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Chapter 1

The 

Woman Who Should Be Dead
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The heat in Nairobi that afternoon felt less like weather and more like pressure — an invisible hand pressing the city downward into itself. The sky was a pale, unbroken white, bleached of mercy, and the tarmac along Kenyatta Avenue shimmered in faint, unstable waves. Traffic did not move so much as convulse. Matatus lurched forward in bursts of neon and profanity, their conductors hanging halfway out of open doors, shouting destinations with operatic insistence. Vendors threaded through the congestion with the grace of dancers, balancing pyramids of mangoes, belts, bottled water, phone chargers, newspapers. A radio somewhere competed with a preacher’s megaphone. The smell of roasted maize tangled with petrol fumes and sun-heated dust.

It was a day indistinguishable from any other.

I had left the engineering firm earlier than usual, site drawings tucked beneath my arm, my mind still rearranging load calculations for a municipal water project that had consumed my week. My life, at that point, was rational. Predictable. Measured in blueprints and soil reports and tolerances. Grief had long ago settled into something manageable — not gone, never gone, but compressed into a quiet space that surfaced on anniversaries and retreated when summoned.

Three years had passed since my mother’s death.

Three years since I had stood beside a grave in a country that did not feel like mine, watching uniformed officials lower a polished wooden coffin into foreign earth.

Three years since I had accepted what I had been told.

And then I saw her.

She stood across the street near a pharmacy awning, partially shaded by the brittle skeleton of a jacaranda tree stripped of its violet bloom. At first, nothing dramatic happened inside me. There was no cinematic gasp, no immediate collapse. There was only a subtle tightening in my chest — the body registering something before the mind assigned language to it.

It was her posture that arrested me.

Straight spine. Shoulders relaxed but never slack. Chin lifted just slightly, as if listening for something beneath the obvious noise of the world. My mother had always stood like that — alert without appearing tense, self-contained without seeming closed.

I told myself it was resemblance.

Cities are full of resemblances. The brain, hungry for familiarity, stitches strangers into known forms all the time.

The traffic light shifted. Pedestrians surged forward. She stepped into motion, and the sunlight struck her face fully.

Recognition does not always arrive as emotion. Sometimes it arrives as precision.

The line of her jaw was exact. The faint scar above her left eyebrow — a pale crescent earned from an open kitchen cabinet door when I was ten — was visible when she turned slightly toward the light. I remembered the blood, bright and shocking against her skin. I remembered her laughing as she pressed a towel to it, telling me it looked worse than it was.

That scar had no duplicate in the world.

My lungs stalled.

My mother had been buried in Switzerland.

I had signed the documents.

I had accepted condolences from diplomats who spoke gently and efficiently.

Closed casket, they had explained, due to the circumstances.

International medical complications. Sudden. Unavoidable.

I blinked once, hard, expecting the image to dissolve into something less dangerous. But she remained, adjusting the strap of a dark leather bag before moving with quiet purpose toward the diplomatic district.

If this was hallucination, it possessed remarkable discipline.

My feet began moving before conscious permission was granted. I crossed against the light, horns erupting around me. A boda brushed too close and the rider cursed, but I did not register the words. My focus had narrowed to the figure twenty meters ahead, weaving through the crowd without colliding with anyone.

I kept my distance instinctively.

My mother had once taught me how not to be followed.

She had framed it as a game when I was younger — something about awareness and safety in crowded places. “Never walk in straight lines for too long,” she had said lightly. “And always notice reflections. Glass tells you who is behind you.”

At the time, I had assumed she was simply cautious. Now, as I watched her alter pace subtly, angling her path between clusters of office workers and tourists, I felt something colder settle beneath my ribs.

She moved like someone trained not to be predictable.

The storefront chaos thinned as we approached embassy row. Buildings grew quieter, taller, their walls higher and more deliberate. Flags stirred above polished gates. Vehicles here were newer, darker, less expressive. Conversations lowered to contained tones.

She approached a compound that bore no obvious signage. The architecture was neutral — smooth concrete softened by bougainvillea trained carefully along one wall. Tinted windows reflected the bleached sky. There was nothing ostentatious about it, yet everything about the structure suggested authority.

A uniformed guard stepped forward.

He did not question her.

She retrieved a card from her bag and handed it over without hesitation. The guard scanned it quickly, his posture easing almost imperceptibly. He inclined his head — not deferentially, but with recognition — and gestured toward the gate.

The gate opened.

The sound it made was mechanical and unremarkable. It was that ordinariness that undid me. There was no drama in the way she entered. No urgency. No secrecy. She belonged there.

My pulse began to steady into something dangerous — not panic, but analysis.

Closed casket.

Limited viewing.

Expedited burial.

The details I had once accepted as bureaucratic inconvenience began rearranging themselves with brutal coherence.

She stepped through the gate, and for a moment I believed she would disappear without awareness of me, as though the universe intended to leave the wound half-open. But just before the gate began its descent, she paused.

The pause was small. Deliberate.

Her head turned slowly.

Our eyes met.

There are moments when distance collapses entirely. Thirty meters became nothing. The noise of the city receded into a dull vibration. I could see the fine lines near her eyes that had not been there before. I could see that she had grown leaner, sharper.

There was no shock in her expression.

No confusion.

Only recognition.

Measured. Contained. Assessing.

She had seen me.

And she was not surprised.

The gate slid shut between us with quiet finality. She held my gaze until the last sliver of space vanished, then turned and disappeared deeper into the compound.

The world rushed back at full volume. A matatu blared music so loudly it rattled glass. Someone laughed behind me. A hawker brushed my elbow and apologized.

I remained where I stood, heat pressing against my temples.

My mother was alive.

Not resurrected. Not mistaken.

Alive.

And she had allowed me to believe otherwise.

The betrayal did not arrive as tears. It arrived as structure — clean, architectural realization slotting into place. If her death had been fabricated, it required documentation. Institutional cooperation. Official silence. Which meant it had not been a private deception. It had been systemic.

Someone had decided I did not deserve the truth.

My hands trembled, but my mind sharpened.

I stepped back from the compound entrance and pretended to examine my phone while studying the environment through reflection in the screen. Two guards. Rotating every fifteen minutes, if the shift pattern was consistent. A camera mounted above the left corner of the gate, angled outward to capture approach. Another likely positioned behind tinted glass.

Vehicles entered intermittently. Diplomatic plates. Dark windows.

I opened my notes application and began typing with deliberate calm.

Time: 14:17.
Location: Unmarked compound, diplomatic row.
Visual confirmation: 100%.
There was no room left for denial.

Memory intruded without invitation.

The funeral had been quiet. Too quiet. Officials had handled everything with practiced efficiency. I had been told her death was the result of a sudden medical emergency during a research consultancy abroad. There had been complications with repatriation. Health regulations. Legalities.

I had not seen her face.

I had stood at the edge of that foreign grave and told myself it did not matter. That closure was symbolic. That love did not require visual confirmation.

Now that memory felt like a rehearsal I had been guided through.

I thought of the phone calls in the years before her death — the ones she would take in another room, her voice lowered but steady. The trips that appeared suddenly on her calendar. The way she sometimes paused mid-sentence, as if calculating whether a detail was safe to share.

I had interpreted those habits as the quirks of an independent woman.

Now they resembled operational discipline.

The heat felt heavier.

I walked slowly down the pavement, forcing my breathing into rhythm. Emotion was inefficient. Information was not. If she was inside that compound, then access existed. Access meant affiliation. Affiliation meant traceable patterns.

My mother had chosen to vanish.

She had underestimated one factor.

She had raised me to question inconsistencies.

To examine foundations.

To distrust surfaces.

As I reached the corner, I allowed myself one final glance back at the high concrete walls.

The dead do not walk in daylight.

Unless they were never dead at all.

Grief, I realized, had ended in that moment — not with healing, but with replacement.

Investigation had taken its place.

And I would not stop at the gate.
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