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Chapter One

Tilly
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Tilly cringed. She could handle swarms of flying termites flooding into the house at the start of every rainy season. She could blend in and gain acceptance in Eastleigh, the Somali neighborhood in Nairobi, despite that community’s wariness of foreigners. She could handle matatu buses hurtling toward her at top speed, even at night when many matatu drivers chose to forgo headlights. What she couldn’t handle was this call.

This was going to be painful, but she couldn’t keep avoiding it. She looked at the yellow and white rose bushes, pink bougainvillea, and purple-flowered passionfruit vines that filled her garden. They grew alongside avocado and papaya trees, birds of paradise with their orange, origami-like blooms, and cacti. Everything grew in Kenya. I’m in a gorgeous garden, she thought. It’s a beautiful, February day in the middle of the summer dry season. The sun is shining. I can do this. I. Can. Do. This. Breathing in the fragrant air and willing the lush surroundings to calm her nerves, she raised the phone to her face and accepted the call.

“Will you be here for Francine’s wedding?” As usual, Tilly’s mother cut to the chase.

“I don’t know,” Tilly said, wishing this was a regular phone call and not video. She wouldn’t be able to get the drink she was going to need for this conversation. Calls with her mother were often strained and a glass of wine usually helped. It’ll only give her more material, and I don’t need a lecture on day-drinking added onto this call.

Her mother sighed and turned away from the screen for a moment. “She’ll be disappointed if you don’t come.”

“Mom, I’m forty-two. Stop talking to me like I’m twelve.”

“Well, I—"

“Listen, I haven’t figured out everything yet. Give me another week to see what’s going on and then I can let her know.”

“I don’t even know why you’re still out there. You said Kenya was only for two years. After your last two posts in Jakarta and Amsterdam, I would think you’d have all this out of your system by now.”

Tilly tuned out at that point. She and her husband had indeed planned to be in Kenya for only two years. During that time, they, as well as their three sons, fell in love with the country and two years turned into nine. Much of her family back home in Boston resented their being abroad, at least Tilly’s mother did. Tilly was tired of having the same argument again and again.

“Hello? I’m still here!” Her mother called Tilly back to attention.

“Sorry,” she said, looking around as though there might be an escape hatch hidden somewhere among the trees and shrubs of the garden. “Listen, I am doing my best to come. I will know what I can and can’t do by the end of this week.”

“I suppose that’s fine but think about bringing the boys. I miss my grandkids!”

Her mother’s words hit a nerve and hit it hard. This was the big sore spot since they moved to Kenya. Tilly felt her face grow hot. Her free hand tightened into a fist. She struggled to keep the powder keg inside of her from exploding.

“You know what, Mom?” she said through clenched teeth. “In nine years, you have not visited. Not even once! So, you can come here if you miss them that much.”

“You want me to come to Africa?”

“Right, it’s a hotbed of terror!” Tilly was shouting now.

“You had a terror attack a few weeks ago in January! The DusitD2 Complex—twenty-one people died! It was al-Shabaab. You know, the same terrorist group that attacked the Westgate shopping mall? What a way to start 2019!

“Nairobi has had two terror attacks in the last few years. Both targets were fancy and supposed to be safe, but they obviously weren’t. I watch the news, you know.”

Oh, I know. Believe me, I know. You scour the news for anything bad. You grasp at whatever you can and use it as a reason against living in Nairobi, Tilly wanted to say. Knowing better than to go on a personal attack, she took a different angle.

“Yes, that happened, and it was awful. You don’t have to lecture me about it. We have friends who were there, at both The Dusit and Westgate. They survived, thank God. But you know what? Things like that happen in every big city. Boston is no different. Did you forget about the marathon bombing? You know what else? There’s plenty of crime in the US too. And, back in the States, there are school shootings every month! Gun violence isn’t a daily occurrence here. Overall, day-to-day, it’s safer here. I can’t keep having this conversation with you.”

With that, she closed the video call. She missed the days of slamming down a phone. It was so much more satisfying than pressing a touchscreen. She figured her mother probably got the message. Tilly would send her a text later in the week. She had already made her decision.

She wasn’t going to the wedding. She certainly wasn’t going to take the kids out of school for it. With two eight-hour flights each way, this wedding was not an easy long weekend for her family. Back home, people complained about the journey when it came to visiting Kenya. However, they didn’t seem to understand time constraints and distance when Tilly did the traveling.

Letting out a long sigh, she got up from the patio table and walked inside to the kitchen for a glass of wine. She always kept a bottle of white in the fridge. It was practically medicinal after a call with her mother. She poured herself a generous glass, carried it back outside, and sat on one of the cushioned, wicker lounge chairs set out on the lawn. She swung up her feet, leaned back, and took in the garden.

With Nairobi’s temperate climate and their gardener’s talent, the garden was in bloom every day of the year. She had it pretty good out here, in a spacious, two-story, five-bedroom house with a beautiful garden in the posh neighborhood of Gigiri. Of course, life in Nairobi had its ups and downs—like power outages and water rationing—but those were manageable things. A backup water supply and generator could get you through almost everything, even during the rainy season when power outages were frequent. She had a cushy life. Her mother’s dark continent view of Kenya was dead wrong.

Tilly set the wine on a side table, leaned back on the chair, and rounded her shoulders forward and back. She closed her eyes. A quick nap would help her recover from the call. She started to feel the tension ease and her muscles relax.
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Five minutes later, she was startled awake by barking.

“Get back here you mothercluckers!” a young voice shouted.

Three frantically clucking chickens and two dogs rushed by, knocking over the side table. She sat upright and picked up her glass, now empty, from the lawn. Her oldest son, Ron, ran over to her. He leaned forward, putting his hands on his knees as he caught his breath.

“Sorry, Mom. I’m trying to catch them, but...”

“I know, honey. It’s fine. We need to fix the pen so the chickens stop escaping. I didn’t really need that glass of wine anyway. I should be getting ready for tonight.”

“Were you talking to Gran?”

“Yes, I was. Did you hear me?” She worried about what he might have overheard.

“No, but I could tell.”

“How?”

“You always go for the Mom Juice after talking to Gran.” His eyes were fixed on her wine glass.

“What?”

“You drink when—”

“I know. I do. I guess. I didn’t realize it was that often, or that obvious,” she said, unsure of where this conversation was heading. “Why did you call the wine ‘Mom Juice?’ ”

“It’s not a big deal. A lot of the moms do it. I mean, some like red wine. Toby’s mom likes vodka. I only asked because I know Gran upsets you.”

She didn’t know how to begin processing this. Her thirteen-year-old most definitely implied that she used alcohol as a crutch, that all the other mothers rely on booze, and that he was fully aware of her strained relationship with her own mother. At least it was well past noon. Thanks to the time zone difference between Nairobi and Boston, she hadn’t succumbed to day-drinking until the late afternoon.

Her mother did indeed drive her crazy. The distance provided a buffer, which allowed Tilly to avoid most confrontations, but it didn’t shield her from everything. This was becoming more and more of a problem and Tilly would need to find a way to resolve the issue soon. She looked at the wine glass and wondered if she was hitting the Mom Juice for more than one reason. If she was honest, she had to admit her mother wasn’t the only thing bothering her.

Her life could sometimes feel hollow. She wasn’t working anymore. Leaving her job as a forensic accountant to be a stay-at-home mom made sense when they first moved to Kenya. At the time, she had a job offer at the Nairobi office of one of the big four accounting firms. She liked the potential role, but she wasn’t keen on keeping up a hectic schedule. Her two boys were young, and she was pregnant with her third son. A fifty- to sixty-hour workweek was no longer something she wanted. Besides, with the move to Kenya, her husband, Dave, had gotten a big promotion and raise at the flower company where he worked. They didn’t need two incomes. She didn’t need to work. Plus, in the beginning, there was nonstop activity from simply living in Nairobi.

The early years were a rush of excitement. There was a big learning curve for day-to-day essentials, like where to shop and how to set up the gas canister for the stove. Then there was travel, safari, and the overall romance of Kenya. With all the exhilaration, time flew by. Now, nearly a decade later, the children were older and in school for most of the day. Tilly had a lot of time to fill. At this point, she simply lived here and had a lot less to do. The thought of returning to her prior career didn’t appeal to her. She wanted something different. The problem was she didn’t know what that was.

“Mom?” Ron waved his hand in front of her face.

She shook her head to focus. Her mind wandered a lot lately. She needed to get a handle on that.

“Oh, honey,” she said, reaching over to tousle his shaggy, brown hair. “This is a lot for a kid to deal with. I’m sorry you have to see it. You’re right, though. Gran and I have a tough time with each other. But I shouldn’t drink every time she upsets me.”

“It’s okay,” he said as he ducked out of her reach. “It’s not like Cindy’s mom. She’s a total alcoholic. She spends all day lying on the couch drinking and watching soap operas. You only drink sometimes, not like all the time.”

“Wow!” She didn’t know what else to say to that piece of information.

When the boys were younger, Tilly made sure to regularly check in with the other parents. She wanted to know exactly what her kids were exposed to when they went on playdates. As they got older, she stopped feeling the need to make sure everyone’s home life was fine. Now, she would start paying attention again. It seemed to her enough mothers were having a rough time to warrant some investigation. Nairobi was a great place to raise kids, but it could also take a lot out of a person.

Even with house help, the daily trials of life in a developing country could be difficult. The pressure could strain marriages and families. Being far from home wasn’t easy, and expatriate life wasn’t for everyone.

“You know what? I’m going to take Cindy’s mom out for lunch. Maybe she needs someone to talk to or something to do. A little fun can go a long way.”

“Yeah, okay. I should go find the chickens before the dogs catch them. Simba’s too slow, but Lottie almost got one.” He ran off in search of the chickens.

“And I’ll cut back on the Mom Juice,” she called out as Ron disappeared into the garden.
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As Tilly got up to take the wine glass back inside, her middle son, Ed, a lanky ten-year-old who seemed to be all arms and legs, came out to the patio.

“Mom? Who’s watching us tonight while you and Dad go out?”

“Caroline will stay and watch you.”

“Yes! We get mandazis!” He jumped and pumped his fist in the air.

He then ran back inside to find the housekeeper. Tilly had to laugh. It didn’t take a lot to please that boy. Plus, he adored Caroline. Tilly had been lucky to hire her from another expat family that was leaving Kenya. That was back when they first arrived in Nairobi. Caroline had been with them ever since. On top of the housekeeping, she also helped Tilly take care of the children. She was a second mother to all three of her boys, especially her youngest, Peter. Caroline is amazing. And, I must admit, she does make excellent mandazis, Tilly said to herself. But, I better make sure they’re only for dessert and that Ed doesn’t talk Caroline into making an entire dinner out of the doughnuts.

Ed’s good humor was contagious, and Tilly’s mood lifted. Feeling cheerful again, she went inside to get ready for the party. She thought about what to wear as she went up the curved staircase to the second floor. She stopped at the hallway mirror at the top of the stairs and paused to examine her hair. She was getting as shaggy as Ron. Her formerly gamine cut was getting unruly at the edges. Her bangs were falling into her eyes. She’d need to pin them back tonight. As she pushed her bangs away from her face, she noticed her roots. Well, at least I’m blonde and it blends in...sort of...I’ll book a cut and color tomorrow. Right now, I need to get moving.

She could hear her husband, Dave, as she made her way toward their bedroom. She hoped he didn’t have a head start on her. Men have it so easy. Dave throws on whatever and he’s all set. Entering, she saw that he was almost ready.

“I was wondering where you were,” he said.

“I need a quick shower and then I’ll get ready super fast,” she said, starting to undress in the walk-through wardrobe room that led to their bathroom.

“Do you know what you’re wearing, or should I go downstairs and have a beer as I wait?”

“I won’t take long.” She took off her shorts and tossed them at him. “I think I’ll wear that green kitenge dress—the one you say brings out my eyes. But you can also have that beer.”

“I’m joking.” Dave grinned. “And I love that dress on you.”

Tilly had a collection of kitenge dresses. The traditional East African wax print patterns were bold and colorful. Tonight’s green kitenge sheath dress was her favorite. No matter how messy her hair might be or if she didn’t have on a stitch of makeup, when she wore that dress, she felt glamorous.

She could use the confidence boost this evening. Nadine, the hostess of the party, could be icy. She was generally tolerable but was never all that fun, and she was the queen of sliding in insults. Tilly had expected Nadine and her husband, George, to move after two or three years, like many other expats did, especially the diplomatic corps. Unfortunately for Tilly, Nadine and George planned to be in Kenya for the long haul. The expat bubble was too tightly knit for feuds. To keep the general peace, Tilly had to make nice with her frenemy. Knowing she looked nice in her dress would help with that tonight.

“Thank you for the compliment,” Tilly said as she went over to give Dave a kiss. She gazed up at him. Four continents, three kids, and fifteen years into their marriage, and he was still as handsome as ever. His hair was more salt and pepper than brown now, but that only added to the charm. However... “Hmm, I think both you and Ron need haircuts.”

“Already booked. All four of us shaggy Fleming men are going in.”

“Great! Oh, by the way,” she began, stepping into the bathroom, “did you teach Ron the term, ahem, motherclucker?”

“Ha! I wish!” Dave bellowed. “No, that was Peter.”

“Peter’s only eight! How would he know that?”

He shrugged and headed out of the bedroom. “This is Africa.”
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An hour later, Dave maneuvered his tan Toyota Land Cruiser through an awkward five-point turn to back it out of the garage and face it toward the compound gate. “I hate the turning radius of this thing,” he said. He drove toward the steel and wood paneled gate where their askaris—guards—had opened it after making sure everything was clear outside. Tilly smiled at the askaris as she and Dave passed through the gate and onto the street.

“And people complain about my vehicle being clunky,” she said, referring to her Land Rover Defender. “Thank you for driving, by the way.”

“I heard you with your mom earlier. I figured you could use more drinks than me tonight.”

“Ha! Thank you. I do indeed need it. She went off on how dangerous it is here, again. She never lets up on that. Never! Remember how—when I told her how secure our house is and how she didn’t have to worry about safety—she went off on how Nairobi is known as ‘Nai-robbery.’ Can you believe that? There is no convincing that woman!”

“Hang on a second.” Dave focused on the road. Making a right turn in a country that drives on the left could be tricky, and the junction of Magnolia Close and United Nations Avenue was no exception. Matatus were not allowed on that road, but there were plenty of other bad drivers and speeding motorbikes. Once safely on UN Avenue and heading toward the neighborhood of Runda, he continued speaking. “I remember her doing that. But, and I hate to say it, she has a point. We have all our security for a reason.”

“Yeah, well, I still say that it’s safer here overall than in the States.”

“I completely agree. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not looking forward to the day when I’m asked to take a post at the Miami office.”

“Can they make you do that?”

“Not really. They might make it hard to say no, but they can’t force it.”

“Good.”

I’m not ready for repatriation, she said to herself.

They drove through Runda, making a turn at the first roundabout—Kenya was all about traffic circles rather than four-way intersections—and then continuing onto Bombax Close. Much of Runda was filled with diplomatic families and Tilly was certain every house on Bombax was either embassy- or UN-rented.

Dave parked the car along the side of the road. This puzzled Tilly. With under fifteen minutes of travel time, they arrived on the early side. There would be plenty of space inside to park, even with the vehicle’s tight turning radius.

“You don’t want to park inside?”

“Nah, this is easier for when we want to leave.”

“Thinking of an escape plan already, huh?”

“You never know when you’ll need one, especially when Nadine gets snarky.”

Laughing, they walked across the street to the house party.
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Chapter Two

Pauline
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The Toyota Prado was a significantly bigger car than Pauline had wanted. Curt, her husband, insisted it was necessary for the wilderness of Kenya, not to mention the multitude of potholes scattered throughout the city streets of Nairobi. When she questioned his reasoning, he countered that they also needed big cars because they were both tall. She had known she wasn’t going to win the argument, not when he was resorting to lame excuses such as their height. She had given in and now had to deal with the gigantic beast. She hated driving it. She even hated getting in and out of it, which, despite her long legs, was difficult. Dumb luck determined whether she was able to do so without any problems. There was no such luck today.

“I think I stepped into poop,” she said after a less than graceful landing on the driveway.

“What?” Curt gave her a look to let her know exactly how crazy he thought she sounded.

“Come around.”

The bangles she made in a jewelry making class last month clinked together as she waved him over to her. As Curt walked to the passenger side of the car—which was on the left side, something she still hadn’t gotten used to despite having been in Kenya for two years—Pauline slowly lifted her foot out of the small, pungent, greenish mound. Ugh, she thought as she gagged. It’s soft and fresh.

Angling her foot sideways, she said to Curt, “See? This is definitely from a monkey. I kind of wish I hadn’t worn flat, strappy sandals.”

“Welcome!” A burly, middle-aged Englishman greeted them as he came out of the large, Tudor-style house. Smiling and holding a bottle of Tusker beer in each hand, he approached them. He handed Curt a beer and started to hand Pauline the other bottle. He stopped as he noticed the pained look on her face and glanced down toward her foot.

“Hello, George!” Curt replied. “This is my wife, Pauline. We had a minor incident.”

“Hi, George, nice to meet you. I somehow made my way into some poop. From a colobus, I think.”

“Ah, yes! We have monkeys!” George laughed. “The little shits leave little shits everywhere. Come on back, we’ll get you cleaned up...How do you know it’s from a colobus monkey?”

“Oh, Jesus. Don’t get her started,” Curt groaned as the three of them headed toward the back of the house.

“We have monkeys too, and they are a problem,” Pauline explained. She gave Curt a nasty look. Turning back to George, she added, “Our house borders Karura Forest, so I am now an unwilling expert in all things monkey related. I can identify them by how they look, by sound, and, gross as it is, by poop.”

“Ha! Now, that’s a dubious skill!” George guided Pauline to the covered, outdoor laundry and clean-up area. “Here we are, the dhobi.”

After washing her feet, Pauline handed both shoes to a housekeeper. She was still getting accustomed to the idea of house help and she felt wrong tasking the woman with cleaning off the monkey shit. But, this was not the time to insist upon doing something herself.

Barefoot and watching every step she took, she walked out of the dhobi and over to the side patio where her husband and his colleagues were gathered. George offered her a folding wooden chair and was finally able to hand her a beer. She thanked him and settled into her seat. She was happy to be there. With Curt away often for work, Pauline rarely got to meet any of his colleagues. Being able to meet his coworkers—the other people in his life in Africa—was a treat.

“This is Pauline,” Curt introduced her to his United Nations World Food Programme colleagues.

They were a mix of ages, cultures, and backgrounds. Some were in the legal department, like Curt. Other colleagues were investigators, project managers, operations directors, agricultural scientists, and various other roles that came into play at the WFP. Pauline and Curt were the only Canadians. She was the only one from the private sector, not that she was doing a lot professionally these days.

“Nice to properly meet you, Mrs. Desmond,” said George, raising his beer in a toast. He had been so sweet that Pauline didn’t have the heart to tell him her surname was Green and not the same as Curt’s.

“Are you working?” asked Brenda, one of the investigators. She tossed a mass of auburn curls out of her eyes and stared point blank at Pauline.

“Well, I’ve been trying,” Pauline said, trying to ignore the predator stare from Brenda. She took a swig of her beer for courage. “I’m in tech, to put it loosely. Specifically, I’m a Creative Director specializing in User Experience and Strategy. I was working here for a little while, but it wasn’t a good fit. Now I do consulting remotely for clients back in Canada.”

“Why wasn’t the fit right?” asked Ian, who was in legal with Curt. “Isn’t Nairobi called ‘The Silicon Savanna’? Google is here, right?”

The question itself was fair. With several big technology firms and countless startups, Nairobi was the tech hub of all of Africa. However, she didn’t like his tone. It implied she was the problem. Normally she would put someone like that in place, but life was anything but normal since moving to Nairobi. Besides, she was meeting these people for the first time. She decided to let it go and answer the question.

“The problem is that it’s been a lot of work on apps to solve all of the world’s problems,” she said.

This brought about laughter and head nodding. Even Ian was appeased by her answer, bobbing his shaved head up and down as he laughed. They had all seen it time and again. Africa, particularly Kenya, was besieged by countless earnest but misguided efforts by the tech world. People meant well. However, that didn’t change the absurdity of those projects.

“ ‘If only there was an app, then everything would be solved.’ ”—Pauline threw a hand up for sarcastic flair—“The last project I worked on was to keep kids, in particular girls, in school long enough to finish through class twelve. The idea was that if teachers had an app to track attendance, then more kids would show up for school and stay in school for longer. There was a gamification aspect to it meant to get the kids involved too. The whole thing was absurd. An app, no matter how fun, isn’t going to keep kids in school, not when their parents are having them help at home or put them to work to make ends meet. Technology is not always the solution and I got tired of working on bullshit, although good-intentioned, efforts.”

“You have an interview coming up,” Curt said.

This made Pauline smile. She liked it when he paid attention and remembered what she had going on in her life. She filled in the group on her job lead, “I do have an interview coming up, more of a meeting I guess. It’s in about two-and-a-half weeks. It’s in advertising, like interactive marketing and social awareness campaigns. It’s different from my usual product development work, but the projects are interesting. Let’s hope it works out for me.”

After a bit more chitchat, the conversation slowly moved away from her. This was fine except that somehow, after the initial banter, she all but disappeared. It was as though they didn’t see her anymore. Brenda and Ian gave her a side glance once or twice, but other than that, no one bothered to look at her again. She wanted to chalk it up to sexism: wives weren’t deemed important. This was rampant in Kenya, even in, perhaps especially in, the expat community. That would have sufficed as an explanation except that this time it came from the women too.

No one wanted to take the time to know her. They were polite but then expected her to move along, like a child who had said hello but then ought to leave the grownups alone. It rankled her, but what could she do? She assumed their odd behavior had to do with the nature of their work, which was based mostly in Mogadishu, Somalia—affectionately referred to as Mog. These people worked closely together and had formed bonds. Pauline was not part of that tight circle.

Curt worked in Mog during the week and then was usually back in Nairobi on the weekends. Pauline often felt like he had another life totally separate from her. Sitting among his colleagues, she realized there was indeed a dichotomy, and she didn’t fit into this part of his life. Her mind drifted toward how she hated the split-time arrangement.

She started to twirl her hair, a habit she succumbed to whenever she started to fall into a depressed mood. Staring at the long, honey brown, wavy strands between her fingers, she noticed what she was doing and where her mood was heading. She stopped twirling her hair and put her hand on her lap. Snap out of it, she told herself. This was a party, and she was going to have fun. If these people didn’t want to engage with her, then she could mingle elsewhere.
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As Pauline got up, she caught Curt’s eye to let him know she was moving on at the party. It took her a while to figure out where she should go. Not seeing anyone out in the garden, she went into the house, where she wandered from room to room. Like a lot of houses in Runda, this one was large with many rooms, most of them enormous. It was cavernous compared to what Pauline was used to back home in Toronto. Don’t get lost, she told herself as she gazed up at the wooden beams spanning the width of the ceilings.

“Oof!” She exclaimed after stumbling over a foot-high statue of a hippopotamus. Don’t hurt yourself either. She glanced around. No one was there to see or hear her collision with the hippo. All right, let’s see if I can find some people without breaking anything along the way.

After carefully working her way through a few more rooms, each decorated with East African art and wildlife photos from safari, Pauline entered a spacious, modern, open layout kitchen, where she spotted a kitenge-clad woman with a blond, growing-out, pixie haircut. She let out a sigh of relief at the familiar face. Her friend Tilly was here.

Pauline and Tilly had hit it off right away when they met at a pottery class. She was different from the other expat women Pauline had met. Most of them lost interest in her once they learned she didn’t have kids. As far as Pauline could tell, motherhood appeared to be the only way into most social circles in Nairobi. Tilly was the only mother who didn’t care that Pauline didn’t have kids.

“Hi, Tilly! I didn’t know you’d be here,” Pauline said as she walked over to the kitchen island where Tilly and three other women stood.

“Hi, honey!” Tilly leaned over to kiss Pauline on the cheek. “I was on my usual rant about how I’m bored and need more to do.”

“Hello, I’m George’s wife, Nadine,” said a matronly woman with a crisp Oxford accent and a touch of reproach in her voice. Pauline realized Nadine must be the hostess.

Oops, she thought. I guess I should have said hello to her first. Not that I had any way of knowing who she was until she introduced herself.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Pauline. Thank you for inviting us.”

“Of course,” Nadine said. Her eyes peered down at Pauline’s feet. “Where are your shoes?”

Pauline felt embarrassed. She did her best to sound nonchalant. “I stepped into something and needed to get them cleaned up. I’ll have to thank your housekeeper for her help.”

“Of course. Monkeys. That makes sense. No worries. This happens a lot,” Nadine said. She then waved her hand at the other women present. “You seem to already know Tilly. This is Rachna. Her family owns several stores and restaurants in Nairobi. We’ve known each other for years. And this is Lauren. She arrived two weeks ago, fresh off the plane. Her husband is with the World Bank.”

Pauline exchanged smiles with the two women. Nadine paused for a short breath, shifted to face Tilly, and continued talking.

“You know, Tilly, I’ve been thinking. Since you say you’re bored, and if you have the time, you could show Lauren the ropes. You know everything and she needs all the help she can get. I mean, look at her. She’s a complete mess, a near disaster!”

Pauline caught Tilly and Rachna glance at each other and roll their eyes. Nadine didn’t seem to notice.

“I could use the help,” Lauren said. She nodded fervently, causing her red hair, already frizzy from Nairobi’s hard water, to puff out by another inch. With the hair and her peeling, sunburnt, fair skin, Lauren was an obvious newbie. “We got here last month and I don’t even know where to start. My big fear is I won’t find a house before our shipping container arrives. I figured there would be delays and I would have time. You know how these things usually go, right? Well, I’ve been tracking the container. It’s moving fast and I’m worried it’s going to get here before I’m ready.”

“Sure. I’d love to help you,” Tilly said.

“Tilly has an awesome blog,” Pauline said. “It was extremely useful to me when I moved here—a lifesaver. Definitely check it out. It has tons of helpful tips.”

Rachna tapped Tilly on the arm. “Hey, you haven’t been blogging much lately.”

Tilly shrugged. “I don’t have anything all that interesting to say anymore. This is ordinary life now. Actually, we always thought we’d be moving on to the next place, wherever that may be, after a couple of years. Besides, I’m no longer a new expat with tons to report back home. So, the blog kind of fizzled out.”

“That’s too bad. It’s a fantastic blog,” Pauline said. Turning to Lauren, she added, “Be sure to look at the older posts. They’re an excellent starting point for setting things up here.”

Dave entered the kitchen, making his way to one of the coolers of beer next to the double door fridge. “I beg your pardon, ladies. Don’t mean to interrupt. I came for another beer.”

“Me too,” said Curt, trailing behind Dave.

“Curt,” Pauline said, “this is Dave, Tilly’s husband.”

Curt extended his hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Curt. I’ve heard a lot about you, or at least a lot about Tilly.”

“Likewise,” Dave said, shaking Curt’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you too.”

They exchanged a few pleasantries before Curt went back out to his colleagues. He’s good today. Pauline often complained about how Curt was aloof when it came to her few friends in Nairobi. Sometimes he was even rude to them. She was glad to see him make an effort.

“Listen,” Dave said to Tilly. “I’ll let you know as soon as I learn the exact date, but I’ll need to head down to Wilson Airport on a Sunday. I just got a text about it and I wanted to tell you before I forget. One of our buyers is coming. This guy’s new to the rose industry. It’ll be his first time in Kenya and he’s making the most of the trip. I’ll need to pick him up after his safari and then wine and dine him. I’ll be gone for most of the day. It won’t be for another two or three weeks, but I wanted to let you know sooner rather than later.”

“No problem. I can manage the boys on my own.”

“Great. Thanks, Hon.”

Pauline admired Tilly and Dave’s marriage. It was a solid partnership, complete with trust and respect. It was something she wished she could have with Curt. She wanted the four of them to hang out together. It would be nice to spend time with another couple. Plus, with any luck, Curt might pick up some of Dave’s positive qualities.

“Nice to have met Curt, Pauline,” Dave said as he went back outside.
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“That was nice of you tonight,” Pauline said to Curt as they drove back to their bungalow on Thigiri Ridge, an affluent stretch near Gigiri running between Red Hill Road and Peponi Road.

“What? Oh, no problem! I know how you hate driving.”

“Not that. I mean, you were great with Dave.”

“Who’s Dave?”

“Tilly’s husband.”

“Right, right,” he said, only half paying attention. Then he tilted his head to the side and asked, “Were you worried?”

“Um,” Pauline muttered. She didn’t want to admit he was right. She had indeed been a little worried that Curt might be rude. “No, not really. However...we have talked before about my wanting you to interact more with my friends. And it was nice to see you make an effort.”

“Make an effort?”

“Listen, I’m not picking a fight.” Pauline realized she said the wrong thing and had set him off. “I was trying to thank you and be appreciative. That’s all. I swear.”

“Sorry that I’m usually such an embarrassment!”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Well, you won’t have to deal with me as much anymore. I’ll need to start staying in Mog for longer than a week at a time, which means I’ll need to be away on some weekends.”

“What? Why?”

“This is my work, Pauline. You knew how it would be.”

They drove the rest of the way home in silence. Pauline didn’t have anything else to say. Everything she said irritated him, and an irritated Curt was a reckless Curt. Thigiri Ridge Road had lots of hills and bends. On top of that, with half the streetlights not working, the road was also dark, lit only by their headlights. Even with high beams turned on, it was too dark to clearly see all the bends in the road. She wanted Curt to focus on driving so they could get home in one piece. She gripped what she called The Holy Crap Handle above the passenger window as Curt sped through the twists and turns.

They pulled into the driveway fifteen minutes from when they left George’s place, which was about half the time it normally should have taken. Pauline hopped out of the car, using her phone as a light to make sure she didn’t land in any more monkey shit. She went inside the bungalow while Curt went to the garden to take a phone call. He was constantly on the phone these days.

As she got ready for bed, she thought about
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