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Dedication
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For every dreamer who built something beautiful with nothing but their hands, a little faith, and a scrap of paper.
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Epigraph
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"Even the tallest tree once started as a seed buried in darkness."
— African Proverb
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CHAPTER 1
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The rain had stopped hours ago, but the ground still squelched under Naima’s battered plastic sandals as she picked her careful way through the narrow alley behind the tin-roofed shops. Mud clung stubbornly to her toes, cool and sticky. The air hung thick with the smell of damp earth, acrid smoke from cooking fires, and the sharp, metallic tang of sewage that never quite disappeared, no matter how long the sun beat down or how many times the council promised repairs.

Up ahead, a knot of people had formed near the crumbling cement wall behind Mr. Githinji’s welding shed—a wall so patched and weary it seemed to sigh in defeat. It had collapsed overnight—again.

Naima quickened her steps, clutching her schoolbooks tighter against her chest, their spines digging into her arms. One side of the wall had caved in completely, exposing what had once been someone’s sleeping space: a battered plastic basin cracked clean down the middle, a pair of flip-flops crushed under a slab of concrete, and a mosquito net, torn and ghostly, fluttering weakly in the breeze like a forgotten prayer. The rawness of it stung.

Miraculously, no one had been hurt, though the crowd’s murmurs crackled with blame, frustration, and a weary kind of surrender.

“They built too close to the drain again,” someone muttered, their voice thick with the dust of long-swallowed anger.
“Concrete without support. Just like last time.”
“They never learn.”
Naima said nothing. Words felt too heavy, too small. She just stared at the wreckage, her fingers twitching, hungry for the familiar weight of her sketchbook. In her mind, lines and curves already began to bloom, tracing the story the fallen wall could not speak for itself.

She shifted her books to one arm and slipped her free hand into the pocket of her skirt, feeling for the worn edge of her pencil. If the world around her insisted on crumbling, maybe—just maybe—she could find a way to sketch it into something new.



Back home, Naima crouched on the frayed edge of her thin mattress, toes curled into the threadbare fabric, while her siblings bickered over who had taken the last scrap of sukuma from the dented aluminum plate. The room pulsed with the noise of living: the clatter of spoons, the shuffle of feet, the low hum of old arguments resurfacing like stubborn weeds.

Their mother moved swiftly around the cramped, one-room house, her steps sharp and efficient—a conductor in a symphony of survival. She stirred a pot balanced precariously on the jiko, sorted coins with a clink and rustle, adjusted the paraffin lamp whose weak flame painted the peeling walls in strokes of gold and shadow.

Naima opened her schoolbook with a sigh, pretending to read, but her mind snagged and drifted, tugged away from history dates and the unfinished algebra problems waiting like abandoned cities.

Almost without thinking, she flipped to the last page—the secret page—and let her pencil whisper across the paper. Light at first, cautious, like a bird testing the air. A wall took shape under her hand, but this one was different: it had proper drainage running behind it, a slight, deliberate angle to carry the rainwater away. She added a sloped roof pieced from reclaimed iron sheets, a clever ventilation flap at the top to let the heat escape, gutters feeding neatly into a salvaged tank.

Each stroke of the pencil was a quiet rebellion against the way things were.
Each detail—the flowerbed hugging the foundation, the smooth stone set under the window for sitting—felt like breathing easier. Like a place that would endure storms instead of crumbling under them.
It wasn’t much. Just graphite and hope.
But it was better than a wall that fell every rainy season.
It was something.
She was so deep inside her imagined world that she didn’t notice her mother’s shadow falling across the page until it darkened the house she was building with her bare hands.

“What’s that?” her mother asked, wiping her damp hands on a faded kitenge, her voice soft with exhaustion.

Startled, Naima snapped the book shut, trapping the dream inside. “Nothing,” she mumbled. “Just notes for school.”

Her mother gave a tired, lopsided smile—the kind of smile worn thin by too many years of making do.
“Don’t forget the real tests next week,” she said, her voice kind but heavy. “Drawing won’t put food on this table.”
Naima nodded, folding her hands protectively over the book, feeling the pressure of unspoken dreams pressing back. She didn’t argue. Not tonight.
Instead, she tucked the hope away, quiet and burning, where no rain could wash it out.



Later, when the others had drifted into restless sleep and the city had softened into its usual nighttime rustle—whispers of distant radios, the creak of settling roofs, the low grumble of a motorbike in the far-off dark—Naima reached under her mattress with practiced fingers.

She pulled out her real sketchbook—the sacred one, hidden away where no careless hand or curious eye could reach. Its cover was worn smooth from years of secret handling, the pages inside a patchwork of dreams: some edges curled and yellowed with age, others smudged by charcoal dust and the weight of hopes too big for daylight.

She turned carefully to a blank sheet.
A clean beginning.
A silent promise.
In the soft, uncertain glow of the flickering paraffin lantern, Naima began to build.
Not with bricks heavy and crumbling.
Not with cement that cracked and forgot its promises.
But with lines on paper—fine and deliberate, each stroke a foundation.
Walls rose from the emptiness, strong and sure. Roofs spread wide like sheltering wings. Windows opened to skies that didn’t leak. Gardens bloomed along tidy paths. Tanks filled with captured rain.
In this quiet hour, she was not poor, not cornered by crumbling walls or leaking roofs.
She was an architect of what could be.
And somewhere deep inside, she promised herself:
Someday, she would build a house that no storm could tear down.
Not just on paper.
For real.
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Naima liked mornings best—those tender, trembling hours before the city fully woke up. Before the shouting started. Before the dust rose thick in the air. Before the scramble for water at the cracked taps or the mad jostle for space on the rumbling matatus.

In that stillness, when the streets yawned and stretched and everything smelled faintly of dew and ash, she could almost pretend her world had more room in it. More breathing space. More possibilities.

The path to school twisted past rows of iron-sheet kiosks patched with scraps of tarpaulin, past crumbling walls layered with the ghosts of old election posters and the heavy breath of charcoal smoke. Naima always walked quickly but carefully, her sandals slapping softly against the dirt, her eyes never still.

She scanned the ground, yes—but more than that, she scanned the world itself.
Mentally rebuilding it as she moved.
If they just tilted that roof differently, the runoff wouldn’t flood the neighbor’s doorway.
If someone widened that narrow walkway by half a meter, kids wouldn’t have to dodge bodas skimming past like angry wasps.
If this alley had a proper light—just one—maybe Mama wouldn’t worry so much when I walk home late.
Naima didn't see a broken world.
She saw a badly built one.
And deep in her chest, fierce and certain, she knew: it could be fixed.
Not someday. Not by someone else.
By her.



At school, the courtyard buzzed with restless energy, a
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