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 The World Before the Turn

Part I: The Bright Hunger

At dawn, Nairobi glowed like a hive wrapped in glass, the windows blinking awake over Moi Avenue and Kenyatta Avenue. In a small flat off Ngong Road, Sakina stood on a fraying prayer rug and whispered, “Bismillah.” The words steadied the room more than any wellness app ever had. Outside, matatus painted with prayers and punchlines traded hoots with boda bodas, while a sleek autonomous shuttle slid past like a rumor.

The kettle clicked. Cardamom rose with the steam. Helix Civic Systems—whose tower tilted over Upper Hill like a polished finger raised to make a point—buzzed her phone: refine the Compassion Index, flag anomalies in the trust lattice, prepare the brief for the ethics committee whose meetings rarely found their way to ethics. She sipped tea at the window and watched the city layer itself: Uhuru Park exhaling green, the KICC stubbing the sky, the long slope east where morning gathered into work.

On the commute, vehicles braided times together. A lane-clever shuttle synced with two more and formed a tiny convoy. Two seats over, a child watched a court-ordered visitation in hologram—two parents performing goodness before an owl-faced avatar of a magistrate. The owl assigned alternating weekends and mandated patience. The child’s face didn’t change. Across the aisle, a woman in a coral scarf typed to her sister who replied in bursts of blame; the woman closed her eyes and whispered, “Hasbunallahu wa ni‘mal wakeel.” The whisper softened the air, as if it, too, had taken off its shoes.

The Helix campus shone with the consecrated brightness of a troubled conscience. A mural promised a humane metropolis—no hunger, no loneliness, no waste—delivered by dashboards. Near the lifts hung a portrait of the founder, Sultan, his eyes gentle in the way of men who can afford gentleness. Sakina moved past it to the glass aquarium where ethicists sat so visible that dissent felt decorative.

“Morning, Sakina,” said her manager, Rachael, appearing with the weightless grace of someone whose day never quite touched her. “We’re piloting BondTime—gorgeous name, right? Citizens donate spare minutes to civic projects, earn credit.”

“Bonded time,” Sakina said, hearing the older word inside the new one.

“It’s voluntary,” Rachael smiled, pupils bright with opportunity. “We just need the Compassion Index to cross-validate willingness with reliability scores. If the trains are to run, we can’t have slackers.”

“We can’t score willingness,” Sakina said. “We can only measure desperation.”

Rachael’s smile cooled a degree. “The ethics committee can debate adjectives after you deliver the model.”

At noon, Sakina slipped through the heat to Masjid Jamia on Banda Street. Ablution water dimpled the stone; pigeons bobbed between ankles. Inside, Imam Suleiman spoke plainly about hearts: they grow what they are watered with, and when they crack in drought, it isn’t weakness but proof they were meant to hold rivers. A sob—quick, embarrassed—broke somewhere in the back. After prayer, Sakina helped tidy the shoe racks and refill the urn of sweet tea. Auntie Khadija, henna like leaf-shadows on her hands, pressed dates into Sakina’s palm and asked after her parents in Taita Taveta.

“Baba’s knee is behaving,” Sakina said. “Ummi forgives him daily for refusing his cane. And you, mama?”

“I forgive my kettle for boiling too slowly, and it forgives my impatience,” Auntie Khadija said. “This is marriage.”

On the walk back, sirens stitched the warm air. A giant screen near River Road scrolled a collage of unease: debt protests in Gikomba; an off-season cyclone rolling up the Indian Ocean toward Mombasa; a cabinet secretary resigning over messages that traced a chalk outline around a conscience. Families in school halls blinked under strip lights; a child stared at the camera and did not blink at all.

By evening the city hummed with the anxious generosity of a place trying to love itself without knowing how. In a corner shop in Kilimani, a teenager named Hassan counted coins for milk while answering a job interview on his earpiece—talking punctuality while he prayed the change wouldn’t come up short. Behind Sakina, a woman argued with her phone; the reflection argued back. Outside, a gust cut through the heat and the air smelled like dust welcoming rain. She remembered her father’s line, offered with a tired smile when alerts turned to static: Allah is nearer to you than your jugular vein. Once it had felt like a luminous fact. Now it returned as a thread she could just barely touch.

On the rooftop, she ate bread and madafu under the city’s bulletin board sky: a pared moon over Westlands, the cold blink of satellites, a haze at the horizon that was not quite weather and did not know what else to be. Somewhere, a committee drew lots to decide which schools would lose staff. Somewhere else, a governor rehearsed sorrow. In the flats around her, doors closed softly on arguments and opened loudly on small reconciliations. She unrolled her rug. Night poured over Nairobi. She prayed Isha while sirens braided Ngara’s dark and, in her final salam, felt for a breath a center under her feet the city could not move.

Before sleep she read about a red bloom along the coast from Kilifi toward Watamu, starving fish of breath. Scientists offered careful guesses; anchors polished worry. Nairobi’s sense-making machine whirred to keep meaning intact. She set the phone face down like a lid on a jar of bees and counted her breaths. Tomorrow she would nudge a parameter, ask a sharper question, carry into the meeting the small kernel of fear that meant she was alive.

Somewhere a generator failed in Kariobangi. Somewhere else a baby woke in Kawangware and was fed. A young man at the Likoni ferry in Mombasa, bowed by remorse, texted a prayer he’d never said aloud. The night turned once and kept turning.



Part II: When the Wind Forgot Its Season




The heat arrived when the long rains should have, an unseasonable blaze pressing on windows and pulling moisture from mouths. Nairobi’s mist masts coughed and fell silent. Power grids skipped like scratched records; the rumor mill promoted Kenya Power to boss of everyone’s mood. News feeds called it an anomaly within the range of what complex models predicted. They said that often. People stopped listening and started filling jerricans.

Helix went remote. Faces hovered in video rooms like careful ghosts while some unseen generator thumped just off-screen. The Compassion Index climbed and climbed—citizens “donating” hours to staff cooling rooms in Pangani and Kibra, to pack food at South B, to carry meds up stairwells when lifts sulked. The algorithm gauged trustworthiness by past compliance and the “stability” of one’s social graph, a sterilized phrase meaning the fewer broken hearts around you, the more your help counted. The machine concluded the wealthiest were the most compassionate. Staring at the weights, Sakina saw what it had truly found: insulation.

“Fix the bias,” Rachael said, voice syruped with urgency. “We’re losing the narrative.”

“Then we should lose it,” Sakina said. “Call this logistics, not compassion. Stop flattering a spreadsheet.”

“We can message nuance later. For now: throughput,” Rachael answered, already building the next slide in her head.

When brownouts rippled across Eastlands and South C, Masjid Jamia opened as a cooling center. Volunteers unrolled mats along the cool stone; fans faced the corners. A Parklands robotics student rolled in a misting rig built from old irrigation nozzles; an elderly engineer rewired it in five minutes with a scolding and a smile. Boxes of dates appeared, then crates of bread from a bakery near Luthuli Avenue. Someone donated a bin of headscarves for women who wanted to enter but felt shy without one; someone else brought children’s books in Kiswahili and English and three toddlers who required both.

After Dhuhr, as people queued for water, a man named Muhammed spoke louder than he intended, the heat squeezing honesty from him. “Where is God in this? In the heat? In the pipes that run dry?”

Imam Suleiman’s usual cheer gentled into plainness. “Where do you look for Him, ndugu?” he said, returning the question to its owner. “We are told this life is a test, and told to tie our camel while we trust Him. So we sweat and fix pipes and share. Perhaps the miracle is that we can do both.”

Muhammed nodded, not fully convinced maybe, but disarmed. Sakina poured water into small cups until her wrists ached. Around her, talk braided itself: a cousin who hadn’t visited, a rumor about layoffs on the Upper Hill, a wedding in Mombasa Old Town postponed until the weather remembered its job. She thought of her parents in Taita Taveta, up in the hills above Voi, where deliveries were three days late and the well had gone brackish.

On the third day the sky flashed without rain. Down the coast near the Kipevu channel in Mombasa, a containment dome shuddered at a plant whose name everyone knew and no one wanted to say aloud. A smear of dark unwound from the building like a shawl hurled into wind. Officials spoke into microphones about thresholds and precautionary halts. By morning, the air in Nairobi tasted faintly metallic, a rumor carried uphill.

In her alumni chat, a photo arrived: fishermen in Kilifi standing knee-deep around a dolphin that wouldn’t take the open water. A science writer dropped in to say the phrase of the month—unprecedented-yet-consistent-with-trends—and left to file. In another thread, a teacher asked for a lesson plan strong enough to keep ten-year-olds from crying before lunch.

Helix’s Risk Engine blinked awake. “Unrest potential” flamed red across the map—places where debt pressure met heat met lack of trust. Drones rose to hover politely over rooftops, as if interested to see whether people would spill into the streets. Rachael called a narrative alignment. “Emphasize collective responsibility,” she said. “Promote micro-volunteering—BondTime builds bonds.”

“We should say aloud that our model downgrades people already downgraded by everything else,” Sakina said. “Let it say what it says. Then use our voices to undo it, not to hide it.”

“You always keep me honest,” Rachael replied in the tone of someone planning not to be kept anything. The meeting ended on a slide that proclaimed Stewardship in a font that wanted to be saintly.

That evening Masjid Jamia filled. The air thickened with exhalations and the musk of soles abandoned at the door. A toddler giggled through her mother’s apologies; no one minded. The prayer rose; a tremor flickered the lights and a surprised laughter rippled—the elastic human kind. In sujood, Sakina’s forehead on tile warmed by so many foreheads that day, she felt a coolness that didn’t belong to fans.

Late, she biked past silent fountains and a stalled BRT bus whose passengers stared like people trying to remember a word. A couple argued gently by Jeevanjee Gardens and paused to let a breeze pass between them. In an alley, a white cat stepped around a puddle with the disdain of a queen. Her phone pinged: Please review revised language for BondTime rollout. She swiped it away and imagined language that would be true.

In the morning she rang Taita Taveta. The connection from Wundanyi fractured her father’s face into loving squares. “Your mother says drink salt water,” Ibrahim announced, gravely wrong. “I say listen to your mother for everything except salt water.”

“You two are a cartoon,” she laughed. “How’s the knee?”

“Annoying enough to teach patience,” he said. “At Fajr, we recited the verses of mercy. An old friend cried. I cried. Then we carried water.”

“Don’t carry,” she scolded. “Supervise.”

“You want me to give orders?” He winced, smiling. “That I can do.”

After an exchange of advice long enough to count as family, she wrote to Rachael with the steadiness that arrives when the heart accepts the cost of truth. The model is biased by design. We must not brand it as compassion. Pause quantifying willingness until access is repaired. If that costs profit, perhaps we have found our real metric.












