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For everyone who kept going.

For everyone who wrote it down.

For everyone who arrived, fully, with both hands open.

“The accident you didn’t plan is sometimes the beginning you were always owed.”

~ from Chapter One

“Some love stories do not end. They become the ground under your feet.”

~ from the Epilogue
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"Some books begin with a question. This one begins with a collision — and then, quietly, with everything else."

Before the first word of this novel was written, there was a street. Ngong Road, at dusk, in the particular amber that Nairobi manufactures in the minutes before rain. There was a man who had never run toward anything in his life. There was a woman who could not walk past an accident even on her worst day. And there was a moment — ordinary in every external detail, extraordinary in the way that only certain moments are, the kind you recognise only in retrospect — where those two people occupied the same wet tarmac and everything began.

What followed is this book.

A Love to Die For is a love story. But it is also a book about what love requires — not in its early, effortless form, when it arrives like weather and feels like luck, but in its deeper, more demanding incarnation: the version that asks you to become someone larger than you intended. The version that asks you to stay.

✦  ✦  ✦

I. THE CITY

Nairobi is not a backdrop in this novel. It is a participant.

Adrian and Amara are shaped by this city before they ever meet — by its contradictions, its noise, its rain that arrives in the evening like a reckoning, its matatus threading impossible gaps, its sky that can hold both smog and the most theatrical sunsets on the continent without apparent conflict. The Nairobi in these pages is not a postcard version, not a tourist's shorthand. It is the city as those who live inside it experience it: demanding, beautiful, corrupt in places, full of people trying to build something decent inside systems that would prefer they didn't.

The land rights crisis at the heart of Act III did not come from nowhere. Kenya's history of land dispossession is real, documented, and ongoing. The families in Amara's notebooks, waiting for restitution that has not come, are fictional in their specifics. They are not fictional in their nature. The hospitals that should exist and do not — those are fictional too, and those also are not.

This is one of the things a love story can do: it can hold, inside its domestic architecture, the shape of a larger world. What happens between two people in a city is never entirely private. It is inflected by what the city is, by what the city does to its people, by what the city asks of them and what it takes without asking. Amara and Adrian's love does not exist in a bubble. It exists in Nairobi, which means it exists inside history, inside injustice, inside the specific kind of beauty that grows in difficult soil.

✦  ✦  ✦

II. THE CHARACTERS

Amara Osei arrived, as the best characters do, already formed.

She did not need to be invented so much as listened to. Her competence is structural rather than performed — she does not announce what she is capable of; she simply demonstrates it, in the quiet, matter-of-fact way of someone who has long since stopped needing to prove anything. She runs toward accidents. She carries a list of things she intends to do and means every item on it. She says what is true even when the room is expensive and the people in it would prefer she did not. She is not without fear. She is without the habit of letting fear make her decisions.

Adrian Otieno was harder to write, because he was easier to understand. There is a particular kind of intelligent person — disciplined, successful, genuinely capable — who builds a life on the premise that everything can be managed if only the systems are good enough. Adrian has been this person for so long that he has come to mistake the architecture for the self. His journey — from a man who took being called a machine as a compliment to a man who could stand at an intersection listening to a Benga track and simply receive it — is the journey this book is most interested in telling. Not the falling in love, though that part is here too. The becoming. The slow, difficult, necessary process of being required, by something you cannot outsmart, to grow.

They are not perfectly matched. They are precisely mismatched in the ways that matter — which is to say, they are exactly what each other needs, which is a different thing entirely from what each other expected.

✦  ✦  ✦

III. THE LOVE

A word about what kind of love story this is.

It is not a story where love is easy. It is not a story where the obstacles are external — a disapproving family, a misunderstanding resolved by a grand gesture, a villain who separates the lovers and is dispatched by Act Three. The obstacles in this book are internal. They are the particular resistances that people who have been careful for a long time bring to the terrifying project of being known.

Adrian's system has no category for Amara. This is not a small thing for a man whose systems have served him so well. Amara is not difficult to know — she is, in fact, unusually transparent — but she requires of Adrian something his system was specifically designed to avoid: the willingness to be changed. To be affected. To be, in the most fundamental sense, available.

What you will find in this book, if you look, are the small moments where love actually lives. The playlist sent on a Sunday evening with no annotation. The cold water at the edge of a lake. The moment someone says I love you to a pan because some truths are too large for eye contact. The argument that costs too much and the silence after it that costs more. Love is in the texture of this book, not just its architecture.

The death, when it comes, is not a device. It is not what makes the love matter. The love matters because of what happens inside it — the precision, the patience, the chosen dailiness of two people deciding, again and again, to be there. What the death requires is for that love to survive it. And it does survive. That, in the end, was the only story worth telling.

✦  ✦  ✦

IV. A NOTE ON READING

This novel is structured in three Acts.

Act I — The Spark — is where the collision happens and everything after it. Act II — The Fire — is where love becomes serious and therefore costly. Act III — The Sacrifice — is where the story asks its hardest questions and gives its most honest answers.

Each chapter opens with a line that belongs to the novel itself — a sentence that has earned its place at the threshold, a small lantern before you walk into the room. Read them slowly. They are doing more than decorating.

This is a book that rewards attention. Not because it is obscure — it is not trying to be difficult. But because its meaning is often carried in the margins: the pause before a character speaks, the thing that is not said, the gesture that happens in the background of a larger scene. The city does this too. Nairobi's most important sentences are often spoken below the noise.

If you are reading this and you have ever tried to love someone fully — not strategically, not safely, but with both hands open and the armour off — then this book was written for you. If you are reading this and you have ever tried to be loved in that way, and found it harder to receive than to give, then this book was also written for you. And if you are reading this and you are simply curious about what happens when a man who has organised his entire life around not being surprised is surprised — then welcome. Pull up a chair. Nairobi is about to rain.

✦  ✦  ✦

ACT I — THE SPARK

Where love begins, unaware of the storm ahead
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Night Fate Intervened
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“The accident you didn’t plan is sometimes the beginning you were always owed.”

The motorcycle came out of nowhere.

That was what Adrian would tell people later, in the weeks when the question kept finding him at dinner parties and board meetings and in the space between sleeping and waking. He would say it quietly, with a slight shake of the head, as though still processing the arithmetic of that night. It came out of nowhere. As if the universe had simply decided, without asking anyone's permission, that his Thursday evening needed rearranging.

He had been standing at the intersection of Ngong Road and Kenyatta Avenue, briefcase in one hand and phone in the other, waiting for the pedestrian light with the kind of practised patience he'd spent three decades perfecting. The air smelled of rain that hadn't arrived yet — that particular Nairobi smell, petrichor tangled with exhaust and roasted maize from the cart twenty metres away. It was 8:47 p.m. He knew this because he'd just checked his phone. He always checked his phone.

Adrian Otieno was, by every reasonable measure, a man who did not get surprised.

He had a system for most things. A system for sleep — lights off by eleven, phone on silent, no exceptions. A system for meals — lunch at 1:15 p.m., never later, because hunger made men imprecise. A system for love — which mostly involved not engaging in it, because love, in his experience, operated outside logic and therefore outside safety. His friends called him a machine. He took this as a compliment. Machines, at least, did not disappoint.

He had built a company from the ground up using that same logic. NexaBuild Technologies, three years old, forty-seven employees, the darling of Nairobi’s tech corridor. He had solved problems that people said could not be solved in Kenyan infrastructure, had coded through nights that broke lesser men, had sat across from investors who doubted him and left them with signed contracts and a new appreciation for underestimating the quiet ones.

And yet.

And yet he could not have predicted the Yamaha Fazer that jumped the kerb at 8:47 p.m. and sent its rider skidding across the wet tarmac in a spectacular argument against speed and gravity.

It happened fast. The screech of tyres. A yell that was more shock than pain. The bright cascade of sparks as metal met road. And then — stillness. The motorcycle lay on its side like a felled thing, front wheel still spinning in a slow, stubborn rotation. The rider was on the ground, and in the brief chaos of the next few seconds — bystanders freezing, someone shouting, a matatu honking as if offended by the disruption — Adrian was already moving.

He wasn’t sure why. He would think about this later too. He was not, by nature, a first-responder type. He was the type who called the right people and made sure they arrived quickly. He had never, in his adult life, run toward noise.

And yet his briefcase was on the pavement and his phone was in his pocket and his hands were already on the rider’s shoulders before the logic of it caught up to him.

“Stay still,” he said. His voice came out calm and authoritative, which surprised even him. “Don’t move. You might have a spinal injury.”

The rider groaned. A young man, Adrian could see now — early twenties, helmet cracked at the side, a gash above one eyebrow painting his face dramatically. He was conscious, which was something. His leg was bent at an angle that suggested an opinion from an orthopaedic surgeon would soon be necessary.

Around them, the usual Nairobi theatre assembled rapidly. A small crowd. Phones out. Several people filming instead of helping, which was either a social media reflex or a form of emotional processing. Someone asked if the rider was dead in a tone that straddled grief and curiosity.

“He is not dead,” Adrian said, firmly enough that the question did not get asked again.

He called for an ambulance. He gave the dispatcher exact coordinates and the precise nature of the injuries, because he had noticed the leg and the head wound and the rate of the rider’s breathing, because Adrian noticed things. He loosened the helmet clasp with practised care. He held the young man’s hand when the young man’s breathing started to quicken with shock and said, without embarrassment, “You are okay. I am here. Breathe.”

It was in the middle of this — crouching in the amber glow of traffic lights, one knee on wet tarmac, his expensive trousers ruined, holding the hand of a stranger he had never met — that he heard the voice.

“Move back, please. I’m a doctor.”

He looked up.

She was moving through the crowd with the focused urgency of someone who did not have time for obstacles, which included him. Her bag was already off her shoulder. She was in scrubs under a leather jacket — the kind of outfit that suggested she’d been headed home from a hospital when the evening decided otherwise. She dropped to her knees on the other side of the rider without apparent concern for her clothes or the crowd watching her or the rain that had finally, quietly, begun to fall.

Her hands were already on the rider’s neck, checking his pulse. Efficient. Unhurried despite the speed. She spoke to the young man — “What’s your name? Can you hear me? Follow my finger” — in a voice that was warm and matter-of-fact at the same time, the voice of someone who did this not because she was obligated to but because she simply could not not.

Adrian watched her for a moment longer than necessary.

She looked up and caught him watching. Her eyes were brown and very direct, and the expression in them was not exactly friendly — more the expression of someone assessing whether he was useful or in the way.

“Did you call an ambulance?”

“Ten minutes ago,” he said. “Eight to twelve minutes ETA. He has a suspected tibial fracture and a scalp laceration. GCS appears to be around fourteen — he’s oriented to person and place but slow on time.”

A beat.

She blinked. Just once. Then the corner of her mouth moved — not quite a smile, more a recalibration.

“Okay,” she said. “So you know what a Glasgow Coma Scale is.”

“I read a lot,” Adrian said.

“Well.” She turned back to the rider. “Stop reading and hold his head still. Exactly like that. Don’t let him turn it.”

Adrian obeyed without the slight resentment he usually felt when given instructions. Her name, he would learn later, was on the laminate ID card clipped to her jacket pocket. He didn’t read it then. He was too busy holding a stranger’s head still and watching a woman work with the kind of calm competence that made the world feel, briefly, manageable.

The ambulance arrived in eleven minutes. The paramedics knew her — “Amara, good to see you,” one of them said, with the easy familiarity of shared hospital corridors. She briefed them in brisk, precise language and stepped back to let them work.

Then she stood. The rain had gotten serious now. It was coming down in the particular way Nairobi rain came down when it meant it — warm and insistent and indifferent to plans. Her braids were wet and stuck to her cheek and she pushed them back without noticing she’d done it, watching the paramedics load the rider with the alert, proprietary gaze of someone who was already mentally filling out the follow-up paperwork.

Adrian retrieved his briefcase from the pavement.

“Is he going to be alright?” he asked.

“Yes.” She said it simply. Not as comfort but as fact. “The leg will take time. The head wound is superficial. He’ll be sore and embarrassed for a few weeks.” She paused. “Sore mostly.”

For the first time in eleven minutes, Adrian smiled. It surprised him.

She noticed, and there was something careful in the way she looked at him then — as if filing him under a category she hadn’t had a name for yet. A man who ran toward a crash. Who knew what a GCS was. Who obeyed instructions without arguing. Who smiled, after all of it, at the word ‘embarrassed.’

“You should go,” she said. “Your knee is bleeding.”

He looked down. She was right. He’d not noticed. There was a tear in his trousers and a graze beneath it, dark with tarmac and dried blood, which was frankly the kind of thing that should have registered before now.

“So is your elbow,” he said.

She looked. A small graze, from when she’d dropped to her knees. She considered it with the serene indifference of someone who had stopped being surprised by minor flesh wounds somewhere during her third year of medical school.

“Hm,” she said. “Look at that.”

The ambulance pulled away. The crowd dispersed. The rain kept coming, unhurried and thorough. They were left standing at the intersection as though the city had simply placed them there and stepped back to see what would happen.

Adrian should have flagged a cab. She should have done the same. Instead, there was a moment — brief, unplanned, the kind of moment that does not announce itself as significant — where neither of them moved.

“I’m Adrian,” he said finally. Because it seemed ridiculous not to.

“I know,” she said. Then, catching herself: “Your lanyard. NexaBuild. I’ve heard of you.”

He hadn’t realised the lanyard was still around his neck. He rarely wore it outside the office, but he’d had a late investor meeting and forgotten to remove it. Fate, or at least a very mundane version of it.

“And you’re Amara,” he said. “The paramedic greeted you by name.”

She gave him a look of gentle derision. “Very good. You should try medicine. Strong observation skills.”

“I’m told I read a lot,” he said.

And there it was — the first real smile. It rearranged her face in a way that Adrian filed carefully away in a part of his mind he hadn’t used in a long time. It was not a polished smile, not a social smile, not the kind you deployed for cameras or networking events. It was the involuntary kind. The kind that happened before the brain could intervene.

He felt something shift. Nothing dramatic. Nothing he could have named. Just the sense — quiet, inconvenient, and entirely unwelcome to a man who had structured his entire life around the avoidance of the inconvenient — that the world was perhaps slightly different than it had been forty minutes ago.

A matatu hooted past, spraying a wave of collected rainwater across both their ankles in a thoroughly democratic gesture.

She laughed. Fully, briefly, with her head tipping back.

He laughed too.

And in the rain, at the edge of the city that never quite slept, at the intersection of Ngong and Kenyatta, at 9:02 p.m. on an ordinary Thursday that had decided to be extraordinary — they said goodbye.

Adrian walked to his car. She flagged a cab.

They did not exchange numbers.

He did not know her last name.

He would think about her the entire drive home, which was a new experience. He would sit in traffic on Argwings Kodhek Road and replay, with uncharacteristic precision, the exact angle at which she had looked up from the rider and assessed him. He would re-examine the moment she said “So you know what a Glasgow Coma Scale is” and the careful recalibration in her eyes.

He would think: I do not know this person.

He would think: I do not believe in fate.

He would also think, with the particular helplessness of a man whose system had just encountered something it had no category for:

I hope she is alright.

✦  ✦  ✦

At home, Adrian changed out of his ruined trousers. He cleaned the graze on his knee with antiseptic he found in the back of the bathroom cabinet, unused and slightly expired. He made tea he didn’t drink. He sat at his desk, opened his laptop, stared at a financial projection spreadsheet for twenty minutes without seeing it.

He Googled “NexaBuild Technologies” to confirm that his company’s name was indeed visible on the lanyard she had read. It was. He was not sure why he needed to confirm this.

He thought about the way she had said “Hm.” When she’d seen the graze on her own elbow. As if the universe had done something mildly interesting and she was taking note for later.

He went to bed at 11:02 p.m., two minutes past his system.

He lay in the dark, listening to the last of the rain draining through the gutters of his apartment block, and tried, very deliberately, not to think about her.

He failed, which was also new.

Adrian Otieno, who had built a life on the premise that everything could be controlled, lay awake past midnight for the first time in years, undone by a woman he’d met for twenty minutes in the rain.

He did not recognise what was happening yet.

But the universe, apparently, was in no hurry. It had the rest of the story already planned.

All it needed was for him to show up.
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CHAPTER TWO
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A Stranger Who Stayed in His Mind
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“The mind is not a courtroom. You cannot rule a thought inadmissible.”

The problem with Adrian’s brain was that it was very good at its job.

He had spent years training it — feeding it data, running it through problems, insisting it stay focused and productive and unbothered by things that didn’t compute. It had rewarded him generously. It had spotted the gap in Kenya’s construction-tech market that everyone else missed. It had kept him awake for thirty-one consecutive hours once, during a server migration crisis, without once suggesting he might simply lie down and die. It had carried him through his father’s funeral with the kind of controlled, load-bearing stillness that people mistook for strength.

He had, in short, an excellent brain.

Which made it all the more irritating that on the Friday morning after the accident, while he stood at the glass wall of NexaBuild’s seventh-floor office watching Nairobi shake itself awake below, his excellent brain served him the following thought:

I wonder if she slept well.

He stared at the city for a moment. The thought sat there, smug and unearned. He had no data on which to base an opinion about her sleeping patterns. He had known her for twenty minutes in the rain. He did not know her last name. He did not know which hospital she worked at, which part of the city she lived in, whether she preferred tea or coffee or the particular brand of ordered chaos that Nairobi mornings delivered with such democratic enthusiasm.

He pushed the thought away.

It came back.

He pushed it away again, more firmly this time, and went to his desk and opened his laptop and pulled up the infrastructure brief he needed to review before the nine o’clock with the board.

He read the same paragraph four times.

✦  ✦  ✦

The nine o’clock meeting went fine. This was largely because Daniel ran most of it.

Daniel Kamau was the kind of person who filled rooms without trying to. He was broad-shouldered and loud in the comfortable way of someone who had never once in his life worried about being too much. He had known Adrian since university, which meant he was one of perhaps three people on earth who knew which version of Adrian existed beneath the controlled exterior — and he had the good grace to mostly pretend otherwise.

“You’re quiet,” Daniel said afterwards, when the board members had filed out and they were alone with the remains of the coffee and a whiteboard full of numbers that Adrian had contributed to perhaps twice.

“I’m always quiet in meetings.”

“You’re always precise in meetings. This is different. Quiet is the wrong word. You look —” Daniel tilted his head, studying him with the expression he used when reading contracts he suspected were hiding something. “— absent.”

“I had a late night.”

“There was a motorcycle accident on Ngong Road,” Adrian said. “I helped.”

Daniel’s eyebrows rose. Not because of the accident — accidents on Ngong Road were a daily feature of Nairobi life, like traffic and unsolicited opinions. But because Adrian had said ‘I helped’ in the tone of someone still working out what had surprised them.

“Someone was hurt?”

“The rider. He’s fine. Broken leg, scalp wound. He’ll recover.”

“So why do you look like you’re the one who got hit?”

Adrian considered the question with more honesty than he’d intended. “There was a doctor there,” he said. “A woman. She arrived and just... handled everything. Calm. Completely calm.” He paused. “She knew what she was doing.”

Daniel looked at him.

Adrian looked back.

A slow, insufferable smile spread across Daniel’s face like sunrise over the Ngong Hills — gradual, inevitable, and impossible to stop.

“Don’t,” Adrian said.

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You’re about to say something.”

“I’m just listening. This is my listening face.” Daniel gestured at his expression, which was the opposite of a listening face. “Tell me more about this... calm doctor.”

“That’s all there is to tell.”

“Adrian. I have known you for eleven years. You once described a sunset as ‘optically satisfactory’. You do not linger on people. You don’t describe strangers as calm and then look like...” he waved a hand, “...whatever this is. What’s her name?”

“Amara,” Adrian said. The name came out without the half-second delay it should have required. As though it had been waiting near the front.

Daniel nodded slowly. “Just Amara.”

“Just Amara.”

“You didn’t get her number.”

“No.”

“You didn’t get her surname.”

“No.”

“You know which hospital she works at?”

“No.”

Daniel stood up from his chair, picked up the remains of his coffee, and walked to the door with the air of a man who had just received very satisfying news. At the threshold he paused and looked back.

“For the record,” he said, “this is the most human I have seen you in approximately two years. I’m going to enjoy this phase enormously.”

“There is no phase,” Adrian said.

Daniel left. His laughter carried back down the corridor for longer than was strictly necessary.

✦  ✦  ✦

By 11 a.m., Adrian had conducted the following searches on his phone:

‘Medical interns Nairobi hospitals.’

‘Paramedics KNH contact.’

‘Amara doctor Nairobi.’

He stared at the last one for a long moment, then put his phone face-down on the desk with the deliberate care of a man disarming something. He was not the kind of person who searched for strangers on the internet. He was a privacy-conscious software engineer who was professionally aware of exactly how much information Kenyan search queries gave away about their users. He was not about to become a cautionary tale.

He picked the phone back up.

He put it down again.

He went and got more coffee, drank it standing at the kitchen counter of the break room, and had a brief, frank conversation with himself about proportion. He had met a woman. She had been competent. He had found this interesting because — here was the part worth examining — competence in most people he met was either performed or conditional. It was a costume they wore for presentations and removed in private. Hers had felt structural. Built into the walls of her. That was what had snagged him, he decided. Not her face, not the wet braids, not the laugh at the end with the rain and the matatu. The structural kind of competence.

This analysis satisfied him for approximately four minutes.

Then he thought about the laugh.

He went back to his desk.

✦  ✦  ✦

The afternoon brought a procession of things that demanded his attention and received only part of it. A vendor meeting in which he asked a question he’d already asked fifteen minutes earlier and had to pretend it was strategic repetition. A design review where he approved a wireframe without noticing the navigation architecture was completely wrong, which his lead developer caught and corrected with the diplomatic patience of a man who was used to occasional lapses from otherwise reliable people.

“All good, boss?” his developer asked.

“Perfectly,” Adrian said, with the conviction of someone who was not perfectly fine.

At 4:30 p.m. he received a call from Nairobi Hospital about the rider — they’d found his number in the accident report, listed as the first person to call emergency services. The rider’s name was Kevin. He was on his early 20s, a delivery driver, and his mother wanted to speak to the man who’d stayed with him.

Adrian took the call.

Kevin’s mother spoke in Kikuyu-accented Swahili, soft and thick with relief, and she said things that Adrian’s carefully maintained emotional architecture was not designed to process gracefully. She said he had kept her son calm. She said the paramedics had told her Kevin’s breathing had been steady by the time they arrived because someone had talked to him, had held his hand, had told him he was okay. She said — and here Adrian found himself looking away from his computer screen at nothing in particular — that she had been praying all night not to lose her only son, and that God had heard her, and that He had sent someone.

Adrian said, “Don’t mention it,” which was completely inadequate.

He said it was nothing, which was a lie.

He said Kevin would recover well, which was true and the most useful thing he’d managed.

When he hung up, he sat for a while without moving.

He thought about the woman who had arrived and worked over Kevin with those sure, unhurried hands. Who had briefed the paramedics without being asked. Who had probably gone home afterward and not thought about it again, because for her this was not an exceptional night. This was simply what she was. What she did.

He thought what a thing, to move through the world like that.

And then, because he was Adrian and even his feelings required filing: he opened a new note on his laptop and typed, very precisely, the following:

“Amara. Medical intern or junior doctor. Works in or around Nairobi. Was in scrubs under a leather jacket. Black leather. The paramedics knew her — likely works with or near KNH or Nairobi Hospital. Braids. Brown eyes. Graze on left elbow. Laughed at the matatu.”

He read it back.

He deleted it.

He typed it again.

✦  ✦  ✦

That evening he went running, which was not unusual. He ran four times a week along the Karura Forest trail with the methodical consistency he brought to everything. Running was useful. It processed cortisol and cleared RAM and returned him to himself.

Tonight it did none of those things.

He ran six kilometres instead of his usual five, and the extra kilometre was not discipline. It was avoidance. He ran past the point where his legs said enough and kept going until the trail blurred into the ambient sound of the forest — the birds settling in, the last of the joggers heading home, the city hushed below the canopy — and he stopped on the ridge path where on clear evenings you could see the skyline of Nairobi stretched out like a circuit board.

He stood there catching his breath.

The city glittered below him, indifferent and enormous, full of millions of lives proceeding without his knowledge or consent. Somewhere in it, Kevin’s mother was probably cooking a meal with shaking hands. Somewhere in it, Daniel was almost certainly telling his wife the story about Adrian and the calm doctor with several embellishments. Somewhere in it, a woman named Amara was doing whatever she did in the hours between saving strangers and going home.

He did not know what that looked like.

He wanted to know what that looked like.

This was, he recognised, a problem. Not a crisis. A problem. Problems had solutions. He was very good at solutions.

He told himself, on the ridge path above the city, that it was simply the shock of an unusual evening wearing off in an unusual way. The brain, confronted with something genuinely surprising, sometimes latched onto details as a processing mechanism. This was documented. This was human. He was not immune to being human, occasional evidence to the contrary.

He ran back down the trail.

By the time he reached his car, he had almost convinced himself.

Almost. Which was not the same as convinced. But he was a man who’d built a company on the gap between what existed and what could be, and he was not, tonight, above finding use in almost.

✦  ✦  ✦

At home he cooked. This too was part of the system — he cooked on weekdays, simply, the kind of meals that required attention without inspiration. Tonight it was pasta with a tomato sauce that needed to be stirred. Stirring was good. Stirring kept the hands busy.

He called his mother.

Grace Otieno picked up on the second ring, as she always did, with the alertness of a woman who had never once in forty years missed a call she was meant to take.

“Adrian. You sound strange.”

“I’m making pasta.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

His mother had a gift for telephone diagnosis. She could determine, from the quality of his silence across a mobile connection, whether he was tired or preoccupied or carrying something she should know about. He had never been sure if this was intuition or simply the product of having raised him alone since he was fourteen, which required a level of attentiveness that most people never developed.

“There was an accident,” he said. “On Ngong Road. I was there. Everyone is fine.”

A pause. “You were hurt?”

“Knee scrape. Nothing.”

“Adrian.” The way she said his name contained an entire sentence about applying antiseptic properly.

“I used the antiseptic from the bathroom cabinet,” he said. “It was fine.”

“Expired, I’m guessing.”

He said nothing. She made a small sound that was equal parts fond and exasperated, and then: “And?”

“And what?”

“There’s an ‘and.’ There’s always an and. You didn’t call me about a knee scrape.”

He stirred the sauce. The kitchen smelled of garlic and tomato and the very specific smell of a conversation he hadn’t planned to have.

“There was a doctor there,” he said. “She arrived and helped. She was... she was very good at it.”

The pause this time was longer. Thoughtful.

“Good at it,” his mother repeated carefully, in the tone of a woman setting a very fragile thing down on a high shelf.

“Yes.”

“And you’re calling me on a Friday evening to tell me a stranger was good at her job.”

“You make it sound unusual.”

“And is it?”

He didn’t answer. Outside his kitchen window, Nairobi was turning from gold to blue, the sky doing the thing it did in the hour before dark when it couldn’t decide.

“Adrian,” his mother said softly. “You know I don’t push. I never push. But I want you to know — I have wanted this for you for a long time.”

“Wanted what? I haven’t told you anything.”

“Exactly,” she said. “That’s how I know.”

He had no response to that. She did not require one.

“Eat your pasta,” she said. “And call me when you find out her name.”

She hung up before he could clarify that he already knew her first name, that knowing only her first name was the problem, and that he was not, in any case, doing anything about any of this.

He ate his pasta.

He went to bed at 11:07 p.m. He had been five minutes late the night before, and seven minutes late tonight, which was either a trend or a data point and he refused, at this stage, to determine which.

In the dark, he stared at the ceiling and allowed himself, just once, the precise and unproductive thought:

I hope I see her again.

Then he closed his eyes, and breathed, and waited for sleep to arrive like a reliable system.

It did, eventually.

But not before he’d decided, quietly and without fanfare, that the next time he went to Nairobi Hospital to follow up on Kevin, he would not make a point of looking for her.

He was simply going to go.

What happened after that was not his department.
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“There is a kind of coincidence that feels too precise to be accidental, too gentle to be coincidence.”

He brought fruit.

This was Daniel’s fault. Adrian had been prepared to bring nothing, or perhaps flowers, which felt clinical and appropriate for hospital visits. But Daniel had caught him at the office door on Saturday morning and said, with the authority of a man who had spent his childhood watching his grandmother run a maternity ward: “You don’t bring flowers to a young man with a broken leg. You bring something he can eat and something he can hold. Fruit. Bring fruit.”

Adrian had brought a fruit basket the size of a small child, because when he did something he did it properly. It sat on the passenger seat of his Prado as he navigated the Saturday morning traffic toward Nairobi Hospital, occupying rather more space than a fruit basket had any right to. The mangoes alone were impressive.

He told himself, for the fourth time since leaving his apartment, that he was coming to check on Kevin.

He was coming to check on Kevin.

That was the only reason he was here.

He found a parking space on the third attempt, which Nairobi Hospital rewarded as a sign of character, and walked through the main entrance with the fruit basket under one arm and the expression of a man on a perfectly ordinary errand.

✦  ✦  ✦

Kevin was in Ward 7B, which Adrian found after only one wrong turn and a conversation with a nurse at a station who pointed him left with the slightly distracted air of someone managing seventeen things simultaneously. The ward smelled of antiseptic and the particular staleness of rooms where windows were opened at scheduled intervals, and it was busy in the unhurried way of Saturday mornings — families visiting, curtains drawn around some beds, a television mounted near the ceiling playing a football recap that nobody appeared to be watching.

Kevin was in the third bed from the door.

He looked better than a young man who had skidded across wet tarmac on a Yamaha had any reasonable right to. His leg was elevated in a cast that was already acquiring the signatures of the two nurses who’d been on the night shift. His head wound had been stitched with the neat precision of someone who’d done it many times, and a rectangle of gauze sat over his left eyebrow with the self-important air of an injury that knew it looked dramatic.

He was twenty-two years old, and he had the face of a boy who had, in the last forty-eight hours, received exactly the kind of fright that rearranges priorities. His eyes were clear. His mother sat beside him, a small round woman with her church clothes still on, who looked up when Adrian appeared in the doorway and immediately stood.

What followed was several minutes of the kind of gratitude that Adrian’s composure was not architecturally designed to receive gracefully. Kevin’s mother held both his hands and spoke in Swahili and Kikuyu in alternating sentences, and Kevin himself said, “Boss, you really stayed with me? I don’t remember much but they told me —” and Adrian said “Yes, but the doctor did the important part,” and Kevin’s mother said the doctor was also an angel and God had sent two angels to Ngong Road that night, which Adrian felt was generous but did not correct.

He left the fruit basket. He shook Kevin’s hand. He told him, seriously, that delivery driving paid better if you arrived in one piece, and Kevin laughed with enough energy that his mother immediately told him not to strain himself.

Adrian was preparing to leave — had, in fact, turned toward the door, his errand complete, his conscience satisfied, his entirely innocent reasons for being here thoroughly vindicated — when he heard her voice down the corridor.

✦  ✦  ✦

He stopped.

The voice was coming from the nurses’ station at the end of the ward — professional and clear, giving instructions about medication timing and fluid charts and something about a patient in the adjacent ward whose results needed chasing. He could not see her from where he stood. He could only hear her, and the hearing was enough: the specific cadence of someone whose words arrived with the weight of someone who had thought them through before speaking.

He stood in the corridor of Ward 7B for what he estimated was five seconds, though it may
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