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	To my mother, Robinah Mbaga Suubi, who made me experience the purest form of human love. 

	This is for you. Thank you for making me feel safe enough to dream big. 

	 


Chapter One

	For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope. Jeremiah 29:11

	H


	e was so late!

	Aidan Mwiine Strazier realized as he drove over to the building in front of him. He couldn’t tell how he had lost track of time. He was supposed to have been at the new site three hours ago to meet Mark Watutsi, his best friend and legal advisor, who usually handled the legal documents for their projects. However, he’d thought to pass by the company and check in on some fresh interns, and soon one hour had become three. He knew Mark was going to be irritable.

	The man had a temper as quick as lighting a match and most people feared him. He parked the company car and got out, scanning the place before moving toward the building. He hadn’t seen Mark’s car, so he assumed he had used a cab as Aidan had instructed him. He breathed in the fresh crisp air and felt nostalgic. It had been a while since he’d been at a site. The good Lord had blessed him, and his father had named him the new CEO of the Strazier Construction Company three years ago. It was a great accomplishment, but the job rarely allowed Aidan to be outdoors and flexible. He was usually in meetings and on the road. Luckily, though, he had been able to recruit his longtime best friend to work alongside him.

	It had been an easy transition for James Strazier. Despite having three children, only one had been well-versed in the company. Of the other two, one was always absent and the other acted too young to handle such responsibilities. The employees had also been at peace with the leadership switch mainly because, before being their boss, Aidan had gone through all the necessary levels of the company, starting as an intern and working his way up through nothing but hard work. Being the boss’s son had never been an excuse for Aidan, and the employees knew and respected that about him.

	He walked to the front of the building and saw a snack shop at the end of it. He wondered where his friend was. He was just about to pull out his phone to call when he saw Mark and a middle-aged man make a turn towards him. The moment Mark saw him, he frowned at Aidan. The other man was oblivious to the silent exchange of glances between the two as he enthusiastically explained the building’s structure. When they approached Aidan, introductions were made, and they moved on to the end of the building, right in front of the snack shop.

	“Where have you been all morning and why do you look so dirty?” Mark asked when they were alone. Fred, the middle-aged man who was also the manager of the building, had received a phone call and walked away from them.

	“I meant to be here earlier, but I had an incident with the set-up crew during some installations. One of the interns accidentally got sawdust on me,” Aidan explained as he patted his shirt again, trying to remove the dust that he had momentarily forgotten about.

	Mark shot him a bored expression. He had learned very early in their twenty-plus-year friendship that Aidan loved to work with his hands. Even after he became the CEO of his father’s construction company, he still found ways to indulge in some good practical work. “Why didn’t you just let me get home first and rest while you supervise?”

	Aidan shrugged innocently. “I wanted us to drive back to the company together and discuss a few urgent things. Besides, your ‘rest’ lasts longer than your office hours.”

	“You should have let me have it. Now I have a headache from listening to this man speak for two hours nonstop,” Mark whined.

	Aidan stifled a laugh and he lowered his head away from Mark’s view.

	“Wipe that smile off your face. I’m too hungry to bear it,” he grumbled.

	Aidan now understood the main reason Mark was upset. Hunger. He usually was such a mild-tempered man until it came to his stomach. “But there is a snack shop here. You could have had something as you waited,” he suggested as he pointed out the shop behind them.

	Mark glanced over it in irritation and turned back to the road. “I don’t eat low-grade meals from the roadside. Who knows how sanitary it is. Besides, you’ve seen the neighborhood.” He said it as if that was supposed to explain his distaste.

	Aidan chuckled softly. Only Mark had the audacity to call a small shop a roadside vendor. Granted, he had been raised in a very high-class family, but sometimes his pride was too evident in unwarranted situations. Fred walked towards them and Aidan checked inside the envelope. Out of the corner of his eye, Mark saw the gesture and turned to Aidan abruptly, his face creased with concern.

	“Tell me you brought the papers, Mwiine, because if you didn’t…”

	“Calm down, Mark. I have them. You can go get the signatures and we leave,” Aidan said as he handed him the envelope and watched him walk back with Fred.

	* * *

	Isla was having yet another slow day in business. She sat behind her counter, watching the view outside. She was just about to get up to clean her mini oven to pass the time when she saw a big double cabin pull up in the parking lot. Hoping it was a customer, she quickly cross-checked her items to make sure they didn’t look out of place, before settling again in her seat and looking welcoming.

	The man approached the building and turned to his left. Isla’s hopes sank yet again. She leaned over the counter, her hand on her cheek as self-deprecating thoughts came to mind. What was she really doing with her life? Her business was doing very badly, and she needed a miracle at the rate she was moving. She recalled when she had just moved to the neighborhood and started her snack shop. At the time, she had been so excited to be independent and working, she hadn’t bothered to do market research for the future of her business. She had wonderful baking and cooking skills that didn’t really matter to the local community she was in. Her fancy pastries were odd to them. She knew she would have done well among the upper class neighborhoods of Balye town, but instead she had ended up in Kofi-the slum. Both towns in the same district of Katana but very different in social class. With no one left to raise her when her closest family died, her uncle took her in. He had mostly ignored her, but his overbearing wife had constantly reminded Isla to be grateful for the security and housing they gave her, as well as the daily reminders that she would never amount to anything in life. When Isla had become of an independent age, she had left their house determined to prove her aunt wrong for always thinking less of her and chose the farthest place to start anew. It pained her now to think that her aunt might have been saying the bitter truth.

	The man passed by the shop again. He seemed to be waiting for someone, the way he glanced around. His back was to her, but she could see from his posture just how tall he was. He also had a relatively small build for his height. He wore a purple T-shirt with a logo on the back that read ‘Strazier Constructions'. When he turned at an angle, she could see that he was rather pale from head to toe, his hair and shirt covered in some kind of white dust. She saw Fred re-appear with the other tall handsome man she had seen earlier. She hoped they were new tenants. Fred took a phone call and walked away, leaving the two men together.

	Though both were of the same height, the man who had come with Fred was much darker and had a muscular build, evident even beneath the navy-blue suit he wore. He behaved more pompously and imperiously than his colleague, and the way he raised an eyebrow at his surroundings, she naturally assumed he was not only exceedingly proud but also the boss of the two. As she watched them, she noticed they seemed to be having a mild argument in which the darker man did most of the talking while the other watched him calmly. She thought it might be because the man in the T-shirt was late. When he pointed at her shop, she figured he must have been asking to get a bite. She could sympathize with him for having such a tough-looking boss who from his rough shake of the head had seemingly refused to accept the suggestion, but she also thought he must be one very unserious worker. Who in their right mind showed up hours late, shabby-looking, and then wanted to take a break already? He could have at least changed his clothes.

	When Fred appeared again, the latecomer handed his boss the papers he’d brought, and then they left him standing. Had he been penalized? Isla wondered. Suddenly, she felt sympathy for the man and thought of offering him a seat as he waited, but then another idea struck her. She would offer him something to eat instead. She walked over to the door and after glancing both ways, she whispered to him.

	Aidan heard the muffled sound and turned around to see a slim woman with a fair complexion and big adorable eyes, wearing a bright multi-colored apron and gesturing for him to come closer. He thought it strange and looked behind him just in case she was talking to someone else. Since he was the only one in sight, he cautiously moved over.

	“Move faster before he gets back,” she warned, hurrying back toward her counter.

	Aidan was puzzled as he entered the shop. He wasn’t usually very submissive, but it was the way she spoke that made him curious. He watched her in silence as she put a pie and a chapati on a plate, then set them on the only table beside him. He looked from the plate to the woman, confused.

	She seemed to be in a rush, though, waving him toward the seat with her palm. “Sit down quickly and eat. I’ll get you a drink,” she said, moving back to the tiny fridge that he hadn’t noticed until she opened it.

	He was perplexed at the tiny woman ordering him around. He studied her and she continued to speak as she moved around the small shop.

	“I noticed you came late and your boss was very angry. I know you wanted to eat something, but he refused. You’re very wrong to ask for a break when you’ve just arrived, you know. And couldn’t you find an extra shirt?” she asked as she poured some juice into a glass.

	She reminded him of someone. He couldn’t place who though. 

	Aidan stared at her speaking nonstop, wondering what was going on. Did she know him and he didn’t remember her? He hadn’t ordered anything. And what was this she was saying about his boss?

	She turned back to him and noticed he wasn’t doing any of the things she had said. She stared at him, bewildered. Surely the man was as slow as they could get. “Sit down,” she commanded warmly. Then she thought he might be worried about the money.

	She smiled at him reassuringly. “This is free. Don’t worry about the money.” He still hesitated, and she wondered what could be wrong. Another thought struck her and she appeared to understand his dilemma.

	Aidan was now starting to put two and two together as she walked over to him. She picked the pie with a napkin and bit into it a little, then did the same with the chapati. She looked at him, warmth in her eyes, as she chewed. Then she spoke. “See. It’s completely harmless.”

	Her gesture was so guileless it caught him off guard: the woman actually thought he was a haggard worker with a demanding boss, he realized with an inward grin. People rarely thought of him in that way. It was also rather refreshing to have someone genuinely care about his well-being, even if that care was misguided. He sat down then and prepared to eat what she’d placed before him. After all, he couldn’t be rude and refuse her kindness. She moved to sit behind her counter. She had a high stool, so she could see him from her position.

	At the back of his mind, Aidan remembered Mark’s comment about low-grade, unsanitary food. He hesitated and then took a bite. His initial expression must have given away his thoughts, because she smiled at him as she watched him eat. He hadn’t expected the snacks to be tasty, but they were beyond that. They were savory and fresh. He enjoyed every bite and drank his juice as she spoke about the building.

	“It’s going to be nice to have some more people fill up the building. Everyone who comes leaves within a month. I wonder what you will be opening up this time.” She paused briefly. Aidan’s chest tightened at her misconception.

	“We’ve so far had a bookstore, a tile store, a boutique…” she continued.

	Aidan was realizing he didn’t need to speak to have a conversation with the woman. He now thought about the word woman. She looked a little young to be a woman. Maybe it was her parents’ shop. He thought of asking her how old she was. Was she just employed to sell things, or did she actually make the snacks? He looked around the shop as she spoke.

	It was a rather small shop. Hardly any room for another table and chair. The door at the back was open, and Aidan figured the kitchen lay behind it. She was tidy, he concluded from the look of the shop. It was also very empty. It had a warmer for the displayed goods, a small fridge on a table that looked like it could break at any moment, and the old counter where the warmer sat had clearly seen brighter days. Aside from the fact that she was the shop attendant, she didn’t look like she was a native of the neighborhood. It was slum-like, and the majority of the population didn’t appear literate, yet from her diction he could tell she was fully educated. He stared at her again. How had she ended up in this kind of neighborhood?

	“For example, I sell snacks and pastries. The community around here is more into local food delicacies though. I’ve considered…”

	She was interrupted when Mark appeared in the doorway, his height filling the whole frame. His suspicious gaze flew around the room, and then he looked from Isla to Aidan before settling on Aidan with a cocked eyebrow.

	“Am I interrupting something?” he asked arrogantly as he looked down at the empty plate in front of Aidan, completely ignoring Isla’s welcoming smile.

	Aidan stood, and Mark retreated outside to wait for him. He returned the plate to the counter and pulled out his wallet.

	“No, please. I meant what I said. The meal was free,” she rushed out before he could reach for any money. She didn’t want him spending the little he had. She imagined he had an overbearing wife and four children waiting for him at home. She sent him a sympathetic look as she thought of that possibility.

	Aidan paused and stared at her. It was obvious she needed the money, but then he pushed his judgment of her aside. Who was he to think she was in a bad situation? Besides, it was rare to find such kindness these days. God bless her little soul. He gave a polite nod. “Thank you.”

	Isla smiled back brightly. She may not have made a sale yet, but she’d felt good having a casual conversation. It got lonely sometimes.

	When they left, she checked her watch. Two p.m. and still no customer had come around. Her finances were in a dire state. She hadn’t even paid rent in a long time. Fred was just kind enough to keep extending her deadlines. She was going to need a real miracle to get out of this situation. God forbid she had to move back in with her aunt and uncle. It occurred to her that she hadn’t prayed in a while, and she made a mental note to do it later.

	* * *

	“So you’re telling me that you got a free meal because that woman thought I was a mean, evil boss harassing his employee?” Mark choked out in surprise as they drove back to the company.

	Aidan chuckled at his much-improved mood, the result of treating him to a takeaway lunch from a high-end café as a peace offering.

	“Didn’t you think it was only fair to correct her and tell her it was, in fact, the other way around?” Mark added, sounding more amused than disappointed.

	“I couldn’t get a word in.” He smiled to himself as he remembered how she had rambled on endlessly.

	Mark caught his slight smile and drew his eyebrows together. “She must have been one interesting woman.”

	Aidan heard the sarcasm in his friend’s tone and ignored it. “So when does Mr. Ssozi want to arrange the meeting?” he asked, referring to the client who had hired their construction company to build his art school out of the very same building they had just left.

	“I think it would be better to have it when the building is empty. That way we can make decisions on a clear path.”

	Aidan got a strange feeling in his gut. “What do you mean when the building is empty? Didn’t he say he was using part of the building?”

	Mark shrugged. “Originally, yes. But Fred told me today that the whole building has been bought. That means everyone who is currently renting a space in it was given one week to leave.”

	Aidan’s mind flew to the woman who had just given him a free meal. “Does everyone know they have one week to exit?” he asked quietly.

	Mark read into Aidan’s hesitation easily. “You’re thinking about that woman, aren’t you?”

	“She didn’t sound like someone who knew she was being evicted in a week.” Especially not when she was making plans to meet her neighbors, Aidan added to himself.

	“All this because she gave you a free meal? The problem is that you and your overly accommodating spirit can be too trusting of people sometimes, Aidan. Being nice doesn’t mean she can’t be devious. She probably even recognized you from a newspaper, and that could be exactly why she gave you free food. She was probably planning to extort money from you in the future,” Mark stated.

	Aidan narrowed his eyes at the road ahead and remained silent. He couldn’t argue the issue any longer since he wasn’t sure of the truth yet, and he was a man who preferred to have the plain facts straight before he drew any conclusions. He just had a deep, sinking feeling that he was right and Mark wasn’t. That woman didn’t know she was being evicted, and she definitely hadn’t recognized him from anywhere. He would know, especially since most women tended to fawn over him when they met him in person. She, on the other hand, had mistaken him for a poor, starving, overworked employee. He only hoped that if she was aware of her eviction, she had a plan  
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