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    To S.K —You stole my heart, and I still don't know why.

      

    



  	
        
            
            To love deeply is to risk everything — even the world you once called your own.
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Chapter 1
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He is standing by the door, back turned, shoulders hunched the way they are when he is trying not to say the first cruel thing that arrives. His jacket hangs over the dining chair, the navy one that makes him look like the man I once imagined he would be, the one I built a future around in my head. He reaches for it, shakes it once—hard, like he is waking it—and slips his arms into the sleeves. The fabric whispers. I want to say something soft that will carry through that whisper. Something small and bright. Did you sleep? Drive safe. I like that shirt on you.

I say nothing. The words dry in my mouth and crumble like sugar left out in the rain.

From where I am on the couch, I can see his left leg tap against the floor as he checks his pockets. Phone. Wallet. Keys. The rhythm is familiar, like the opening to a song I loved until it got overplayed and became noise. The morning light slants in through the sheer curtains, paints a pale stripe across his shoulder. He is a silhouette I know better than my own reflection. He is a stranger moving through my living room.

The children have left their kingdom of blocks under the coffee table. A green dinosaur leans against my ankle as if it knows I need something solid to touch. The house smells like toast and lemon dish soap and the faint metallic bite of last night’s argument. He doesn’t look at me, but I feel him scanning the room for things he can control. The silence. The clock. The shoes left in the hallway that he will kick aside without bending.

I pull the blanket closer though I am not cold. I imagine standing up, crossing the distance, straightening his collar. I imagine my fingers brushing the inside of his wrist, the soft place where his pulse lives. A tiny intimacy. A surrender. The kindness we have not earned and yet still expect. I imagine telling him about the dream I had just before dawn—the one with the ocean that kept breathing me under and spitting me out, the one where I saw his face under the water and couldn’t tell if he was drowning or if he was the sea itself.

“Are you taking the car?” I ask. It’s not the thing I want to say, but it’s the thing that comes out shaped like a question he can answer without looking at me.

He checks his watch. “Obviously.”

The word lands on the rug and lies there like a wet towel. I nod though he isn’t watching. I think of every person who ever told me he would do this—belittle first, soften later, a rhythm like tapping keys in a pocket. Stupidity and love, my cousins. Foolishness, our aunt who laughs too loud at the wrong time. I can hear S’s voice in my ear, the one that named it for me back when names still made things clearer. “Toxic love,” she said, like she’d tasted it and could tell you the ingredients. You can fill your lungs with it and feel high. You can fill your house with it and watch the paint peel.

He opens the door halfway and stops, stares at the shoe rack as if it has betrayed him. He hates the red sandals I bought last month because they squeak against the tile when I rush, because they look like a woman who thinks she still deserves color. He straightens a sneaker that isn’t crooked and mutters to himself, a language of almost-words he keeps for moments when he feels watched. If I were better today, I would say, “Come back early, the kids have the thing at school,” and he would say, “I know,” and we would perform marriage like it’s a script we can still memorize if we try hard enough.

“Don’t forget the chicken feed,” I say instead.

He exhales. It sounds like a laugh that changed its mind halfway out. “Do we ever have enough feed?”

“We do when you remember.”

There. We are off. It’s not a fight, not yet, just two people scraping their spoons against the bottom of an empty bowl to make sure the other hears the noise. He turns his head a fraction, enough that I see the corner of his mouth. I used to kiss that corner in the mornings, right there, because he said it made him feel lucky. Lucky, like a coin you keep in your pocket and rub smooth with worry.

“You know,” he says, “if you woke up earlier—”

“I was up.” My voice surprises both of us. “I was up with Joy at three. And with Ken at five. And I packed the lunch boxes you forgot were on the counter.”

His jaw tightens, and I remember the first time I noticed that—a night in the old apartment when the sink clogged and we laughed and ate cereal out of mugs because all the bowls were soaking, and I said something teasing, harmless even, and the muscle at his jaw jumped like a small animal waking. I didn’t know then what it meant. I only thought, how handsome anger looks when it doesn’t think anyone is watching.

“I have a meeting,” he says. “Real people expect me to show up.”

“I expect you to show up,” I say. “But not just to the office.”

He gives me the briefest look. It lasts exactly as long as it takes to close a car door in your mind. He is practiced at this—the glance that is almost a kindness, the restraint that is almost respect. He picks up his keys from the dish near the door, the one our youngest filled with seashells last weekend. The keys clink against the shells and make a sound like fragile bells. I want to tell him that sound is the whole of our marriage, metal against something soft, both pretending not to notice the cracks.

“I’ll be late,” he says. “Don’t wait up.”

“I always do,” I say, and it’s true. I wait even when I tell myself I won’t. I wait because waiting becomes a habit the way forgiveness does—something you do so often you stop checking if it’s deserved.

He pauses, hand on the doorframe, as if the house is a picture he’s deciding whether to straighten. The hallway holds its breath. In the bedroom, the ceiling fan ticks like a mechanical heart that forgot what beating is supposed to sound like. Our children’s drawings line the wall: stick people with circular hands, a house with smoke curling like a question mark, a sun with too many rays. In one, he is a giant with a blue smile and I am there as a purple triangle. The kids draw joy like it’s guaranteed. I tuck the blanket under my feet and force myself to breathe slow, in, out, careful like one does when lifting a sleeping child.

He says my name then, the way you say a place you aren’t sure you want to visit. “Katya.”

“Yes.”

He clears his throat. “There’s eggs on top of the kitchen table, I just collected them. You and the kids can eat them.” The tenderness of a map to cheap mercy. He offers it like a favor he can afford. The way he says it carries a we-were-fine-once promise, the way people offer gum at a funeral.

I nod. “Thanks.”

This is how we keep from bleeding out. The patchwork of small manners, the threadbare blanket of routine. I have learned that if I try to talk about how I’m really feeling when his shoes are on, it is like trying to catch steam with my hands. He doesn’t have time for vapor. He needs a handle to grip. He needs an errand, a purchase, a proof. He needs me to be a list he can check off.

He looks at his watch again, at the phone, at the outside world pressing its nose to the window. The silence grows. The room fills with everything I am not saying. I could choose sweetness right now, I tell myself. I could walk over and lay my cheek against his sleeve and say, “I love you,” without asking him to be anyone but the man he is this morning. I could watch his shoulders drop, see the way relief makes him taller. I could give us an easy day. I almost do.

Then the memory comes—sharp as the first sip of orange juice after brushing your teeth—of last night, the way he called me careless, the way his voice got flat when I cried, the way he slept on the edge of the bed as if sorrow were contagious. Love and stupidity and craziness, a tangle I can’t comb through without pulling out hair. I sit still. I let the almost fall away.

He reaches for the doorknob. The door opens to the world and the cool morning steps in. Dogs are barking somewhere. A boda passes, a thin whine that fades. He stands very still, as if listening for something only he can hear. Maybe he is listening for the part of me that used to run after him to the gate and press a kiss to his cheek, the part that made him coffee in a travel mug and tucked a note inside his pocket that read: I love you.

“Chicken feed,” I say again, because repetition is the safest language we share.

He nods. “If I pass the agrovet.”

“You will,” I say, and make it a blessing.

For a beat, he looks at my face directly, and it feels like opening a window after the rain. His eyes are tired. Mine must be, too. We have grown old in small ways, in the lines at the corners, in the way we stand, in the quiet with which we carry disappointments from room to room. I try to picture the first time he called me beautiful and how it felt like a door hidden in a wall had swung open. I try to picture the first time he made me small and how it felt like I had been locked out, barefoot, and it was raining.

“You know I—” He stops, chewing on the apology like gristle.

“It’s fine,” I say quickly, because there are apologies that take more energy to receive than to refuse. “Go. You’ll be late.”

He goes. The door clicks shut, and the house exhales. The jacket smell clings to the room, an afterimage. I listen to his footsteps on the path, the gate, the engine. When the sound fades, my shoulders drop. I press my palms to my eyes and see stars. I wait a moment before I move, as if the room might break if I stand too fast.

In the quiet, a small joy arrives, limping but alive: Ken’s giggle from the hallway, the slow shuffle of Joy’s feet against the tile. “Mama?” she calls, voice thick with morning.

“I’m here,” I say, and my voice bends, softening around the words the way water learns the curve of a stone. “I’m right here.”

Joy climbs onto my lap and tucks her head under my chin. The blanket smells like her hair, like last night’s soap and the salt of sleep. Ken leans his small weight against my leg, and the green dinosaur is pushed aside. Their bodies are anchors. Their warmth is a truth I can hold. I breathe them in until the hard, metallic taste of the argument dissolves and leaves only the ordinary sweetness of toast and soap and children who trust the day to be kind.

I smooth Joy’s hair and look at the door as if he might walk back through it with a second chance. Maybe he will. Maybe he won’t. The jacket moment is over, but it seems will hold all day. I stand, because mornings don’t wait for broken hearts.

“Who wants eggs?” I ask, and two hands lift as if the question were the first miracle of the day. I head to the kitchen, the blanket dragging like a small cloud behind me, and I try to remember the last time he kissed the corner of my mouth and I believed we were lucky. I try to remember without swallowing glass.

I crack the first egg into the pan and listen to it hiss. The sound is simple and reliable—the opposite of love when it goes complicated. The opposite of a jacket that only whispers back. I flip the egg and tell the morning that we will make it through, one small mercy at a time. If there is sunshine to be brought, I will bring it to this room, to these faces, to myself. I will learn the language of sweetness again, even if I have to practice it first in an empty kitchen, to the rhythm of a tapping leg that finally walked away.

The dishes are stacked neatly on the rack, water sliding down their sides in slow, silver trails. Outside the kitchen window, Nyeri’s morning light filters through the tall, ancient trees at the edge of our land—our forest. Twenty acres of earth that feels older than the world itself, wrapped around us like a blessing I never stop thanking God for. It is the one thing I could never resent him for. This home is everything I wanted: away from the choking noise of the city, with neighbors far enough that their lives don’t spill into ours, only visible as distant smoke from evening fires.

When the wind moves through the forest, I swear it speaks. Not in words I understand, but in a language that makes my skin prickle and my heart slow. There are days I walk its narrow paths and catch glimpses of something else—another layer of the world that’s hidden from everyone else. It’s not a vision, not exactly, but a shift. The light bends differently. The air thickens with secrets. I never tell him this. He would laugh or look at me in that way that closes me up.

I am an introvert by nature, and this space—the rolling land, the silence, the vast compound where our children run without fear—is my sanctuary. Sometimes I wonder if loving him all these years has been easier because of this place. God knows I have never stopped loving him for giving me this home.

But the quiet here does not erase memory. The warnings echo as clearly as the wind in the trees.

They started before the wedding. S, my fiercest friend, leaned across her chipped wooden table in her Nyeri town flat and told me, “Katya, I know love makes us brave, but there’s brave and there’s blind.” Her tea steamed between us, smelling faintly of ginger and caution. I laughed then, too sure of my own story.

My mother didn’t warn me directly. She came from the same hills and valleys that now cradle our home, and she believed in endurance. “A good husband is a roof,” she told me once. “Maybe it leaks, but you are not sleeping in the rain.” I never told her I like the rain.

Even the city, back when we lived there, tried to warn me. I remember waiting for him by the jacaranda-lined street in Nyeri town, purple petals scattered like bruises across the pavement. He arrived late, always late, and when a message lit up his phone, his body angled away from me ever so slightly. “Work,” he said, tucking it back into his pocket, and I told myself that important men are busy men.

There were softer warnings, too. The time he bought me a beautiful blue dress, only to tell me later not to “advertise what’s mine” when I wore it without him. Or the way he would turn my small mistakes into stories for others’ amusement, smiling as if that smile erased the sting.

And yet... there is this land. This house. The long dirt driveway lined with old grevillea trees, the shamba where I grow vegetables in neat rows, the forest where I can disappear and feel both lost and found. It’s the home of my dreams. It makes me forgive him more than I should.

I sometimes wonder if the forest knows my secrets. On my longest walks, I’ve felt watched—not by anything cruel, but by something ancient and patient. I imagine it sees the cracks in my marriage as clearly as it sees the cracks in the dry earth after a hard season. And maybe, like the land, I can heal if given enough rain.

Warnings and blessings sit side by side here. The laughter of my children in the compound, and the memory of nights when his voice cut me down. The warmth of our evening fire, and the cold of his absence when he works late without calling. The home I always dreamed of, and the man who built it with me—flawed, loved, resented, needed.

I take the kettle off the stove, pour myself tea, and stand by the window a little longer. The forest sways, and for a moment, I swear it leans closer, like it has something important to say. Maybe one day I’ll understand. For now, I sip my tea and listen to its rustling voice, letting it drown out the old warnings, if only for the morning.

The first time I saw him, it wasn’t in Nyeri. It was in the city—dusty pavements, impatient traffic, the kind of place where people’s eyes are always somewhere else. But his eyes found mine. I remember the way his smile reached them, as though it had been waiting for me, like the morning sun that hits the hills at home.

He was wearing a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a look that made him seem both serious and ready for something unexpected. We were at a small roadside café in Karatina, one of those stopovers where everyone seems to know everyone. I was there with S, sharing mandazi and chai, when he came in to greet a mutual friend. His laugh caught me first—low, warm, the kind that sinks into you without asking.

We spoke for the first time over chipped enamel mugs. I remember noticing his hands, the way he held his cup carefully, as if afraid to spill a single drop. That afternoon, he asked me about my work, my family, my dreams. He listened. Really listened. And in a city where people often wait for their turn to speak, his attention felt like a rare currency.

The early days were a blur of matatu rides and late-night calls, of walking together in town, sharing roasted maize from roadside vendors, of the nervous excitement when his number flashed on my phone. He had this way of making every place feel warmer just by being there.

When he first brought me to Nyeri rural to see the land—our land now—I could hardly believe it. Twenty acres of peace, with the forest at the edge like a guardian. It was quiet in a way that made my chest feel light. He told me, “One day, we’ll build here. A home that’s ours.” In that moment, I believed in forever.

We planted our first tree together on a small hill near the forest. He dug the hole, and I pressed the young seedling into the earth with my hands. The soil was cool and damp, smelling of rain even though the sky was clear. “This will grow with us,” he said, and I smiled because it felt like a promise.

I think about that tree often now. It must be taller than both of us by now, its roots deeper, its branches stronger. It doesn’t know about the arguments, the silences, the late nights apart. It only knows how to keep reaching for the sun.

In those days, love was easy. It lived in small things—sharing one plate of ugali and sukuma, holding hands as we walked to the shop, laughing at nothing until our sides hurt. I would watch him work, sweat glistening on his forehead, and think, this is the man I will grow old with. This is the man I will build a life with.

Even now, when the bitterness creeps in, when the warnings echo, I remember that version of him—the one who made promises under the shade of the old mugumo tree, who said my name like it was the first word he’d ever learned, who gave me the forest and the wide, breathing land.

And maybe that’s why I’m still here. Because somewhere in him, I believe that man still exists. And somewhere in me, I still hope to find him again.

Our home in the village is not grand by the standards of those who count luxury in shiny tiles and glass walls, but it is ours, and that makes it everything. Built brick by brick, it sits with a quiet confidence at the edge of the forest, as if it belongs to the land as much as the old mugumo trees do. Its roof glints in the morning sun, and the walls hold the scent of years of fires, meals, and children’s laughter.

We have three children—Ken, Joy, and little Wanja—and their voices fill the compound like birdsong. On good days, it’s the sound of life blooming. On difficult days, it’s a reminder of how much is at stake. The wide yard is their kingdom: they race each other barefoot on the grass, chase the chickens, build fortresses out of old cartons, and collapse in giggles under the shade of the avocado trees.

Inside, the walls tell our story in their own way. There’s the scuff mark near the kitchen door where Ken crashed his bicycle last Christmas. The corner where Joy decided to draw her first “masterpiece” in crayon. The living room shelves, filled with more odd trinkets than books—souvenirs from market days, wedding gifts from relatives, things too sentimental to throw away. This house carries our history in small, stubborn ways.

We built more than walls here—we built routines. Mornings begin with the smell of tea boiling in the sufuria, the radio murmuring in the background, the sound of the forest waking up outside. Evenings often find us sitting by the fire, the children pressing close to tell their stories from the day. Sometimes he listens, sometimes his eyes are far away, but he is there, and I tell myself that counts for something.

The land itself is part of our life. There’s the shamba where maize and beans grow in patient rows, the kitchen garden where I cut sukuma leaves for supper, and the guava tree that leans just enough to let the children climb it. The forest, always the forest, stands watch—its shade deep and cool, its paths a retreat when I need quiet. It’s where I go when the house feels too small for my thoughts.

We’ve hosted family here, too. Weddings, Christmas gatherings, even a funeral. The compound has seen dancing, feasts, the slaughter of goats, the smoke of celebration and grief alike. Our neighbors are far enough that we can live without constant intrusion, but close enough that help is only a motorbike ride away.

There have been struggles—times when money was tight, when tempers flared, when we forgot to be gentle. But the home remained. The land remained. Even when the silence between us was thick, the sound of wind in the forest reminded me that some things endure.

Sometimes, I think I love the life we built more than the man I built it with. And then I feel guilty for thinking it, because without him, none of this would exist.

Our life here is stitched together with both beauty and fault lines. It’s the smell of rain on red earth, the sight of my children sleeping under mosquito nets, the sound of his boots on the veranda after a long day. It’s not perfect. But it’s ours.

Parenting is nothing like the storybooks. No one tells you how much of it is made of small sacrifices that no one sees—cold tea on the table because you had to clean up a spill, sleepless nights because someone’s fever spiked, the way your own dreams learn to wait in the shadows.

With three children, the work never ends. Ken is old enough now to want answers for everything, his questions trailing me from the kitchen to the shamba. Joy is the dreamer, forever getting lost in her own worlds, and I find myself half smiling, half calling her back to reality. Little Wanja, still small enough to cling to my hip, is a constant reminder of how fast time moves and how quickly the baby years disappear.

On good days, parenting feels like a gift. The giggles over burnt chapati that we eat anyway. The way the children’s faces light up when I appear at the school gate. Watching them climb the guava tree and come down with sticky hands and wide grins. These moments are pure, and they keep me anchored.

But there are hard days, too—days when their needs pull me in three directions at once, when the house feels too loud and the work too heavy. Days when I can’t remember the last time I sat quietly without being needed. On those days, I walk to the forest’s edge after they’ve gone to bed, letting the stillness press against me until my shoulders drop.

Sometimes the strain of parenting is worsened by the strain between their father and me. When we argue, I see the confusion in their eyes, the way they hover at the doorway like they want to step in and fix it. I try to shield them from it, but children are sharp; they notice the silences, the way voices drop when they enter a room.

Still, I love them with a fierceness that feels carved into my bones. They are the reason I get up on mornings when the weight of everything feels too much. They are the reason I bite my tongue, the reason I keep trying to make this home a place they’ll remember with warmth.

I sometimes think the land itself helps me parent. The shamba teaches patience—seeds don’t rush to grow. The forest teaches boundaries—paths must be respected, and some spaces are not for wandering. And the wide compound teaches them freedom—space to run, space to breathe, space to be children.

Parenting is a hard job. Some days it feels like I’m failing, other days like I’m winning small, quiet victories no one sees. But whether it’s hard or beautiful, it’s mine. And if nothing else, I want my children to grow up knowing they were loved, not just in words, but in the everyday work that love requires.

There are nights when the quiet in this house feels heavy, not peaceful. The kind of quiet that presses on your chest and makes you aware of every breath. I lie awake listening to the wind in the forest, the occasional cry of a night bird, and his breathing beside me. The space between us in bed feels wider than the twenty acres outside.

I’ve thought about leaving him more than once. I imagine packing my clothes, gathering the children, and walking away from the weight that drags at my spirit. In those moments, freedom looks like a small, rented room in Nyeri town, noisy with matatus and neighbors but lightened by the absence of tension.

But then I think of the children. How they run barefoot in the compound, how they know every tree and path, how they can name the birds that nest in the grevillea trees. This land is theirs as much as it is ours. To take them away from it feels like cutting roots that haven’t yet had time to grow deep.

I also think of the home itself—the walls we built, the forest that has become my refuge. Leaving would mean leaving this place, and that thought alone feels like a wound. God knows I love this land almost as much as I love my children.

So I stay. I tell myself the children must come first, and that means finding ways to live in harmony, however fragile. I’ve become skilled at it—measuring my words, knowing when to retreat to the forest to cool the heat in my chest, turning arguments into silences before they can burn too hot.

Some days I convince myself that this is strength, this ability to keep the peace. Other days, it feels like surrender. Maybe it’s both. Maybe survival is a combination of knowing when to stand your ground and when to disappear into the trees until the air is safe again.

Still, the truth is there, waiting for me in the dark: I am tired. Tired of tiptoeing around his moods. Tired of swallowing my own voice. Tired of holding a marriage together with threads that fray more each year.

Yet every morning, I rise. I make tea. I prepare the children for school. I greet him at the table. And when I walk out to the shamba or the forest, I let the land remind me of who I am beyond this marriage. Here, among the trees and open fields, I remember that I am more than a wife trapped in her own home—I am a woman who still belongs to herself.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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The morning mist was still clinging to the forest when my phone began to ring. I was in the kitchen, boiling water for tea, watching the slow swirl of steam rise and fade against the window. The sound startled me—it was too early for casual calls. My first thought was of the children, but they were safe in their beds. I wiped my hands on my kanga and answered.

It was my cousin from Nyeri town. Her voice was low, thick with the kind of heaviness that doesn’t need explanation. “Katya,” she said, and paused as if steadying herself. “She’s gone. Guka’s wife... your grandmother... passed in her sleep last night.”

For a moment, I said nothing. My grandmother was 102 years old. The oldest tree in our family forest. The one whose hands had known every season, whose eyes had watched entire generations grow and fade. I had known this day would come, but the knowledge did nothing to soften the ache. My mind went instantly to her house—mud walls, the soot-darkened kitchen, the smell of firewood smoke curling under the roof. I could almost see her there, sitting on her low stool, stirring githeri in the pot, looking up with that half-smile she kept for those she loved.

I sank into the nearest chair, the phone still pressed to my ear though my cousin had gone quiet. Outside, the forest seemed to still. Even the birds paused, as if listening. My grandmother had been part of my life from my earliest memory. I grew up under her watchful eye after my mother sent me to live with her. I was the little girl who trailed her to the shamba, trying to match her steady pace, who learned how to sift maize and light a fire from her hands. She taught me to shell beans by the fire, to listen for the rain before it fell.

“I’ll come,” I said finally, my voice smaller than I meant it to be. “I’ll come today.”

After I hung up, I sat for a while, staring at the steam rising from the kettle. Memories came in waves—the sound of her laughter, the way she used to pat my cheek and say, “You have your father’s stubbornness, but your mother’s eyes.” The feel of her hand in mine when she walked me to the village shop, always buying me a sweet even when money was tight.

The children woke then, their voices tumbling into the kitchen, unaware that something in the world had shifted. I moved through the motions—making tea, buttering bread—but inside, I was already on the road to her. The journey would take me through the ridges and valleys I had known as a girl, back to the place where my roots had first touched the earth.

When I stepped outside to call my husband, the mist was lifting. The forest stood tall and quiet, the old mugumo tree at
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