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For those who waited at the sky.

For those who kept the box.

For the ones whose names belong to their mothers.
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"The rain that falls on the mountain does not belong to the mountain."

— Samburu oral tradition

"You cannot inherit a wrong and refuse to inherit it. You can only decide what you do next."

"Love is not a country you arrive in.

It is a country you build, stone by stone, in the rain."
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A NOTE ON LANGUAGE
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Several words from Maa, the language of the Samburu and Maasai peoples, and from Somali and Borana appear throughout this novel without translation. This is intentional. A glossary follows the final chapter for readers who wish to consult it, but the author encourages reading past the unfamiliar words first, trusting the context, the way one trusts a landscape one has not yet learned the names for.
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A literary romance set in northern Kenya, 2023–2025, against the worst drought in forty years. Iris Halloway, a 32-year-old British climate journalist grieving her brother and carrying her grandfather's 1953 colonial diary, arrives in Marsabit to report on the crisis. She meets Dr. Kipchoge "Kip" Lemayian, a 35-year-old Samburu veterinarian, Oxford- and Edinburgh-trained, who has returned to run a mobile livestock clinic and to resist a foreign mining concession on his ancestral land. Their love unfolds through drought, then catastrophic flood; through her discovery that her grandfather displaced his grandfather's clan in 1953; through a journalism that begins to feel like theft; through a final, devastating choice about who gets to belong and who gets to leave. It is Atonement meets The English Patient, set on the bone-dry plains where the climate emergency is no longer coming it has arrived.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

TABLE OF CONTENTS


[image: ]


Table of Contents

The Year the Rains Failed

Copyright

DEDICATION

EPIGRAPHS

A NOTE ON LANGUAGE

Synopsis

TABLE OF CONTENTS

THE DRY SEASON

Chapter One: The Color of Bone

Chapter Two: The Listening

Chapter Three: Notebooks

Chapter Four: The Singing Wells

Chapter Five: The Letter

Chapter Six: His Mother's House

Chapter Seven: What the Diary Said

Chapter Eight: The Question

Chapter Nine: What She Tells Him

Chapter Ten: The Rain

THE FIRST RAIN

Chapter Eleven: The Mother's Judgment

Chapter Twelve: Nairobi

Chapter Thirteen: Lentukunye Speaks

Chapter Fourteen: The Decision

Chapter Fifteen: What the Box Held

Chapter Sixteen: Before the Rains

Chapter Seventeen: The Rains Come

Chapter Eighteen: The Flood

Chapter Nineteen: Lentukunye's Grace

Chapter Twenty: The Article

THE LONG RAINS

Chapter Twenty-One: The Article Lands

Chapter Twenty-Two: Going

Chapter Twenty-Three: London

Chapter Twenty-Four: The Fellowship

Chapter Twenty-Five: Letters

Chapter Twenty-Six: The Long Dry

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Edinburgh

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Roslin

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Return

Chapter Thirty: What the Rain Keeps

GLOSSARY OF SELECTED WORDS

AUTHOR'S NOTE

PART ONE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE DRY SEASON

[image: ]


"The cattle keep walking towards the water they remember. Then they stop. Then they don't get up."
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Chapter One: The Color of Bone
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On the day Iris Halloway flew into a country that had stopped being green, she carried in her satchel two things she had not declared at customs: her brother's last letter, still unopened after seventeen months, and her grandfather's diary from the year 1953.

The Cessna shuddered as the pilot a Kenyan in a faded Manchester United cap, with the unhurried calm of men who had outlived too many small disasters to be ruffled by a thermal banked east of Mount Marsabit. Below them, the land unspooled in shades of pale ochre and bone. From the air, the dry riverbeds looked like cracks in old porcelain. There were no clouds. There had not been clouds, the pilot told her, in any way that mattered, for nearly three years.

"You see those?" he said, tipping the wing.

Iris pressed her temple to the window. Scattered across the plain, in patterns she at first mistook for some geological formation, were the bodies of cattle. A great many bodies. They lay where they had fallen, untouched even by scavengers, because there was nothing left of them worth the eating. Hide stretched over architecture. Bone-flag. Bone-altar. Bone-rosary across the dust.

"They keep walking," the pilot said, "towards the water they remember. Then they stop. Then they don't get up."

Iris had been a journalist for nine years. She had reported from Aleppo in the spring of 2016, from the migrant boats off Lesbos, from the wildfires in Attica that had burned the village she had once spent a summer in as a girl. She had taught herself, by necessity, the small mercy of looking without looking the soft defocus that allowed the eye to register what the mind would otherwise refuse. But the cattle on the floor of the Chalbi did not permit defocus. Their stillness had the formal arrangement of something deliberately laid out, as if the land itself had become a museum of what it could no longer sustain.

She turned away from the window and reached, without meaning to, for the satchel between her feet.

The diary was a slim cloth-bound thing the colour of old moss, the year 1953 embossed in faded gold on the spine. Her grandfather had been twenty-six when he wrote in it. A district officer in the Northern Frontier District of the Kenya Colony, posted to a place called Marsabit, where, his entries reported, the air at night was so clean that the stars were not points but a kind of weather. He had written about the elephants in the cedar forest on the mountain. He had written about a Samburu girl who came to the boma selling milk in a calabash, and how he had not known whether to pay her in shillings or in goats, and how this had been the first thing in his life that made him understand he did not belong here. He had written about a man named Lekuyie, a headman, with whom he had drunk tea and discussed, in his halting Maa, the matter of the grazing reserves.

He had also written about other things. Things which, when Iris had first found the diary in the loft of her grandmother's house in Harrogate three months after his funeral, had made her sit down on the bare floorboards in the cold and weep not for him, but for what she had not known about him.

She had told her editor at the Guardian nothing of the diary. She had told no one.

The plane began its descent.

Marsabit town in the dry season was a rust-red sprawl of corrugated iron, half-finished concrete, and the bleached awnings of dukas shading nothing in particular. The strip was a single graded line of murram. As they came in, Iris saw a child in a yellow shirt running alongside the runway, keeping pace, his bare feet kicking up small chronologies of dust. He did not wave. He simply ran, as if to prove to himself that the aeroplane was real.

The fixer was waiting beside a white Land Cruiser at the edge of the apron. She was perhaps twenty-six, in jeans and a denim jacket, her hair pulled back tight from a face that managed, somehow, to be both wary and welcoming.

"Iris."

"Halima."

"Welcome to nothing," Halima said, deadpan, and then her mouth softened almost against its will, and she added: "I'm sorry. That joke is funnier in the rains."

Iris laughed before she could help it. The laugh felt strange in her chest. She had not used it in some time.

"I've heard the joke before," she said. "It's funny in any season."

Halima took one of her bags and slung it into the back of the Cruiser as easily as a man twice her size might have. "We have a small detour before the hotel. Is that all right?"

"Of course."

"It's about Dr. Kip."

"The vet."

"Yes. He should have met us today. There is a situation in Loglogo, two hours south, and he is staying out another two nights. I thought you might want to drive there tomorrow at first light, rather than wait."

Iris hesitated. She had imagined, foolishly, that she would have a day to acclimatize to unpack her notebooks, to press her face into the thin cold air at dawn and let the altitude tell her body where it was, to prepare. But Iris had learned, on this kind of story, that preparation was its own form of cowardice. The story did not wait for you to be ready. It happened, and you either rose to meet it or you did not.

"Tomorrow," she said. "First light."

Halima looked at her with an expression Iris could not yet read. Later, she would come to understand it as the small recalibration of a person who has decided you might be all right.

"Good," Halima said. "I'll have you at your hotel by five."

The Land Cruiser climbed out of the town in low gear. From the back seat Iris watched a procession of women coming the other way, each carrying on her shoulder a yellow jerry can larger than her own torso, and each walking with the upright, expressionless dignity of a person doing arithmetic calculating, perhaps, how many more such walks the body could be asked to make before it refused.

"Where are they coming from?" Iris asked.

"The borehole behind the police post. It is the only one still giving water in the town this week. They will walk eleven kilometres back to their manyatta."

"And tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow they will walk eleven kilometres again."

Iris took out her notebook and wrote down nothing.

The hotel sat on the slope above the town, where on a different evening, in a different century, one might have looked out and seen the green flanks of the mountain breathing mist. Tonight, the slope simply fell away into a haze the colour of weak tea. The air smelt of woodsmoke and goat and the metallic dryness of a place where every well had been deepened twice within living memory.

In her room concrete floor, an iron-framed bed, a single bare bulb on a frayed cord Iris sat on the edge of the mattress and held the unopened letter in her lap.

Iris, it said, in James's handwriting, which had always been the handwriting of a boy who had refused to grow out of his round-lettered enthusiasms.

She did not open it. She had not opened it in Yorkshire, not in London, not in the long sleepless months that had followed; she had carried it from house to house and from country to country like a small unpaid debt. She had told herself, at various points, that she was waiting until she was strong enough. She had told herself she was waiting until she was weak enough. She had told herself, finally, on the flight from Heathrow, that she would open it when she was in a place where the word brother meant something other than what it had meant before.

This might be such a place. She did not know. She returned the letter to the satchel.

Outside, a goat was bleating somewhere on the slope with the slow, philosophical patience of an animal that had nothing left to lose. Iris lay back on the bed without undressing, and the bulb above her swung gently in a current of air that came, she realised after some time, from a crack beneath the door, and she lay watching the bulb swing, and somewhere between the bulb and the bleating, against her will, she slept.

She dreamt of James as she had not dreamt of him in months: standing in the doorway of the flat in Stoke Newington, holding two mugs of tea and looking at her with that crooked, half-apologetic expression he had used to wear when he had something he wanted to say and was not yet sure how to say it. In the dream she did not let him speak. In the dream she only watched him until he was gone.

When she woke it was four in the morning and the bulb was still swinging, and she understood that she had been wrong about the bulb. The air in the room was perfectly still. It had been her own breath, all along, that had moved it.

They left Marsabit at half past four.

Halima drove. Iris sat in the passenger seat with her notebook open on her thigh, although she did not write anything in it for the first hour. The track ran south and east, off the bitumen, into a country of black volcanic stone and stunted commiphora and the occasional surreal upthrust of an Erythrina, naked of every leaf but, against all sense, holding up a fistful of red flowers at its crown, like a small private mutiny against the dryness.

"Tell me about him," Iris said at last. "The vet."

Halima drove for a while before she answered. The track had narrowed; she was watching the ground.

"He is complicated," she said.

"Complicated how?"

"He is from here. Samburu. His clan is I am Borana, so I cannot speak for them properly but his mother's people are from a manyatta about eighty kilometres south of where we are going. His father was a chief. A laibon, also. A kind of seer. He died four years ago."

"And the son went away to school."

"He went further than school. Oxford, for the first degree. Then a doctorate at Edinburgh."

"And he came back."

"He came back," Halima said. "Most do not. He runs the mobile clinic for the Norwegian NGO, but the truth is he is doing his own work. He is trying " She stopped. "You should ask him."

"Trying to do what?"

Halima glanced at her. "Iris. You will write what you write. He is a private man. I am only the person who drives the car. He will tell you what he tells you."

Iris closed her notebook. "Fair."

For a long minute there was only the engine, the dust, the steady thump of the chassis over an exposed root.

Then Halima said: "He is also angry."

"At what?"

"At what is happening. At what is not happening. At the people who are sending men in helicopters to look at the salt under the ground while his uncle is selling his last cow for the price of three jerry cans of water."

"Mining."

"They call it exploration. The word matters. Exploration is a thing you can say in a meeting in Nairobi. Mining is a thing you must say to a man whose grandfather is buried where the road will go."

Iris wrote that down. She did not know yet that the road in question, and the man whose grandfather was buried under it, and her own grandfather's diary in the satchel at her feet, were not three separate things at all, but a single thing that had been waiting in this country for seventy years to find her.

They came upon the encampment in the bottom of a lugga a dry watercourse at a little past eight.

Halima had stopped the vehicle on the lip of the gully because the track switched back, and Iris had stepped down to stretch her legs. The morning was already breathing heat. She walked to the edge, intending only a moment of solitude, and that was when she saw, below her, the small encampment.

There was a Toyota pickup with its driver's door hanging open. There were three men in the angular red shukas and beaded collars of Samburu, two of them squatting in the shade of the truck, a third standing apart with his arms folded across his chest. There was a fire an embarrassed little fire, three sticks under a blackened kettle and there was, in the centre of all of it, a camel.

The camel was on its side. Its eyes were open. From this distance Iris could not yet tell if it was alive.

And there was a man kneeling beside the camel with his hand laid against its throat.

He was not in a shuka. He was in khaki trousers and a faded blue shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, and his hair was cropped close, and even from the lip of the gully Iris could see the steadiness of his hand on the animal's neck not the wary steadiness of a stranger, but the loose, listening steadiness of someone who had grown up with his palm against the throats of things. He was speaking to the camel. Iris could not hear what he was saying. She found, oddly, that she did not want to.

"That is him," Halima said softly, at her shoulder. "That is Kip."

Iris did not answer.

The man Kip bent his ear closer to the camel's flank, listening for something she could not have named, and then he straightened and said something to the standing Samburu in a low voice, and the standing Samburu nodded once, slowly, the way one nods when bad news has been confirmed but not surprised one.

Then Kip lifted his head and looked up the slope.

He was perhaps forty metres away. He could not have seen her face. But she felt it the way one feels a thrown stone before it lands that he had registered her, that some part of him had reached up the side of the lugga and taken her measure, and that he had returned to his work without indicating, in any visible way, that he had done so.

Halima touched her elbow. "Let me go down first."

"Yes," Iris said. Her voice was steady. Her voice was always steady. It was one of the things about her that James had used to tease her for, and that, after James, she had been quietly grateful for. "Yes. Of course."

She watched Halima pick her way down the slope, raising one hand in the salutation of the country, and she watched Kip rise from his knees beside the camel and meet Halima halfway. She saw the slight smile he gave Halima the kind of smile reserved for old understandings and then she saw him glance up the slope again, this time deliberately, and lift his hand to her, Iris, in a gesture that was neither a wave nor a summons but something quieter: an acknowledgement that she existed, and that he had seen her, and that, when she was ready, he would be there.

She did not move for a long moment.

Above her, the sky was a flat, exhausted white. Below her, the camel was dying. In her satchel was a letter she had not opened and a diary that, if she ever showed it to the man at the bottom of the gully, would change what she was to him forever.

Iris Halloway, who had reported from the burning places of the world and had come to this one believing she was here to write about water, took a breath and went down to meet him.

She did not know yet that she would lose him.

She did not know yet that she would find him.

She knew only, as she came down the slope into the lugga, into the smell of dust and dying animal and woodsmoke, that the light here was the colour of bone, and that she had, for the first time in seventeen months, the small and terrible suspicion that she was about
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