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In Between the Lines

A Novel

By 

Just Catherine

Quote

“Some loves are never spoken aloud—not because they weren’t real, but because they were too real to survive the weight of words.”

Dedication

For the ones who loved in silence.
For every glance that lingered, every word left unsaid, and every goodbye that never felt complete.
May you find peace in your own pages.
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Nairobi has always been mine. I don’t mean it in the way politicians say it like something to be owned or governed. I mean it the way a child claims the smell of their mother’s cooking, or the way you know the exact crack in the wall above your childhood bed. Nairobi has been stitched into me since the day I was born. I know its moods like I know the sun: when it blazes too hot, when it hides sulkily behind clouds, when it bursts through after rain as though nothing happened.

I know the rhythm of the touts before they even shout. A drawn-out “Tao, Tao, Tao!” means the matatu is half-empty, still begging for bodies. A sharp, clipped “Westi!” means hurry two seats left, and the driver’s itching to move. I can cross Kenyatta Avenue without flinching, weaving between impatient cars and men carrying briefcases like shields. I can smell rain hours before the first drop hits the tarmac. Nairobi has raised me, broken me, held me, and still it is my city.

But that morning, something in me felt unsettled.

The air was alive with ordinary things hawkers balancing trays of boiled maize, newspaper vendors shouting headlines about politics and promises, a boy dragging a sack of plastic bottles toward Industrial Area. Nothing new. Nothing surprising. And yet I walked with an itch beneath my skin, a restlessness I couldn’t name.

I passed Archives, the stone building standing like a monument that had seen too many beginnings and endings. How many people had waited on those steps for someone who never came? How many had said goodbye there, pretending the street noise was enough to cover heartbreak? I had passed it countless times, but that morning it pulled at me, like it knew something I didn’t.

I ignored the tug and carried on toward Kimathi Street. The scent of chips frying from a kiosk tried to slow me, but I waved it off. New shoes gleamed in a shop window, the kind that promised confidence but pinched toes; I didn’t pause. Even the chatter of schoolchildren in neat uniforms reminding me of years when I had walked the same pavements with braids and heavy books didn’t stop me.

What did stop me was a matatu.

It swerved too close, horn shattering the morning, the graffiti of Tupac’s face glaring at me from its panel. I stepped back, heart thudding. Nairobi does that it pushes, tests your reflexes, reminds you who’s in charge. My heel hit the edge of a doorway, and I stumbled into its shadow to breathe.

That’s when I noticed it.

A small café, squeezed tight between a barbershop with fading posters of haircuts and a shop selling navy-blue school uniforms. Its signboard was hand-painted, the glass panel speckled with dust, the door propped open with a brick. A Paybill sticker peeled at the edges near the counter inside. If you weren’t looking carefully, you’d miss it.

But the smell you couldn’t miss that.

Hot milk. Cardamom. Ginger. Cloves. The aroma of chai so thick it seemed to rest on my shoulders like a shawl. For a moment, the city outside blurred. That smell carried me back to kitchens where my mother stirred tea in sufurias dented from years of use, back to mornings when the only thing louder than roosters crowing was milk bubbling to the edge of a pot. Chai was memory. Chai was comfort.

I hesitated at the door. I had passed this spot a hundred times and never noticed the café. Why now? Why today? But the truth was, I needed a pause. Needed to breathe.

So I stepped in.

Inside was modest. A chalkboard menu leaned unevenly against the wall: Chai ya maziwa, masala; chai tangawizi; chapati; mandazi; samosa. A radio perched near the till hummed a Sauti Sol song that was almost swallowed by the clatter of cups. The tables were mismatched some wood, some metal scarred by the graffiti of bored students or lovers carving initials.

I let my eyes wander. A boy wiped down a table with a frayed towel. A man in a suit sat hunched over his phone, his untouched chapati curling at the edges. Near the window, two girls in braids whispered over a shared soda, giggling behind their palms. Ordinary. All of it ordinary.

I looked ahead and the famous sign “SELF SERVICE” stared at me. I walked to the counter and the cashier didn’t greet me. This was Nairobi; no one wastes words on pleasantries. She just lifted her chin in that silent question: Sema, unataka nini?

“Chai ya maziwa, masala,” I said, my voice steadying in the room like it had always belonged there. “Na mandazi moja.”

She nodded once, issued me a receipt and I proceeded to the next counter to give my order. A waiter told me to sit down and I would have my chai delivered to me. Everything was ordinary. And yet, beneath the ordinariness, that itch in me stirred again. Something restless. Something waiting.

I didn’t know it yet, but in the next few minutes my world would tilt. And all because of a cup of chai and a stranger I wasn’t supposed to meet.

The café was fuller than it looked from outside. People came and went in quick bursts the kind of place you stop when time is too thin to stretch into a restaurant but too heavy to carry to the next meeting. The air was humid with steam, spiced milk rising and falling in sufurias that hissed like restless snakes.

I balanced my receipt between my fingers and scanned the restaurant to check where to sit.

That’s when it happened.

A waiter balancing a tray of cups wove between tables, her elbow bumping mine. I jerked sideways to avoid spilling her burden. My shoulder collided with someone behind me.

The cup in his hand jolted. Hot chai tilted toward the rim, threatening to escape.

“Oh! Sorry!” I gasped, reaching instinctively to steady it.

But before my fingers could touch the cup, his hand had already adjusted, firm, steady. The liquid stilled obediently. Not a single drop spilled.

“It’s alright,” he said. His voice was calm, low, threaded with a humor I wasn’t prepared for. “You’re lucky I like my chai with a little adventure.”

For a second, I just stared.

He wasn’t doing anything extraordinary. Just standing there, one hand around a paper cup, the other relaxed at his side. But there was a steadiness about him like the city could crash at his feet and he’d still find a way to keep the tea from spilling.

My apology stuck to the roof of my mouth.

I took him in with greedy silence: the curve of his mouth, the faint crease near his left cheek where a dimple might appear if it ever wanted to, his heavy beard; the sharpness of his jaw softened by warmth in his eyes. His shirt sleeves were rolled neatly, his collar open in the way of someone who balanced effort and ease. He smelled faintly of something clean, not strong, just present like rain caught in fabric.

I should have laughed at his joke. Should have said something quick, clever, light. But my mind was blank, my chest crowded with the impossible awareness that I had collided not just with a stranger but with a turning point.

He didn’t seem to mind my silence. Instead, he shifted the cup to his left hand and extended his right.

“I’m Daniel.”

My name fluttered to my lips, perched and ready. But when I opened my mouth, it refused to come. My brain emptied itself of syllables I had spoken effortlessly all my life. All I managed was the faintest nod, my throat too tight to shape sound.

For a moment, his hand hovered between us, waiting. Then, with an amused softness in his eyes, he let it fall back.

“Nice bumping into you,” he said, the corners of his mouth tilting upward.

And then he was gone.

Just like that.

The noise of the café returned all at once the hiss of milk bubbling, chairs scraping, someone laughing too loudly. My body buzzed as though I had been plugged into the city itself. I pressed my receipt tighter in my hand, grounding myself in the small reality of chai, mandazi, nothing more.

When the waiter finally called my order “Masala chai! Mandazi moja!” my voice trembled as I claimed it. The cup was hot in my hands, the paper bag oily at the bottom where the mandazi rested. I carried them to a corner table by the window, sat down, and tried to breathe.

The glass was streaked, but through it I could see Kimathi Street bustling: touts slapping the sides of matatus, a man selling phone covers, a security guard leaning lazily on a metal detector. Ordinary life.

But inside me, nothing was ordinary anymore.

I lifted the cup, sipped. The tea was hot enough to sting, heavy with cardamom and ginger. The taste flooded my mouth, rich and grounding. Still, my hands trembled slightly as I set the cup down again.

Daniel.

The name repeated itself in my head, looping like a song I didn’t ask for but couldn’t stop humming.

I had forgotten to say my own name. Forgotten the one word I had spoken since childhood. And somehow, that felt like a secret like he had stolen something from me without even knowing.

I stared at the reflection of the city in the glass and whispered his name once, just to test how it felt in my mouth. Quiet enough that no one could hear.

Daniel.

The syllables spread through me like warmth from the chai, filling corners I hadn’t realized were cold.

That night, in my small bedsitter, I opened a new notebook I had bought from the stationary shop. Its brown cover was soft, the pages clean, waiting. I picked up my pen, hesitated, then wrote the name at the top:

Daniel.

I stared at it until the letters blurred, then began to write:

I can’t forget the first time I saw you. You captured my heart in a glance. It should have been nothing, but it felt like everything. The world says out of sight, out of mind but how do I stop thinking about you when you never even said my name?

I closed the notebook quickly, as if someone could see, though I was alone. The night outside hummed with Nairobi’s endless noise sirens, laughter, matatus thundering home.

I told myself it wasn’t on purpose. Nairobi has too many streets, too many shortcuts, for me to claim coincidence with any real innocence. But still, that morning, my steps found their way down Kimathi Street, and stopped in front of the café with the brick holding open its door.

I could have walked past. I should have walked past. But the smell of chai drifted out like a net, and my feet betrayed me.

Inside, nothing had changed. The chalkboard leaned against the wall. The cashier was still a woman of few words, raising her chin in the same silent greeting. The kettle hissed, the radio mumbled. A table wobbled when a boy wiped it down with his frayed towel.

“Chai ya maziwa, masala,” I said automatically, handing her a note. “Na mandazi moja.”

She punched the order, slid the receipt toward me. I stepped aside, receipt in hand, just as someone shifted behind me.

And then the world rearranged itself again.

Daniel.

He was seated in the corner. He leaned back in his chair, one hand curved around a cup, the other tapping at his phone. His shirt sleeves were rolled to the elbow, revealing forearms that looked as steady as they had when he saved his chai from my clumsiness.

When he looked up, recognition lit his face almost instantly. His smile came easy, like he’d been expecting me, like my entrance was the punchline to a joke only he understood.

“Well,” he said, setting his phone aside. “We meet again.”

I tried to sound casual. “Looks like it.”

“You didn’t spill anything on me this time.” He lifted his cup in a mock toast. “Progress.”

I laughed, too quick, too nervous. The sound slipped out like it had been waiting in my chest.

The waiter called my order, and I collected it with trembling fingers, my paper bag warm with its single mandazi. I could have walked to a different table, pretended not to see him. But my body betrayed me again, carrying me toward his corner.

“Mind if I...?” I gestured to the empty chair.

“Of course,” he said, motioning easily. As though the seat had been waiting for me all along.

I sat, the hot chai warming my palms, though I hardly tasted it when I sipped.

He tilted his head slightly, eyes narrowing in a mock-accusation. “You know, last time you walked away with something of mine.”

My heart stumbled. “I—I don’t think I did...”

“You did,” he said, leaning forward a little. “You left without giving me your name. Very unfair. I introduced myself, and you left me hanging.”

Heat rushed to my face. I remembered the moment too clearly the silence that had swallowed my voice, his hand waiting, then falling back.

“Oh,” I managed. “Sorry. I was... distracted.”

“Understandably,” he said with a half-smile. Then, softly: “So... are you going to fix it?”

My name trembled on my lips like something too heavy to carry. I had said it a million times before to matatu conductors, to strangers asking directions, to bank clerks clicking at keyboards. But here, across from him, it felt like surrender.

“I’m Scarlet,” I said finally.

He repeated it, as if trying the syllables on his tongue. “Scarlet.”

It sounded different in his voice like the same word, but richer, fuller. He said it like it belonged to him as much as it did to me.

I pretended to sip my tea again, but my chest was vibrating with something too large for the room.

“Better,” he said, leaning back with satisfaction. “Now we’re even.”

Even. As if it could ever be even, when he had given me a name that burned like firewood in the hearth of my chest, and I had handed mine over like a confession.
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The chai was too hot, but I sipped anyway, grateful for something to occupy my hands. My palms pressed against the paper cup as though warmth could steady the shaking inside me.

Daniel leaned back in his chair, casual, one arm resting on the table, the other curling around his cup. He looked perfectly at home in this mismatched café, as if he’d been coming here all his life. For me, it was only my second visit and already the place had changed shape, transformed into something tethered to him.

“So,” he said, tapping his finger lightly on the rim of his cup. “How was your morning?”

It was such a simple question. Ordinary. But the way he asked it eyes steady, mouth tilted in that near-smile made me feel as though the answer mattered.

“Busy,” I said, too quickly, fumbling for something better. “You know Nairobi.”

He chuckled softly. “Yeah. Traffic doesn’t forgive anyone. Waiyaki Way this morning was... madness.”

I laughed, relieved to find a rhythm. “That road is always madness. You need the patience of a saint and the reflexes of a cat.”

He grinned at that, and for a moment his face softened in a way that made the café blur. My chai, the mandazi, the clatter of sufurias everything faded but the sound of his laugh.

I tucked hair behind my ear, buying myself a second before speaking again. “I once saw a conductor hanging halfway out of a matatu, arguing with three passengers at once while still trying to pull more people inside. Nairobi is a circus.”

“Survival of the loudest,” Daniel said, shaking his head.

We both laughed, and the sound of it felt like a secret, though it wasn’t.

Rain began to threaten outside, the sky shifting to that uncertain gray. Through the smudged café glass, I saw umbrella sellers already pacing the sidewalks, their voices rising above the street noise: “Miavuli! Miavuli, fifty bob!”

“Nairobi rain,” Daniel said, nodding toward the window. “It never commits.”

I smiled. “It’s a flirt. Promises you everything, then disappears.”

He raised a brow. “Sounds familiar.”

The words were light, but my heart seized. Did he mean something? Was he just joking? I nodded, pretending calm, though my pulse was loud in my ears.

“Do you like the rain?” he asked suddenly.

“Yes,” I said too fast. “No. Both.” I laughed at my own confusion. “I like it when I’m inside, not when I’m the one running for cover.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “I like the sound more than the wet. Makes the city... pause.”

The way he said it soft, thoughtful made me want to write it down. Every word of his felt like it carried more than he intended, and I was greedy enough to take it that way.

For a few moments, we drank in silence. But it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was thick, like a page waiting to be written on.

Then he said it again.

“Scarlet.”

Just my name. Testing it.

My breath caught. “Yes?”

He smiled, shook his head. “Nothing. Just wanted to say it.”

And that was it. Ordinary. Casual. But to me, it was a match dropped into dry grass. My whole body felt lit.

I tried to steady myself with mandazi, tearing a corner and chewing slowly. But even that betrayed me. My fingers trembled, sugar dust clinging to my skin like evidence.

He noticed. His eyes lingered just long enough to make me self-conscious, then shifted back to his cup. That small flicker the look and then the look away sliced me open in the gentlest way.

Was he hiding something? Or was I just inventing shadows where there was none?

Outside, the rain began properly, drumming against the road, swallowing touts’ shouts and horns. Umbrellas popped open like impatient flowers, softening the city into color.

I wanted to freeze the moment. Him across from me, chai in hand, rain behind him, my name still hanging in the air like it belonged to both of us.

But life never freezes where you want it to.

The rain had thickened into a steady curtain, smearing the city outside into streaks of light and shadow. Inside, the café felt smaller, its walls closer, the hiss of boiling milk louder. Daniel glanced toward the window once, then back at me, then down at his cup.

His phone buzzed against the table. Once. Twice. A low, insistent hum.

He glanced at the screen, then away, quick and controlled. The kind of look you practice when you don’t want anyone to notice.

But I noticed.

Of course I did.

For one split second, his face changed. A tiny tightening of the jaw, a flicker in his eyes. And then it was gone, replaced with his easy smile, the mask he wore so well. But the crack had shown, and I carried it like a secret treasure.

“Everything okay?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

“Yeah,” he said too quickly. Then softer: “Just work.”

Just work. Two words that weighed nothing and everything.

I nodded, pretending to believe him. Pretending not to have seen the way he’d looked away as if what waited for him in that message was something I wasn’t meant to see. Maybe someone.

Silence hung between us, heavy.

He lifted his cup, drained the last of his chai, then set it down with the quiet decisiveness of someone finishing not just a drink but a moment.

“I should get going,” he said, sliding his phone into his pocket.

My chest tightened. I wanted to ask him to stay, to stretch this fragile thread of conversation longer. Instead, I nodded, my throat suddenly thick.

But then he looked at me again, and his mouth tilted into that smile that seemed to open a door and close it at the same time.

“See you around, Scarlet.”

My name again. Said like a promise, like a casual farewell, like nothing at all.

He stood, adjusted his sleeve, and walked out into the rain, the door swinging shut behind him with a thud that echoed louder than it should have.

I sat there, staring at the space he’d left, the rain still drumming against the glass, my chai gone lukewarm.

See you around, Scarlet.

Just four words. For him, a throwaway. For me, a sentence I would replay until it wore thin.

“He said my name again, as if testing it, as if keeping it. Then he left. Just like that. I tell myself it was ordinary. Just a man leaving a café on a rainy afternoon. But why does it feel like a chapter closed and another opened all at once? Why does it feel like he took something with him when he walked out?”

By the time I reached home, the rain had already stopped. Nairobi was good at that bursting into storm and then shrugging it off, leaving puddles that reflected headlights like broken mirrors. The jacaranda outside my window dripped quietly, purple petals plastered to the tarmac like someone had spilled ink.

I set my umbrella by the door and switched on the single bulb. The light flickered once before settling into its usual weak glow. My bedsitter smelled faintly of wet clothes and ginger; I had left the window open earlier, and the storm had crept in uninvited.

I boiled water, sliced fresh ginger, bruised two pods of cardamom the way my mother taught me, and let the milk bubble to the lip of the sufuria. The ritual was muscle memory, but my mind was elsewhere back in the café, at that corner table, watching Daniel drain his cup and say my name like it meant nothing.

Scarlet.

I sat cross-legged on my bed with my mug and my notebook, the brown cover already softening at the corners from being carried in my bag. I flipped to a blank page, dated the top, and let my pen hover.

The words arrived, hesitant but insistent:

He asked my name today. I gave it. Finally. The simplest thing, and yet it felt like surrender. He said it twice. Once like he was reminding himself. Once like he was keeping it. I can still hear it in my chest. Scarlet. From his mouth, it’s heavier, richer, like it belongs to both of us now.

I sipped my chai, too strong with ginger, and pressed on:

We talked about nothing traffic, rain, matatus and yet I left feeling as though we had spoken in a language only I could understand. Every pause, every glance, every small laugh felt like a confession. Maybe I am imagining it. Maybe it was only words. But in between the words, I felt something. Something that doesn’t fit neatly on the page.

I paused, chewed the end of the pen, and listened to the city outside. A boda boda growled past. A dog barked at something unseen. Somewhere a couple quarreled, their voices rising, breaking, then folding into laughter. Nairobi’s night was as alive as its day, but inside my room, time felt stalled.

He looked away once, when his phone buzzed. Quick, but I saw it. Pretended not to. Who was it? Why did it matter? Why did it feel like proof of something I’ll never be allowed to hold?

The ink smudged slightly where my hand brushed it. I underlined nothing, though everything felt like it deserved underlining.

Finally, I wrote:

He left me with four words: “See you around, Scarlet.” He meant them casually. But I will replay them until they are no longer words but prayers. Until they wear thin from overuse. Until they turn into silence again. Maybe I am foolish. But if I am, then let me be. At least in my foolishness, I feel alive.

I closed the notebook gently, slid it under my pillow, and lay back, my mug empty on the sill.

The jacaranda swayed outside, whispering with the wind. I whispered too, just once, soft enough that even the night couldn’t catch it.

“Daniel.”

And the city, busy as ever, carried on without pause.
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Nairobi is not a city that lets you keep secrets. Its streets expose everything: the preacher with his cracked Bible shouting on Tom Mboya Street, the matatu tout dangling halfway out the door screaming “Tao! Tao! Westi!” like a battle cry, the couple arguing near the hawker selling socks for fifty bob. Every corner is a stage. Every passerby an audience.

And yet somehow, when I saw Daniel again that afternoon, the crowd dissolved.

I hadn’t been looking for him. I was cutting across Kenyatta Avenue near Sarova Stanley, weaving between the tide of bodies, my umbrella tucked under my arm though the rain had already come and gone. The air smelled of wet pavements and wet dust, of traffic straining against its own impatience.

Then a familiar voice threaded through the noise.

“Scarlet.”

Just my name. Nothing more.

But it reached me in a way that no preacher’s sermon or tout’s shout ever could. The sound of it pierced through the clamor, wrapped itself around me, pulled me still.

I turned, and there he was. Leaning against the low wall near the hotel with the newspaper vendor, sleeves rolled up, a half-smile tugging at his mouth as if he had been expecting me all along.

For a moment, I forgot the rhythm of the city I had known all my life. Forgot to move with the current. People brushed past, annoyed that I’d frozen in their path. A man muttered “We Songa,” as he squeezed by. But my body wouldn’t obey.

Daniel pushed off the wall, taking a step closer. He didn’t rush. He never seemed to rush. He moved like someone who trusted the city would wait for him.

“You again,” he said, his tone casual, almost teasing.

I tried to match it, though my heart was hammering. “Nairobi’s not that big.”

He chuckled. “Oh, it’s big enough. But maybe it doesn’t want us hiding from each other.”

I swallowed hard, my fingers tightening around the handle of my umbrella. The way he said it light, joking felt like an echo of something heavier.

The crowd streamed around us, matatus honking as they bullied their way through the avenue junction. The world was loud, insistent, demanding.

And yet in that moment, it was only him.

Daniel tilted his head slightly, studying me. “You look...” He paused, searching. Then he smiled faintly. “Different from the café. Less distracted.”

Heat rushed to my cheeks. I forced a laugh. “I try.”

“Doesn’t work,” he said softly.

I didn’t know if he meant it as a joke, but the words sank into me, heavy, dangerous.

Matatus honked and made their way through the avenue, music from the stores blasted the street. Peoples chatter made their way through the air. But Daniel’s eyes steady, unreadable held mine, and for a few seconds, it felt like silence had fallen on the street.

Then, as if remembering himself, he glanced away. Quick, sharp
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