three lecturers: Bayuuni, Ukweli, and Mwongo.



Just as Uchoyo called for a vote, Mzushi stepped out to answer a call. He returned to find hands already raised, and without asking, he lifted his own. With that, the resolution passed. Hasidi smiled while writing the minutes. “The non-teachers have won,” he murmured.



“Thank you for your wise decision,” Uchoyo said. “Now, Mzushi, your turn.”



Mzushi stood slowly. “The library building I use, was once a colonial kitchen. It needs serious repairs. Also, students are stealing books. We have no guards. At night, loud music from discos makes studying hard. Some students even dance near the washrooms. Others bring radios and use earphones just to concentrate.”



Mwongo, waking from a brief nap, added, “My subject is also a kind of noise,” making everyone laugh.



“Thank you, Mzushi,” Uchoyo said with a small nod. “Bayuuni?”



Bayuuni stood, barely taller than the table. “We are missing the genuine issues: students skipping classes, underqualified teachers, and low pay.”



“Good,” Uchoyo replied. “Let’s move on. Fedha, give your points—briefly.”



Fedha smiled. “Thank you for your strong leadership, sir. I propose we hold eating competitions in the canteen. Both staff and students can join. It will raise money and boost morale.”



The room applauded. Fedha was the only millionaire at the college. The rumour spread that in her past job at an NGO, Fedha had lied about the number of children with jiggers to get more donations. She kept the extra money. At Talaka, she used the same tricks. She left donor money out of the official books and lent it to staff at high interest rates. She shared some of the money with Uchoyo, who spent it on travel and parties.



“Ukweli,” Uchoyo said, “wrap it up.”



“I won’t just wrap it up,” Ukweli began. “I’ve listened quietly to this meeting. Nobody spoke about fairness. I am second in command here, yet I’m paid less than others. Why does Fedha, a junior, earn more than I do? Why does she have tea served in her office, even when there’s no sugar for the rest of us?”



Uchoyo looked up from his notes.



“I work harder than she does, but I get no reward,” Ukweli said.



“In this college,” Uchoyo said firmly, “power is given by the principal, not by title.”



Ukweli stared at him. “I understand.”



The room fell silent.



“That’s all, next meeting will be announced.”



After the meeting, tea was self-service. Mwongo took two pieces of chicken and an egg—though each person was allowed only one piece. When Uchoyo came to serve himself, there was no chicken left.



“Let him eat the gizzard,” Fedha whispered to Malaika. “I’ll deal with Mwongo later.”



In Talaka, gizzards were a special delicacy, meant only for men—especially heads of families. Uchoyo chewed it proudly, swallowing even bits of serviette caught in it. He sat on a sofa, socks mismatched—one red, one green. People said the colours showed his support of two rival political parties.



He read silently on his phone: “How a College Principal Can Avoid Arrest for Work Crimes.”

The only noise was the sound of cutlery.



He left the room first, speaking softly on his phone. Bayuuni followed him.



Ukweli stood to leave, but Fedha stopped her.



“You’ve mistreated me,” Fedha said. “Ever since I told you about my son’s success, you’ve hated me. I give him proper meals. Your daughter eats posho. I’m not responsible for her poor grades or her health problems.”



Ukweli turned. “How do you know about my daughter’s health? That’s private. And if my comments about your unfairness upset you, just wait. I’m preparing a full report about your wrongdoings.”



Before Fedha could answer, Hasidi cut in. “Is this part of the meeting or a new one?”



Malaika held her rosary. “Two villages refused to fix a bridge between them. No one crossed. Both suffered. You two need to fix your bridge.”



She went back to her phone, reading: “Why Most Retirees Die Within Three Years.”



“I was going to say the same,” she added. “Ukweli always clashes with people who are richer than her. Some people think others’ success causes their suffering. But a rat can’t blame an elephant for being small. Even if you sew an elephant’s leg onto a rat, it won’t grow big.”



Ukweli stormed out with her yellow notebook and a teacup showing the face of a former Chief Justice—famous for swearing in coup leaders. Mzushi and Fedha followed. Mwongo was the last to leave, the door creaking slightly behind her as she stepped out.



Only Malaika and Hasidi stayed behind.



A moment later, Hasidi looked at the results of the voting as he sat opposite Malaika. “Mzushi wasn’t supposed to vote,” Hasidi said after two light coughs. “He’s not a lecturer. So, I’ve changed the results. It now reads that all staff can have tea.”



Malaika nodded, removing her wedding ring and massaging the finger. “Good. We work long hours. Our children hardly see us. We deserve that tea.”



“What do you think about the fight between Fedha and Ukweli?” he asked.



“Ukweli is jealous. She thinks other women’s success makes her unlucky. But life is not like that,” Malaika replied. “We must accept who we are. Even I live in a rented house after years of service. But I don’t envy them. We all breathe the same air. The sun rises for me just as it does for them.”



Hasidi was secretly recording their conversation using his phone. Fedha had given him free airtime to spy on staff. But Malaika had said nothing bad.



Hasidi stopped recording. “We’ve stayed too long.” 



“I must go too,” Malaika said.



Two hours later, Uchoyo called his old friend Bekokwahe.



“Hello, Bekokwahe?”



“Hello, Uchoyo. You sound cheerful.”



“I’m leading a team of soft people,” Uchoyo laughed.



“Be careful,” Bekokwahe warned. “Soft teams lead to soft leadership. Too much obedience can make leaders corrupt.”



“Whether or not I become corrupt, that’s not the point. The senior staff brought up minor problems. I think I’ll manage.”



“You’ll need a serious team if you want to lead well,” Bekokwahe said. “Without it, your leadership may fail.”



“I don’t want serious people. I want a team I can control. As long as I control money and decisions, I’m fine.”



“Ever thought of investing in South Africa?”



“South Africa? That’s a different world,” Uchoyo replied.



“In colleges,” Bekokwahe explained, “what matters is teaching well. The rest will follow.”



“Let’s see how things go,” Uchoyo said as he ended the call.
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Most students at Talaka College failed to pay tuition on time. Only a few from middle-class families paid early. A rumour spread like wildfire through the colleges that the Ministry of Pecuniary Affairs would collect the funds, redistributing them based on need and financial transparency. Because Talaka scored poorly in both categories, its budget would be less than it deserved. But for now, the responsibility for all the collected student fees—a hefty sum of cash—rested with Uchoyo and Fedha.



On a hot Tuesday, Principal Uchoyo called Fedha into his office. The faint sound of a Kalipiso tune drifted through the open window from a nearby bar.



“What’s the college’s financial state?” he asked, legs casually crossed.



Fedha, fresh from Spain where her daughter had just completed a sociology certificate course, scrolled through her phone. She had used donor money meant for buying teaching resource books to buy merchandise for her chain of supermarkets.



“If our finances were a patient, they’d be on life support,” she said.



Uchoyo glanced at his visa status for a planned beach holiday in Australia. “So, what should we cut?”



“Start with tea and extra teaching allowances,” Fedha replied.



“Just make sure there’s always money for my travels.”



“Of course, as long as you approve my requisitions.”



“Talaka isn’t worth dying for,” Uchoyo chuckled.



“We all just pass through, sir,” Fedha replied. “Let’s also include Hasidi and Bayuuni in travel plans.”



“Fair enough,” he agreed.



Within weeks, Uchoyo slashed lecture times to a mere thirty minutes, leaving students rushed. Uchoyo laid off five lecturers. Tea budgets were cut. Staff entitled to two eggs were now restricted to one.



Worried about the reaction, Fedha sent this email under Uchoyo’s name:



Dear Family,



Because of budget constraints, the college is implementing temporary cost-saving measures:



Break tea service is suspended.



Lectures will now run for thirty minutes.



We appreciate your understanding.



Yours, Principal



When Mwongo read it, her face twisted with anger. She marched into Blowunie’s office.



“You saw that email? ‘Dear Family’? What family?”



Blowunie didn’t glance up. She was reading The Marriage Manifesto—a piece on women keeping peace in marriage by avoiding confrontations with their husbands.



“You’re calm because this doesn’t touch you. But when your tea disappears too, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”



Blowunie stayed silent, absorbed in a paragraph about how broken marriages often began with power struggles inherited from childhood.



“One day Uchoyo will turn on you too,” Mwongo snapped and stormed out.



An hour later, she confronted Uchoyo.



“No appointment?” he asked.



“You cancelled tea, but you’re drinking it?”



“I allow tea only in this office.”



“And why slash teaching hours? Students pay full fees.”



“Too many lectures are filled with jokes. Not worth full pay.”



“Those jokes help students learn! This is pure injustice.”



“Anyone unhappy can come talk exit packages.”



She walked out without closing the door, hitting her toe on the tiled step marked Mind Your Step.



A week later, a tabloid exposed Uchoyo with slay queens, one a Talaka student. Wine and spirits cluttered their table.



Fuming, Mwongo barged into Fedha’s office. The air smelled of brewed coffee and biscuits.



“Please sit,” Fedha said calmly.



“You axed staff tea, and now you’re here with biscuits and eggs? Aren’t your husband’s eggs enough?”



Fedha grimaced. “Don’t drag my late husband into this.”



“I just want fair treatment. Bring back tea and allowances.”



Fedha sipped slowly. “You know, an Oxpecker once demanded payment from a buffalo, for meticulously picking ticks from its thick hide. “It hurts more than it helps,” the buffalo rumbled, its massive head lowered.



“You’re comparing yourself to a buffalo?”



Fedha picked up her phone. “You should direct this anger to Uchoyo.”



Seeing she was getting nowhere, Mwongo left.



The following Wednesday, Ms Fedha met Uchoyo again in his office.



“I’m curious about the age of the car I’m using. Do you know?” Uchoyo asked, cleaning tea off his tie.



Fedha took a deep breath. “Princhipal, it’s Fifteen years.”



The sounds “nci” and the soft “c” gave Fedha a hard time. Words like “principal” came out as “Princhipal,” “exactly” became “echizachitly,” and “in fact” turned into “infachit.” They always seemed to trip her up, as if her tongue refused to cooperate.





“It’s old enough to have reached Jupiter.”

“We can afford a new one.”

“No government plates. I want it personal.”

“That’ll be tricky, but we’ll work on it.”

“Can my wives drive it?”

“I’ll need to check the rules.”

“I want it in a month.”

“I’ll coordinate with Hasidi to move things fast.”

Later, Fedha handed photos of vehicles to Blowunie.

“One of these will be soon be princhipal’s new car,” she said. “Keep this between us. Mwongo must not find out.”

Blowunie received the photos. “These are nice cars.” 

That afternoon, she met Mwongo.

“Fedha’s buying a car for Uchoyo. He’s choosing from three 2015 V8s.”

“I’ll stop it. She lied about college finances, claiming there was no money for staff tea.”

Blowunie pressed record on her phone.

Elsewhere, Hasidi visited Uchoyo.

“Without tea, staff gossip has dried up. But if they plot a strike, we won’t hear about it.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Let’s scare them. Claim every office has CCTV.”

“They’ll just use code or sign language,” Uchoyo laughed.

Still, Hasidi emailed staff:

Notice: All offices now have 24-hour CCTV for security and quality assurance.

That same afternoon, a woman barged into Bayuuni’s office, plopped a baby on his desk and tried to leave.

“That’s your child,” she said.

Bayuuni panicked, locked the door and pleaded. He handed her three diapers left behind by a breastfeeding lecturer.

Later, Blowunie gifted Hasidi five bunches of matooke.

“I want CCTV footage of the baby drama.”

Hasidi smiled. “There’s no footage. No cameras. Uchoyo and I made it up.”
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The morning after the tea scandal email shook the college, principal Uchoyo sat at his desk swirling a half-full cup of strong black tea. A slim woman sat opposite him, silent, just landed last night from Rwanda.

Hasidi knocked softly before entering; his signature double cough gave him away. Uchoyo waved him in.

“Meet my guest from Ethiopia,” Uchoyo said. “She’s here to study inbreeding in Talaka’s remote communities.”

Hasidi gave a stiff nod. “Ethiopia? Not Rwanda?” he joked.

“I need you to organise a symposium. Something posh.”

“We have a budget for that, sir?” Hasidi asked, adjusting his belt with one hand and smoothing his shirt with the other.

“Fedha says the funds are available,” Uchoyo said, chewing gum. “Find a venue away from college. Somewhere classy.”

“Hotel Talaka could work. It borders the national park.”

“Good. Invite senior staff—but leave out the council. They’re meddlesome.”

Hasidi hesitated. “But the council oversees policy.”

“Hasidi, do you want to keep your job or uphold imaginary principles?”

The next day, Hasidi visited Hotel Talaka. Beside the national park, flowering trees camouflaged the hotel’s grass-thatched cottages. Wildlife occasionally roamed nearby, adding spectacle for high-paying guests. Inside, the reception oozed understated luxury—polished floors, velvet curtains with zebra motifs.

He was ushered into the office of Cenary Kakwa, the hotel manager.

“Mr Kakwa, Talaka College wants to host a symposium here on the fifteenth of March. We’ll have eleven participants.”

“Our quotation is fifteen thousand dollars,” Kakwa said after a quick calculation.

Hasidi’s eyes flicked around the room. “Could we... raise it to twenty thousand?”

Kakwa frowned. “That’s unusually high for eleven people.”

Hasidi gave his soft cough and adjusted his belt. “Three people need to benefit from the extra.”

Kakwa leaned back. “Alright. We’ll quote twenty thousand.”

Just then, Hasidi’s phone buzzed. It was Fedha.

“What’s the quote?” she asked briskly.

“Originally fifteen. I’ve pushed it to twenty.”

“We need twenty-five,” she said. “The ministry will reclaim unspent funds. And the auditors are ruthless.”

“Leave it to me,” Hasidi replied.

He turned back to Kakwa. “We need to adjust the invoice to twenty-five thousand.”

Kakwa looked uneasy. “The actual service is worth ten thousand. Any higher rate could trigger internal audits.”

“Then give the auditors a share too,” Hasidi said. “We’ve done this before. You’ll get future deals.”

Kakwa paused. “Promise me a cut and I’ll push it to twenty-five. I’ll deal with internal quality checks.”

“Done. Also, increase participants to twenty on paper. We’ll hire fake attendees—signature stand-ins.”

“Hiring them will cost us around two seventy dollars.”

“Fedha, Uchoyo and I will handle that.”

Kakwa smirked. 

“While we’re here, any bonuses?” Hasidi inquired. “I want a two-night holiday for my family here. Free stay.”

“Granted,” Kakwa replied, glancing at the carved giraffe on his shelf.

They agreed the college would deposit twenty-five thousand dollars. Kakwa would keep ten for services, withdraw fifteen and give it to Hasidi to share with Uchoyo and Fedha.

Back at college, eight staff were invited: Uchoyo, Ukweli, Mwongo, Mzushi, Bayuuni, Hasidi, Malaika, and Fedha. Blowunie, not part of top management, was also invited—silently understood to be a threat because of her sharp eye as internal auditor.

Outside, campus life continued—students unaware, staff grumbling quietly. But in Talaka’s corridors, whispers were shifting. If tea could vanish, and five lecturers laid off overnight, what else could disappear?

As late afternoon faded, Uchoyo stood at his office window sipping tea again. He heard someone outside the office laughing near an abandoned dry fountain. It was as if the show was just beginning.
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Ukweli stepped into the corridor en route to Malaika’s office but stopped short as she ran into Mwongo, arms folded, leaning by the noticeboard.

“Morning, Mwongo,” she said.

“Ms Ukweli,” Mwongo replied in a dry tone. “Have you received your invitation to the symposium?”

“Yes, but there’s no programme attached. Odd, isn’t it?”

Mwongo shrugged. “Didn’t Uchoyo say we’d draft the programme at the symposium?”

Ukweli frowned. “That’s not how professional events work.”

“Since when has Talaka been professional?” Mwongo said before striding off.

The next morning, Fedha entered briskly, her heels tapping across the tiled floor. Uchoyo sat at his desk, scrolling through his phone. In the corner, a slim girl lounged on a leather seat, legs crossed. Her features were familiar—Fedha’s cousin.

“The venue is booked,” Fedha reported. “Talaka Hotel confirmed.”

Uchoyo glanced up lazily. “Did Kakwa consider my... Easter basket?”

Fedha nodded. “Let’s just say the merchant was in a giving mood.”

He smiled. “Then I’ll travel ahead and welcome the team as the ‘head’ of this fine institution.”

As Fedha left, her cousin gave a slow smile. Fedha didn’t return it.

Two days later, the van parked near the admin block looked like it belonged in a scrapyard. One mirror dangled loose, the tyres were cracked, and rodents had claimed the dashboard. The speedometer was frozen at zero. Inside, the stench of stale fuel and mould mixed unpleasantly.

By nine thirty, the staff gathered, grumbling. Still no sign of Fedha—or the fuel.

“This is classic Fedha,” Mwongo said, arms crossed.

“I skipped breakfast assuming we’d eat on the way,” Mzushi muttered.

“I heard she wears two perfumes every day. Maybe she’s still picking them,” Mwongo added, rolling her eyes.

“Or composing new excuses,” Bayuuni said, yawning. “She’s the queen of lateness.”

Blowunie stood nearby, silent, her notebook tucked under her arm. She wasn’t laughing.

Fedha finally arrived at eleven., a bright green handbag over her arm. “Sorry, colleagues, heavy rain delayed everything. Roads were impassable.”

“And the perfumes?” Bayuuni asked with a grin.

Fedha chuckled as she rummaged for the office key. “I locked them in. I can’t travel without them.”

She took another ten minutes to retrieve them, then returned to the van and claimed the centre seat. “Hasidi! Fuel!”

From a few metres away, Hasidi lied on his phone, “Yes, Principal. We’re almost halfway there.”

He approached. Fedha handed him cash. “Make sure they issue a receipt.”

The van juddered into motion at eleven forty, clanking over potholes. Ten minutes later, a scream erupted.

“Cockroach!” Ukweli shouted, leaping to her feet. A brown insect crawled out of her skirt. Bayuuni stomped it with his heel.

“Symbolic of our journey,” he muttered.

As they reached the petrol station, Hasidi asked, “Where’s Malaika?”

“Maybe she left early with Uchoyo?” Mzushi guessed.

“I doubt it,” Hasidi replied.

“Let’s ring her,” Ukweli suggested.

“No need,” Mwongo cut in. “She never talks in meetings. She’s just here for hotel food.”

“Maybe silence is wisdom,” Hasidi offered.

“Or maybe she has nothing to say,” Bayuuni countered, gazing at a boda boda rider carrying five school children.

Hasidi sent a quick message: Malaika, we’ve left. Where are you?

Twenty minutes later, the reply came: Indisposed. Early pregnancy. Health issues.

Hasidi read it aloud. Silence followed.

“She’s fifty-five,” Bayuuni said.

“Maybe it’s supernatural,” Mwongo commented.

Blowunie raised an eyebrow, scribbled something in her notebook, and looked out the window. “Marabou storks can enjoy free meals, free garbage,” she muttered to herself as several of the birds hovered over the heap of garbage.
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They had only been on the road for two hours when a loud bang shattered the silence. Blowunie, half-asleep with her head on Bayuuni’s lap, jolted upright.

“What on earth was that strange noise?” Bayuuni asked, eyes wide.

“Back tyre’s gone,” Hasidi muttered, pulling the van onto the gravel verge.

The van groaned as it stopped. Dust rose in clouds. Inside, everyone scrambled to get out.

Fedha, who had been snoring softly, leapt up and hit her head on the window frame. Mwongo stumbled out, furious.

“This van should be in a museum,” she snapped, pointing at Hasidi. “Why did you even hire this death trap?”

“Tyres burst all the time,” Hasidi replied, barely looking at her.

Mwongo measured Hasidi from head to toe, her eyes lingering on the details of his faint smile. “You cheated to keep the difference for yourself! “For years, you’ve been fraudulently using ghost fuel cards, stealing car batteries, and now you’ve nearly got us killed!”

Fedha stood quietly, the rough texture of her shawl grounding her as she adjusted it. The others watched as Mwongo’s voice rose.

Hasidi said nothing. His eyes wandered to a nearby borehole, where women and children queued with yellow jerrycans. He looked small in that moment, shoulders slouched, shirt damp with sweat.

No help came for nearly thirty minutes.

A dusty pickup truck eventually slowed down. Hasidi flagged it. The driver turned out to be a friend. He handed over a spare tyre—but on one condition.
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