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Chapter One: First Time
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I never imagined that the first time I would have sex, it would feel like both fire and a falling star inside me—glorious, terrifying, and utterly irreversible. But that happened one warm April Saturday in Nairobi, in the second semester of my second year at Kenyatta University, and with him—Tee—the friend I’d once known only as a steady anchor in my stormy life.

Cherry’s Story

I grew up in Nakuru, the eldest of three girls and 1 boy. My mother was a primary school teacher—strict, unwavering in her faith, and always insisting that education was our most precious inheritance. My father, a government clerk, was quieter at home but put food on our table and sent me to good schools.

From a young age, I was a dreamer. I would lie under my mother’s jacaranda tree on lazy Saturday afternoons, reading romance novels I’d hide in my school bag—secret escapes into faraway worlds where love was everything. In class, I aced my exams, partly to please my parents, partly to prove to myself that I was more than just a romantic heart.

By high school, I was the girl who could do both algebra and recite Shakespeare, yet no one ever suspected how much my heart longed for real, burning passion. I believed in love, but also believed I would wait until marriage, because that’s what every good Christian girl did.

I joined university with a scholarship and a backpack full of ambitions: finish my degree in Communications, start a blog to help first-time moms (inspired by my youngest sister’s birth), and maybe—just maybe—write my own novel one day. I was determined to build a life based on knowledge and independence, not on the whims of a boy.

Tee’s Story

Tee—real name Timothy—was from Kitale. He was a year older than me and studied Visual Arts, a rebellious choice for a village boy whose father expected him to follow law or medicine. Tee’s mother died when he was eleven; his father, a bus driver, worked long hours to support his education. Tee taught himself photography to earn extra cash, taking pictures at university events and selling them to students too shy to hire professionals.

He was quiet, Tall, Dark and Handsome, with deep-set dark eyes that seemed to hold a thousand unsaid things. In lecture halls, he sat at the back and sketched on his notebook margins; in the cafeteria, he ate alone, headphones in, lost in music I never recognized. He wasn’t popular, but people respected him—maybe because he didn’t seek attention.

First Impressions

I first noticed Tee at an art gallery in town, one of those quiet afternoons when I was out quenching my thirst for inspiration. I’ve always loved art. There’s something about the way colors and brushstrokes can speak when words fail. Secretly, I used to fantasize about meeting a guy who would draw a portrait of me—like in those Korean dramas I loved. The idea felt romantic, almost sacred.

Tee was moving through the gallery like he belonged there, casually observing each piece. But when I noticed him—really noticed him—he was standing still, completely engrossed in a painting. What caught my attention wasn’t the artwork, but the way he described it to someone next to him. The words he used made me see the piece in a completely new way.

That drew me in.

It wasn’t just about art anymore. It was about the way he saw the world—slightly tilted, curious, unafraid to dive deeper. Listening to him made me realize how much I craved different perspectives. I’d spent so long in my own mind; meeting someone who could challenge that felt refreshing. Being around him made me feel nervous, and I didn’t know why.

At one point, he turned to me and asked a question about the painting we were both looking at. I tried to answer in my own way, stumbling through my thoughts, but he just smiled. His smile was beautiful—calm and confident—and somehow my eyes found their way to his lips. Unconsciously. Like my body had a mind of its own, drawn to something it wanted long before my heart had caught up.

His interest in art wasn’t superficial; it was deep, layered, passionate. That passion gave his voice weight. It was low and calm, yet carried a quiet authority that lingered long after he spoke. And when his eyes locked with mine—dark, thoughtful—it was like he saw something in me I hadn’t fully understood yet. My heart flickered in response.

As fate would have it, we had mutual friends—because of course we did. What is it about love and the universe always working through people you almost didn’t notice?

We ended up spending the entire evening at the gallery together, walking from one piece to the next, talking about everything from canvas textures to childhood dreams. I remember thinking, this is what connection feels like. His words made me see more than just the art—they let me glimpse who he was. And as someone who’s always been a sucker for words, I was hooked.

After the show, I asked him for his number so we could continue the conversation. He smiled again, shook his head, and said, “You give me yours instead. I’ll text you.”

So I did.

Then I waited.

A week passed. Then another. And eventually, I forgot about the whole thing. That is, until a month later, when I received a message from an unfamiliar number. It was a low-resolution photo of me taken that night. I looked incredible—better than I remembered feeling. Beneath the image, a short message read:

“Hope this helps. —T.”

I stared at the screen for minutes. It was unexpected and perfectly timed. A part of me had already let him go, but that message pulled him right back into focus.

Building Friendship

Our friendship didn’t erupt like fireworks—it unfolded like a slow, beautiful poem. Quiet, steady, and full of surprises.

Tee would send me links to obscure documentaries—art history, street photography, visual symbolism—things I’d never even thought to explore. I’d watch them, sometimes twice, then send back long summaries filled with questions, metaphors, and reflections. That was my world: words, structure, and meaning. He, on the other hand, thrived in images and silence. He could stare at a single photograph for ten minutes and still find something new to say.

On weekends, he’d drag me to photo exhibitions tucked in alleyways or held in cramped cafes. I’d go, willingly, as long as I could borrow his lens to see what he saw. In return, I taught him how to organize his thoughts into captions and blog posts, how to use shorthand dictation apps when an idea struck mid-shoot. It fascinated him that words could move people the same way visuals did.

We tutored each other. I helped him with research papers and how to wrap his ideas in persuasive writing. He showed me how to frame a subject through a lens, how light can rewrite a face, how even a shadow could tell a story. His world was color, contrast, and composition. Mine was tone, rhythm, and meaning. And somehow, we met in the middle.

We had lunch under a crooked banyan tree behind the library, where the wind always rustled like whispered secrets. We watched old Western films in his hostel room, arguing over the worst acting and best dramatic slaps. He told me stories of growing up in Kitale, taking photos of his younger siblings using an old phone camera. I told him how I used to fill notebooks with stories I'd never show anyone.

We laughed about the time his camera’s flash caught a lizard by surprise and it leapt straight into a lecturer’s tea mug. I think that was the first time I saw him really laugh—head thrown back, eyes crinkling, uninhibited.

We never labeled it. We didn’t have to.

Some people arrive in your life quietly. They don’t announce themselves with grand gestures or declarations. They simply sit beside you during lunch, send you late-night messages about moonlight or meaning, and somehow, one day, you realize:
This is home.
Hints of More

It started with little things.
The way his knee would brush against mine during lunch and neither of us would move.
The way his gaze lingered when I laughed, like he was memorizing my joy.
At first, I told myself I was imagining it. We were just friends. He liked photography, I liked writing — that was our thing. We talked about books and lenses, light and language. There was no need to complicate it.

But then he started sending me photos of sunsets—ones he took just for me. He’d caption them with things like, “Today’s sky looked like something you’d describe with a poem.” And I’d respond with stanzas I hadn’t even realized were sitting in my chest, waiting for someone to ask.

One night, while working late in the library, our hands brushed as we reached for the same pen. It was such a cliché moment, the kind you’d laugh at in a rom-com. But we didn’t laugh. We froze. Just for a second.
He looked at me, and something passed between us.
A question. A promise. A maybe.
After that, the air around us changed. We still sat close, still talked as always, but now there was heat beneath the surface. I became hyper-aware of his scent—earthy and clean, like worn denim and soap. I noticed how his fingers tapped against his knee when he was thinking. I started dressing with more care whenever I knew we’d meet.

And then came the late-night calls.

At first, they were about assignments. He needed help structuring a write-up or brainstorming a tagline. But they began to stretch longer. We’d talk about our childhood fears, dreams we didn’t tell anyone else, the people who hurt us and those who healed us.

Sometimes we’d just listen to each other breathe, neither of us wanting to hang up.

One night, after a long silence, he asked me, “Do you believe men and women can be just friends?”

I remember pausing. “I used to,” I said.

He laughed softly. “Yeah... same.”

I didn’t ask what he meant. I didn’t have to.

The Eve of Change

It was a Thursday evening when Amina texted me:

“Party this Saturday. DJ Kamau is spinning. Bring Tee. You guys need to dance!”

I stared at the message for a moment longer than necessary. My heart skipped—not because of the party, but because of how naturally people had started pairing our names together. You and Tee.

I showed him the message later that day, under our usual banyan tree. He was sketching something in his notebook, a partial portrait of a woman with a tilted smile and soft eyes.

“You in?” I asked casually.

He glanced at the screen, then at me, then back at his drawing. “Only if you go.”

I smiled and shook my head. “That’s not fair. You’re the social one.”

He raised a brow. “You think I go to parties?”

“You’ve got that mysterious, moody-art-guy energy. Girls probably beg you to show up.”

He laughed—low and warm. “First, I don’t go to parties. Second, I only go where you are.”

My smile faded—not because I was upset, but because suddenly, everything felt too quiet. Too still.
He looked at me like he’d said something by accident. Or maybe on purpose.
I tried to brush it off with a teasing tone. “Are you flirting with me, Tee?”

He leaned in slightly, his voice softer. “Would it matter if I was?”

And just like that, the air between us shifted.

Saturday came faster than expected.

I stood in front of my mirror longer than usual, trying on outfits I normally wouldn’t think twice about. I wasn’t trying to impress anyone, I told myself—just going to support Amina. But then I found myself choosing the navy-blue dress. The one with the thin straps and the way it hugged me at the waist. I added silver earrings and tied my braids up into a loose bun.

When I stepped out into the corridor, the hostel was already buzzing—girls adjusting lip gloss, the smell of perfume in the air. I wasn’t sure why I felt nervous. Parties weren’t my thing. But this didn’t feel like just any party. It felt like a scene in a story that was quietly waiting to begin.

Tee was waiting by the gate, wearing a charcoal button-up shirt and his signature satchel across his shoulder, camera inside. His eyes lit up the moment he saw me.

“You look...” he paused. “Wow.”

“You too,” I said, almost shyly.

We walked together, our steps aligned, the night alive with sounds—students shouting in the distance, motorbikes buzzing past, laughter echoing from open hostel windows. The streets smelled like roasted maize and something sweet I couldn’t place.

We talked like we always did, but there was a hum beneath our words. Something unspoken but loud.

“Did you bring
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