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“Some love doesn’t survive by being safe. It survives by being chosen - over fear, over silence, over everything that says you shouldn’t.”

Prologue

“Every border has two sides. So does every story.”

They will say it began with a plane ticket - a clerical error, a map misread in the dim glow of virtue. Cameroon, not Colombia. A slip of the finger. A cosmic joke. They’ll call it fate. Or foolishness. But it didn’t begin there. It began the first time she looked at him - not as a student, not as a boy with careful posture and sharper eyes - but as something terrifying: an equal. Not in status. Not in safety. But in hunger. In curiosity. In the echo of a question neither of them knew how to ask yet. They’ll call it a scandal. She’ll remember it as science. A collision of unstable elements in a heat-locked room, under the chalk dust of forgotten equations. He, with a spine full of ambition and a country loaded on his back. She, with borrowed courage and nowhere left to perform goodness. He never touched her first. That part, they’ll forget. They’ll remember the headlines. The rumors. The silence that followed. The van that took him. The medal they handed him years later, polished to hide the teeth marks of exile. But they won’t remember how it felt when he whispered her name like it was a country of its own. Or how she stayed when every map said run. This is not a story about redemption. It’s not about innocence. It’s about gravity. And the people who chose to stay in its pull -  Even when it burned.

Chapter 1

The Wrong Continent

“I came looking for purpose on the wrong continent - only to find myself exactly where I needed to be, shedding everything I thought was right.”

The plane door opened with a hiss, and heat slapped her in the face like a rebuke. It wasn’t Brazil. It wasn’t even South America. Not the canopy of green she’d fantasized about while filling out the Peace Corps application in a Virginia church basement, high on hymns and the performance of virtue. This was Yaoundé - Cameroon. Red dust. Diesel-slick air. Rusted rooftops beneath a choking sun. Her stomach sank. Her mistake had been so small. One click - Cameroon instead of Colombia. Different continent, same latitude. A shrug. A joke. “God has a sense of humor,” she’d told her best friend. But now, stepping onto the tarmac with a backpack and borrowed courage, she wasn’t laughing.

The Peace Corps jeep that collected her rattled over potholes like it had no suspension. Outside the window, the city shuddered past in color and chaos - children with bare feet and sharp eyes, women balancing towers of bananas on their heads, motorcycles weaving through goats and dust. The scent of wood smoke and mango rot tangled in the air, clinging like sweat. Sandals hugged her backpack tighter, watching the streets like they might swallow her whole.

Her new home was a cement box painted optimistic blue, crouched behind a Catholic church. Inside: a bed with a mosquito net that sagged like a defeated parachute, a ceiling fan that clicked like a dying insect, and a crucifix nailed crooked above the window.

She dropped her duffel, knelt beside the bed, and tried to pray. “Hail Mary, full of grace - ” The words stopped. Not from fear. But from the clarity of a truth too big to say aloud: no one was watching her now. Not her father with his clipped silences. Not her mother with her weaponized smiles. Not the boys from her hometown church who looked at her skin like it was scripture and sin. She was beyond their reach. And it terrified her. And it thrilled her. That night, she lay awake listening to the fan stutter overhead and felt, for the first time in her life, utterly unsupervised.

She dressed carefully the next morning. Long skirt, beige blouse. Hair in a tight knot. No makeup. Nothing that shimmered. Nothing that spoke too loudly. She dressed like someone who knew how to survive a battlefield by blending into the dust. Yaoundé Bilingual High School loomed behind a row of crooked palm trees, its walls faded and sun-scabbed. The sign read “Excellence, Integrity, Godliness” in peeling white paint. Sandals was led through a courtyard buzzing with voices and stares. Boys in threadbare uniforms leaned on each other like soldiers. Girls with notebooks clutched to their chests watched her as if she might crack open and spill secrets.

In the main office, the principal rose to greet her. Mr. Kizito. Tall, dark-suited, and too pleased. “You’re the first white volunteer we’ve had in three years,” he said, eyes drifting from her face to her chest and back again. “The students will be excited. Especially the boys.” He held her hand too long. Smiled too much. Calculated. She smiled back, tight-lipped, and said nothing. Her stomach churned.

Classroom 12A was an oven. The fans didn’t work. The windows stuck. The chalkboard was cracked through the middle like a wound that never healed. Thirty students sat at warped desks. Thirty dark faces turned toward her with silence thick enough to swallow sound. “I’m Ms. Sandals,” she said. “I’ll be teaching chemistry.” Nothing. Then a voice - low, steady, challenging: “Are you our new chemistry teacher?” She turned. Second row. A boy - tall, precise, arms folded. His uniform was faded but pristine. A spiral notebook sat open before him, already filled with dense chemical notations. His gaze was not hostile. Just... undeceived. “I hope so,” she answered, meeting his stare. He nodded, once. That was all. And something shifted. She turned to the board and began. Combustion. Decomposition. Synthesis. Double replacement. She didn’t open a book. She didn’t check her notes. Her voice was calm, confident. She drew analogies from kitchen stoves, engines, solar panels, battery acid. Science, after all, was its own language - one she had always spoken more fluently than prayer. Halfway through the lesson, they began to write. Even the blank-faced ones. Even him. When the bell rang, they didn’t rush out. She erased the board with shaking hands.

The teachers’ lounge was sweltering and stale. She sat alone, drinking warm water from a dented thermos. Her hands trembled. Not from fear. From something harder to name. Not awe. Recognition. The boy. Njang. He had looked at her like he expected something. And for a moment, she had wanted to give it to him.

Her host family lived five blocks from the school. Marie-Claire, the mother, greeted her with a cool kiss on both cheeks and a thumb of oil pressed to her forehead. “We will keep you safe,” she said. The words were thick with something between blessing and warning. Dinner was fufu and eru. Bitter leaves and palm oil. Fish bones hiding in sludge. Sandals smiled through the texture, swallowing bravery. “Do you have tacos here?” she asked, instantly regretting it. Joël, the host son, choked on his drink. “She thinks Cameroon is Mexico with drums!” he laughed. Sandals smiled to mask the sting. Then he leaned closer, eyes gleaming. “You look like the women in those Spanish videos.” The room went still. Marie-Claire said nothing. Just reached for her cup and sipped, eyes unreadable.

That night, Sandals lay on her thin mattress listening to the city groan.

Somewhere in the distance, a drumbeat throbbed. Somewhere closer, Joël laughed at something he didn’t explain. She stared at the ceiling and whispered, “What am I doing here?” But underneath the question, something stirred. Not regret. Not guilt. Curiosity. And when she closed her eyes, the only thing she saw was the boy in the second row - his voice clear, his eyes sharp.

Are you our new chemistry teacher? Yes, she had answered. And maybe, for the first time, she had meant it.

Chapter 2

Chemistry Between Us

“It began with equations—but it wasn’t the formulas that electrified the air between us. It was the feeling that, for the first time, someone was solving me.”

Sandals arrived early. The courtyard was still half-asleep, shadows stretched long across the broken pavement. Vendors were just unpacking their baskets of boiled eggs and plantain chips. The school gate clanged shut behind her, and for a moment, she felt alone in the world - but not lonely. She liked this part of the day. The hush before the bell. The light before the noise. Classroom 12A was still hot from yesterday. The windows refused to open, and the fan had long since surrendered. She moved slowly, deliberately, drawing the day’s lesson on the board: atomic structure and Bohr diagrams. She worked in silence, letting the rhythm of chalk and thought still her nerves. The students arrived in trickles. The same stares, the same whispers in Pidgin she pretended not to hear. But today, some eyes stayed longer on her. A few even nodded. The wall between her and them hadn’t crumbled. But it had cracked. He arrived last. Njang Ayuk. Same second-row seat. Same faded uniform. Same silence. He didn’t look at her. He didn’t need to. She began the lesson. Hydrogen. Helium. Carbon. Electrons in orbit, shells like invisible staircases. She made metaphors out of city buses and frying pans. Called carbon “the gossip atom,” neon “the loner who glows when left alone.” They laughed - some. A few leaned forward. And when she asked, “What does an atom want most?”, it was Njang who answered: “To be stable.” His voice was low. Controlled. “Exactly,” she said, her eyes on his. “Even chaos wants balance.” He nodded once. That was all.
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