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The truth will out!

— William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice
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Chapter 1  

A sense of unease hung in the air as morning approached. The calm before the storm lay heavily upon the farm, as though the land itself anticipated a day's reckoning. Somewhere in the dark, the watchmen made their silent rounds. Those men never really slept. Neither, it seemed, did the truths hidden in this rural world. 

He splashed cold water on his face at the outside tap. It stung him awake immediately. The air was crisp and thin. Back in his room, he pulled on his work clothes, slung his rucksack over his shoulder, and began his early morning journey. His heart was steady. His mind was full. He was ready for whatever secrets the day might unveil.  He walked slowly but with purpose around the back of the buildings and into a  grove of trees.  He walked along a small footpath that led gently upward, getting steeper as he climbed. Shadows of stones,  huge mounds amid the trees, dotted the path.  He knew every step.  

This was his quiet ritual, his sanctuary before the world awoke. From up there, he could see everything: the sleeping farm below, the distant roofs of the manor, and beyond them, the dark silhouette of Mount Kenya keeping its silent watch.  Today felt different. Anticipation tingled in his chest, though he couldn't pinpoint its source. The air, charged with the promise of revelation, the day held mystery. The family's arrival disrupted the quiet routines. Miss Amara's return, the person who had opened his eyes beyond the farm, heightened his anticipation. Yet tension lingered, signalling imminent change and a shift in his usual balance.

He walked faster as the path steepened, careful on the damp stones. His “journey” led to the crest of the grassy mound, not quite a hill. He liked sitting there on the carpeted grass. He arrived slightly out of breath, having hurried the last bit. He did not want to miss it. He took the last few steps up and waited.  Slowly, he began to see the first light of dawn along the horizon. The sky lightened. Slivers of the sun’s rays reached around him. He held his breath. Up on this hill, hidden by the grove, he felt like the only person on earth. Standing still, he listened. He smelled and felt the dawn: fresh, new, full of hope. A new day had begun.

He sat, closed his eyes, and felt. The first rays reached him, warming his hands, resting on his knees. The sun kissed his face. In that moment, he was happy and blessed. Quiet and calm, he knew the day would begin in full force soon enough, but for now, it was him and nature.   For a moment, he felt completely at peace , unaware that this dawn, carried within it a shadow.  He held onto that peaceful feeling. Then he opened his eyes, took his book from his pocket, and began writing. He recalled yesterday, noting everything he had seen and every detail he wanted to remember. He filled pages, reviewing and questioning anything interesting or odd, marking arrows, question marks, and lines until answers came. Later, he would upload this to the computer Miss Amara had given him.

He’d already collected so much information. Little things: the small plants in the vegetable garden, weeds, or edible? The pink sow’s piglets were growing faster than the black-and-pink sow’s.  Milk or genetics? The barley shoots on row seven, shelf twelve, were not growing like the rest.   Light, water, or soil? The river stones, why were some dark and smooth, and others not? Always questions. Always the need to know.  He included pictures, voice notes, and recordings of observations and even conversations he had overheard.  All of these he had begun to compile into content for his future blog. He got excited just thinking about it. Miss Amara was right! Observe, document, observe, record, observe, upload, then organise. He had all the content at his fingertips.

He uploaded files each time he went to the manor, where Wi-Fi was strong. Each day, his phone synced to the cloud file he had made. He would share it with Miss Amara. Today, when he carried eggs and milk to the manor before the guests arrived, he would upload the last bits.  It was a wonderful day when he first met her at “his rock” one morning. She was kind, helpful, and encouraging, giving him a laptop and guiding him in recording his observations. She felt like the older sister he never had. She was coming today; he had much to show. He was sure she'd be proud.  Though he did not speak with her often, when they did, she was always full of encouragement. She had promised to spend time while in Nanyuki helping him set up the blog properly and start publishing. He was looking forward to her arrival and all he had to share.

He loved his job. Being a farmhand meant work changed every hour, every day. He moved across the farm, sometimes to the manor house over the river. Some tasks lasted hours. Others took days. He never knew what would come next. When work called for the manor side, only trusted hands went. He had always been trusted. More often than not, they sent him.    From his first day, Madam, the matriarch, had put faith in him. He worked both sides: muddy chores in the pigsties. Careful tasks by the house. He liked it. Felt at home, almost as much as at his mother’s. They treated him well. He was well fed and paid. Accommodation was comfortable. The work was hard but fair.

Lately, the farm was changing, though not for the better. The new manager started well. At first, he was fair and just. Things improved. But over the course of six months, he changed. Now he walked on edge. Nervous and jittery. That nervousness rubbed off on others. Eruya noticed the tension. He kept his distance.  He noticed lies. He overheard the manager telling the owners the tractor was broken and that money was needed for repairs. Minutes later Eruya filmed the tractor in use. He got the licence plate number. He watched as the manager asked for additional feed, equipment, and more money. Each lie Eruya heard made him watch more. He documented everything: times, dates, amounts. The owners were being conned.

But the manager’s dishonesty ran deeper than money or equipment. There was the matter of the piglets.  At first, it seemed ordinary. Births monitored. Mammas tended. Piglets counted. But over time, a pattern emerged. Sixteen to twenty weeks after birth, piglets were missing. The manager would take crates of piglets out of the compound, never to return with them. One day, he discovered the manager’s piglet book, left on a corner. Notes included dates, schedules, and numbers. He photographed the pages. Then he slid the book back exactly where he found it. That book, those records, was proof.

Eruya kept his journal with him at all times. He continuously asked questions. Checked feeds and water. Counted piglets when he could. At night, he compared records and noted the discrepancies. He was patient, gathering facts beyond any doubt.  At the Manor House, he noticed the judge, Lauren’s boyfriend, rifling through family documents on a prior visit.  He recorded it with his small camera.  He had also seen Naomi the niece/adopted daughter, and the judge  several times, in compromising positions; he recorded what he could, including dates and timestamps. He planned to show it all to Madam during the audit.

Eruya remembered now how he had come to this point—what started him off on his observations and investigations. Thinking back to that day just before dawn, everything became clear. The memory took him back in time.

He heard her before he saw her.  Footsteps, soft on the path within the copse of trees.

He didn’t know who it was at first; he only felt a flicker of irritation at being disturbed in his ritual, his early-morning peace.

Then he saw her, Miss Amara.  He sighed in relief.

Amara was a family friend. He liked her. She was kind and spoke to him as an equal, not a servant. She often asked questions about the kitchen garden. She had even come to the pigsty once, curious to see how things were done. He’d been proud to give her the tour.

She had arrived yesterday evening, alone. Rumour on the farm was that she had come before, alone. Very quiet and sad. Something had happened to her. She had come to the Manor to escape.

He thought perhaps he should leave and let her have the hill to herself, so he stood, ready to give up his space.

“Oh,” Amara said softly. “Sorry, thought I was the only person who used this place.” When he stood to leave, she reached out, stopping him with a gentle hand. “Please don’t go. I’m happy to share, if you are?”

He nodded and sat back down.

"Morning," Amara said softly, lifting her thermos. "I’ll trade space for coffee?"

He smiled back. "Morning, Miss Amara," he replied.

Do you always bring coffee when you come to sit here?”

"Always," she replied, and offered him a cup.

He took it with a shy grin. “I—uh—I wanted to ask you something.”

Amara tilted her head, encouraging him to go on.

"I see how you write online… about your travel, places you’ve been, people you’ve met. How do you notice everything?" he asked, voice tentative.

She smiled. "By paying attention. Always watch, listen, and even touch. Then write down what you see. Don’t worry about style initially. Worry about truth."

He frowned. “But I don’t have a proper notebook. Or… anything.”

"You do," she said, nodding toward his small phone. "Start there with what you have. Take photos, videos, and make short voice notes. Capture the day, even simple things. How the soil smells, how the sun hits the hill, the cows returning to the barn."

He considered this, eyes brightening. "So… I can record and eventually show the world my farm?" he asked.

"Yes," she answered gently. "Your farm, your experiences, your view. Nobody sees it as you do, and no one can tell it like you do."

She paused. "I have an old laptop at the Manor," Amara offered. "You can come and pick it up. Charge it, and tomorrow morning I’ll help you get started. We’ll set up a shared folder. You upload everything there, and I’ll help organise it. One step at a time, until you’re comfortable and have gathered a lot of information. Then I’ll show you how to organise it. I will guide your progress and help you structure it. Deal?"

He looked stunned, then thrilled. “Deal!”

 

In the weeks that followed that morning with Amara, Eruya started The Hill Diary; clips of fields, notes about workers, small observations about machinery, weather, and even casual conversations he overheard.  From that morning on the hill, after his talk with Miss Amara, everything changed. Inspired, Eruya began noticing everything and recorded as much as he could. What began as curiosity soon became something more important.

The bell for the morning briefing snapped him back to the present. He fed the chickens, replaced sawdust, and gathered eggs. At the farm office, he washed his hands before the manager and others arrived. Tasks were assigned: morning in the kitchen garden, afternoon assisting at the manor.

A wave of excitement flowed through him, the family was arriving for a week’s visit. Though in his excitement, he could not help but feel some dread.  Madam had called for him to meet with her and an external auditor she had brought from Nairobi. She had noticed discrepancies as well and needed clarification.  He liked Madam. She trusted him. He did not want to cause pain. But he owed the farm and the family the truth.

He was excited to see Miss Amara and to start working on his blog. As he was going home, he had several days to upload and begin. He hoped that tomorrow morning, at the crack of dawn, he would meet with Miss Amara,“their rock.” He had finally decided to share it with her. 

He mulled over who else would be present: the master. Julius, with his lazy entitlement. His vulgar wife. Her own schemes. Lauren, Naomi, and the judge. He had recordings of conversations. Photographs. Timestamps, evidence.

Though brave, he felt a cold edge of unease. Julius had looked at the boy strangely during his last visit.  Had the manager recognised the boy's persistence?  He had noticed the manager exchanging looks with Julius. When Madam saw his proof, everyone’s schemes would crumble. Was it worth risking himself? This was not even his family. Still, his loyalty and moral compass drove him.  He remembered his mother’s advice: “Don’t ever fear doing right.” The memory steadied him, gave him courage.   He remembered Madam's faith in him.  Her trust that he would share whatever she felt in her gut was off, and he had evidence to back it up.  Then he remembered Miss Amara and her encouragement; she thought he could do great things. He straightened his shoulders. No. He would see this through, no matter what. Besides what’s the worst that could happen?  A small smile on playing on his face he walked on now, determined. Perhaps the family would see his loyalty and courage. Perhaps they might even “adopt” him in some sense, reward him beyond a thank you? 

With those thoughts driving him on, he collected the milk and eggs, shouldered the crate, and began the walk to the river, towards the manor. A quiet satisfaction tugged at him. He was doing this for them. Yes, and it was okay to expect something in return.

 

 




Chapter 2 

He hated these mornings. The bell rang. The workers gathered. He had to look them as though he were in control. Some watched him too closely. That boy, Eruya, especially, the one with the habit of writing things down. He didn’t trust him. Always quiet and polite, but with eyes that missed nothing. It made the manager’s skin crawl.

He hadn’t begun this way. When he came to the Manor, he meant to do things properly. The owners liked him, and Madam had learned to trust him. For 6 to 8 months, he tightened everything: fired useless workers, stopped petty theft, turned the farm around. For the first time in years, the place ran smoothly.

But working as an honest farm manager didn’t pay off debts. And debts had a way of piling higher than the maize granaries.  He started small, a little skim off feed deliveries, a few tools gone. Easy. The owners were rarely around, and he always had numbers ready to explain.  A broken tractor here, an expensive repair there, nothing  too out of the ordinary. He could talk with confidence, and they believed and more importantly trusted him.

Then the pigs had given him an idea. Piglets were quick money. There were always willing buyers waiting to start their own pig farms, looking for stock. Piglets were easy to sell because in the books, he would “kill off” four to six piglets at each birth.  It was always believable, too small to survive, or the sow might lie on them and crush them. So in his ledger, they were gone. In reality, they were alive, weaned, and fed until he could arrange for their sales.

That was where the discrepancies began. Madam, while checking the feed inventory, noticed they were buying far too much feed for the number of piglets on record. He was stealing feed and pigs, a perfect duo, hidden in plain sight.

The boy started to notice. He saw him once, notebook in hand, eyes moving from sty to sty, lips counting, calculating. The boy was trouble. Always asking, always recording, always poking around.

“Everything tally up, sir?” the boy had asked once, politely yet…too casually, eyes still on the pen.

“You worry about cleaning the muck, not the math,” the manager had snapped.

Lately, the manager had noticed him watching more closely, even when he thought he wasn’t being observed. The boy had a way of appearing where he shouldn’t, near the office, by the storerooms, the pigpens, just as deliveries were being loaded.

He also noticed that the boy had formed a friendship with Lauren’s friend, Miss Amara.  He had seen them a few times chatting together, and one of the watchmen had told him that they often walked and sat on the rock at dawn, having coffee. He wondered how much the boy had told Miss Amara.  She was not family, but she might as well be. Friends with Lauren, the daughter of the manor, treated by the master and Madam as one of their own. And one thing he knew about Miss Amara was that she did not miss a beat. Sharp, observant, impossible to fool. If she got wind of anything remiss, she would blow the whistle without hesitation.  So far, he got nothing but grace and friendliness from her whenever they crossed paths, but he feared it was only a matter of time. That friendship between her and the boy was dangerous. The boy looked up to her, trusted her, and might well share what he suspected.

His wife didn’t make it easier. She had taken to hanging out with the boy, laughing at his serious manner, asking him questions about the animals, the feed, the piglets. The manager worried she might inadvertently reveal details of his schemes or further motivate the boy. Sometimes she lingered too long, smiling, as if she enjoyed those little exchanges.

“You like talking to him so much?” he had growled once.

“He’s polite, that’s all. Not like the others,” she’d replied, her tone light but her eyes defiant.

The manager felt the heat of jealousy rise in his chest. The boy was harmless, yes, but the attention he received from his wife was maddening.   It added to his nervousness. These days, his hands shook sometimes when he lit a cigarette. He was drinking more. He barked at workers who whispered as he passed. He imagined them plotting against him. Waiting for him to slip.

Julius, the son of the manor, didn’t help. Lazy and entitled, but liked easy money. They'd made deals, small equipment sales, minor thefts. Julius couldn’t be trusted; he talked too much after a drink, boasted about things best left unsaid. If the boy overheard…  God help them.

And the housekeeper. She was dangerous, sharp, and greedy. She knew his schemes, introduced him to buyers, and collected her cut from stolen piglets. She could be trusted if he remembered who held the real power. But she was cunning, unpredictable, and if she decided to betray him… he’d be finished.  He wasn’t completely afraid of her.  He had dirt on her as well, including clear records of every time he had paid her cut. If he went down, he could take her with him. A fact she knew only too well. She was a force to be reckoned with, he felt, and he steered clear of her.

The main problem lay with the boy.  Today, the family was arriving. Madam had spoken of looking deeper into the books. He felt the ground shifting beneath his feet. If the boy spoke to her, if she saw that damn notebook…. No, he couldn’t think about that. He needed to focus on staying ahead of the truth. He needed to control the story before it controlled him. He could not let fear win!

Nevertheless, the weight of suspicion pressed down on him. Every noise on the farm seemed louder than it was. Every shadow looked like a person lurking, watching.  He hated that feeling, the  sense that someone, anyone, could see the truth.  He forced a smile as he handed out the day’s tasks. His voice shook only a little.

“The top field  for you, livestock for you, deliveries later…”

His eyes slid to the boy, and for a moment, he let the smile fade.

“Take the eggs and milk to the house on your way to the kitchen garden,” he added, tone deliberately casual.

The boy nodded. “Yes, sir.”

Yes, the boy was watching him. Always watching. He had to play his cards very cautiously; he had to play them right.  He watched the boy carrying milk and eggs, heading toward the river and across to the Manor.

 

 




Chapter 3 

The housekeeper’s attention snapped to the pounding at the kitchen door.  It was the boy from the farm, delivering the milk and eggs.

“Good morning, Ma’am. I’ve brought the milk and eggs for the family.” 

"Place them on the small table over there. And be sure to watch for any cars that come in, the family is arriving, and I'll need help with their bags."

“No problem. “I’ll be working in the kitchen garden if you need me.”

“Thank you, boy. That will be all for now.”

He walked away toward the garden, and she watched him, before returning inside.

Morning at Manor House always began with careful contemplation. Today was no different. She moved through the kitchen, barely wiping countertops. Her movements were slow, deliberate, a performance of diligence for the staff. In truth, she only ever did the bare minimum.   The Manor House was far too large for one person, she had explained to Madam, and had  been allowed to take on a few extra staff, some permanent and some as needed.  

Her thoughts turned to the linen cupboards. Tablecloths, duvets, napkins, so many, all within reach. If she remained discreet, no one would ever notice a few missing. If they did, she could blame a member of staff or invent another plausible reason. She would have time to hide her tracks, after all, the owners lived three hours away in Nairobi and always announced their trips to the Manor in advance.

She listened from the kitchen doorway as the staff moved about, each absorbed in routine. Their loyalty to the family was unmistakable. Yet she, as their boss, knew their weaknesses. She could manipulate or exploit them. Worse, she could abruptly fire anyone who defied her. A raised eyebrow here, a quiet threat there. She governed them all by small, constant fear. Most of all, she guarded her personal schemes to herself, never willingly giving anyone power over her.

She recalled the unforgettable incident at the market. A friend had betrayed her, threatening exposure of her schemes. She hadn’t hesitated. She drew a knife, striking before the girl could react. The girl survived, barely, then vanished from town. The authorities were fooled. The housekeeper claimed self-defence, and they believed her. Violence was not always needed, she thought. But when it was, she wielded it with precision and without hesitation.

Then there was the farm manager, an ally, though hardly honest himself. When she’d caught him and her old boss exchanging piglets, she confronted him boldly. She was motivated to silence by a desire for control and extra income. He confessed and agreed to give her 10% of every sale. She had smiled, knowing she now had leverage over him. And income. She kept a careful track of the sales and her share. She also relished the control and the pleasure of knowing that one word from her could destroy him.

She pulled herself back to the present. The family was arriving for the week, more work, more deception. She would play the part: visible, efficient, indispensable, while doing as little as possible. That was what the rest of the staff were for. Nothing was going to change for her with their presence.

Madam and the master were coming. The master was quiet, unreadable and disengaged from day to day household matters. Madam, however, was no fool. On her last visit, She had asked the housekeeper for a few items that the housekeeper “could not find.” They were already sold at the market. Madam dropped the subject, but she had watched her closely. The housekeeper had felt those eyes, she knew suspicion was growing.

Lauren was arriving too, along with her Nigerian boyfriend, the judge, this made the housekeeper smirk. Another avenue for profit.  She knew a lot about the judge and Naomi, the niece/adopted daughter of the family.  They had both been reckless and careless. She’d caught them more than once in compromising situations around the estate. Especially on the farm. A word here, a subtle threat there. She could bend them to her will. Their combined fear of exposure was perfect. Blackmail would be easy. This weekend was rife with opportunity.

Lauren was harmless, oblivious. Foolish not to see what was happening right under her nose. The housekeeper saw Lauren’s ignorance useful. It kept Lauren from interfering with her plans. Better that way, the housekeeper thought. The less Lauren knew, the more the housekeeper could use her ignorance to her own advantage.

Julius and his wife were another story: both lazy, useless, self-important. Shame they had nothing worth exploiting. Once, she’d caught the wife photographing the silver cutlery. At first, she thought the woman meant to steal it. She was just “taking inventory,” preparing for the day she and her husband would be master and Madam of the manor.  The housekeeper had worried then; had the wife photographed anything she had already sold?  But no, her own “goods for sale” came from storerooms the wife had no access to. As long as she kept to items tucked away, she was safe.

Then there was Miss Amara. That one unsettled her. Quiet, watchful, impossible to deceive.  Amara had once asked about a brass figurine that had gone missing from the end of a hallway. The housekeeper had initially pretended not to know which one she meant.  Relentless,  Amara produced a photo of it. Panic had nearly undone the housekeeper.   The figurine was hidden in the back store, waiting to be sold.  Luckily, she had not yet taken it to market. The next day, she retrieved it, claimed she’d taken it away to polish it with Brasso, and the gleam showed. Amara said nothing but placed it back in its original spot. A close call.   

Since then, the housekeeper avoided anything that would be easily noticed. She stuck to linens, napkins, sheets sets and duvets. Though this meant smaller profits, it was safer. Amara’s watchful eyes missed nothing. “What a cow,” the housekeeper muttered. “And she’s coming too.” She would need to be very careful this week.

As she moved through the Manor, her work was cursory. A dust here and there. Her mind measured risk and opportunity. She anticipated the opportunities for her schemes that would be available this weekend.  Her thoughts drifted to Eruya. He’d been watching her. She was sure of it. Once, he’d even caught her selling a few items at the market. She’d spun a convincing story then. He had seemed to accept it, though not entirely. He was always watching, documenting, and being in places he shouldn’t. She remembered catching him coming out of the back store, phone in hand.

“What were you doing in there?”

“I left some tools inside.” “It’s dark, I was using my phone for light. The bulb’s blown; it should be replaced.”

She’d forced a smile. “Thank you. I’ll get you a new one.”

When he left, she changed her hiding place. She didn’t trust him. He was always taking photos and notes in that stupid little notebook he carried around in his jacket pocket.  Always watching. She believed he wanted something, perhaps to catch her. Let him try. She was smarter. If he ever became a threat, she had ways to deal with it, she’d done so many times before. That girl at the market had not been her first, nor if required, her last.

The Manor would soon be full again: family, guests, servants, secrets.  She was ready. Every glance. Every whispered word. Every instruction could be turned to her advantage.  No one would ever see her for what she truly was.  A very dedicated and hardworking housekeeper.  That was the story she sold to the staff.  A loyal servant was the mask she wore for the family.  But beneath it all, she was selfish. Ruthless. Greedy. Dangerous. She would stop at nothing to protect herself, her schemes, and her secrets.  The house was hers, in the ways that mattered. Nothing, not the family, not Miss Amara, not that upstart of a boy, would take that from her. Not without paying a price.

 


 




Chapter 4 

The car ate the distance from Nairobi. As they approached Nanyuki and their destination, the country air came in through the half-open window, a promise of what lay ahead. The Manor waited. They had arrived. The car rolled up the long, winding drive, gravel crunching beneath the tires.

The judge adjusted his tie, smoothed the slight crease on his shirt, and kept his smile fixed. Eyes forward. Polished. Perfect.

Beside him, Lauren chattered lightly about the week ahead, radiant, trusting. He smoothed his tie again, met Lauren’s eyes as she laughed at his comment, and rested his hand gently on her leg. This place, these people: all were pieces on a chess game he was playing.

“Imagine it,” he said softly, coaxing the future between them as if it were already theirs. “Quiet mornings, you and I reading books on the lawn and tea, the garden kept just how you like it, a game of golf in the afternoon, quiet evenings by the fire.  We’ll have the right housekeeper as well,” he caught himself with a smile and said it softer, “and a cozy place in the city for when we tire of the quiet. Think of it. Us, together.”

She glanced at him, bright-eyed and trusting. He gave his best, most loving smile. She believed him. He had spent years learning: the right pause, the look, the laugh, the movement through a room, and the predicting of people. He made himself a man people trusted implicitly. The consummate con.

He had always been wicked. Reckless and completely self serving as a boy.  He was expelled from school at sixteen. One disgrace after another. Tired parents, shutting their door forever. Survival on the streets, unprotected and alone, forced him to learn other lessons. Lessons that would assure his future.

He chose the law. Since he had resigned himself to always being on the wrong side of it, he might as well be a step ahead by mastering it.  Always wanting the best, believing he deserved nothing less, he had chosen not just to be a lawyer but a judge. However, he was unwilling to take the time it would have taken to get there the typical way.

He possessed a sharp mind. He recognised it, wielded it to drive himself toward ambition. He went where lawyers went. Observed. Imitated. Became. Then he did the same with judges. Scrutinised their mannerisms. Absorbed the language, the subtleties. Anything for credibility. He watched judges in court until he knew the rhythm of their sentences. He learned what respect earned you, how a title was a coat that could be tailored. Clothes, speech, posture, each a calculated move in a new game.

He’d bought books on probate law, real estate law, and any law that might affect him as a con. He learned the loopholes, manipulating paperwork until it blurred into ownership. He even impersonated a judge. Since then, each role, lawyer, judge, or landlord, let him impersonate someone new, collect hefty sums, and store away the profits. His current life is financed by these ongoing deceptions.

Now, years of practice had a purpose. The papers he’d felt under his fingers in the study, the old, yellowed titles, the ledgers that meant more than money when you knew how to read them, those were his map.

Not marriage, though that’s what he let this family believe, dangling the promise without commitment. He had no intention of marrying Lauren. He only needed proximity, familiarity, and the kind of casual trust that allowed him to slip things from desk to briefcase without drawing attention.

Now the pressure was mounting. He had one week to work his magic, take advantage of familiarity, Lauren’s love, and her hope of a match. One week. Seven days to copy, to arrange, to send.  A company name here, a forged signature there, an account offshore, and willing buyers waiting ready on the sidelines. The Manor would be a victim of a theft so quiet it take them a while to notice the absence, and once discovered, it would be too late for this family. Another victim of “The Judge.”

He had partners. The man in Nairobi procured forgeries, soft copies, connections to the Lands Department, the man who knew where to tap a source, where to push a file through. Partners were convenient, until they weren’t. “Convenience” had teeth when a partner wanted a bigger cut.

He smiled at Lauren again as they rounded the final curve of the drive. He noticed the boy from the farm,  the one always lurking where he shouldn’t, drop a sack in the kitchen garden, wipe his hands, and move towards the parking lot. The boy handled the land as though it belonged to him. Diligent, observant. Quiet. What did he know?

The judge understood the risk of discovery from the moment he first slipped through the master bedroom door. He wondered whether any staff had observed his reconnaissance the first time, when Lauren left for the farm, and he roamed the Manor to identify opportunities. He was uncertain whether anyone had witnessed his activities, especially later in the study. He wondered if his phone calls to his partner in Nairobi about their plans were ever overheard, though he always took care to make them far from prying ears. The recent suspicion in the boy’s gaze now made him question his earlier confidence.

He thought of the partner and his increased pressure to get more, thought of him in the same balanced way he thought of men who served his ends: useful, replaceable, but for the moment essential. The partner had assured him the documents would be arranged, the copies smuggled out, the “company” paperwork ready to present to the Lands office. The partner had been the one to find a buyer who would move quickly, offshore, untraceable, hungry.

He remembered how he had arrived in Kenya, the cunning it had taken to get this far. The fake credentials and recommendations, the endless practice of mannerisms. The charm he rehearsed in private golf clubs, hotels and board rooms from Lagos to Nairobi. Every handshake, every polite nod, every pause carefully studied, rehearsed and duly executed. He had lied, had seduced, manipulated, and stolen. Reputations had been destroyed, and fortunes lost at his hand. Now here he was again, calm and composed, poised to do it all over, his smile and charm hiding the predator within.

The car drew up to the door. As he jumped out and ran around to open the door for his “beloved,” he said, “Here were are my love! Welcome home!” He held her hand as she stepped out and gently brushed her cheek with his lips.

“Thank you, kind sir,” she said in mocking laughter as she hugged him, laughing at his charm.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the housekeeper and noted her glance.  The tilt of her head and knowing look in her eyes, that had seen him in the past, when he had been less careful. She had seen him and Naomi together in private, totally compromised. She had eyes that saw what others didn’t, and she was the kind of woman who remembered the smell of secrets. She would be useful, or dangerous. He had a plan for any eventuality.

As he returned Lauren’s embrace with a smile, he noticed the boy hurrying up to help with the bags. 

“Welcome, miss, sir! Let me get the bags, please, you go on in,” he said in an easy, friendly manner.

Lauren grabbed her handbag from her seat, gave Eruya a hug hello, and started inside. The judge nodded in acknowledgement and moved to open the boot. 

He watched the boy carefully. Though he seemed so friendly, so easy, he watched him. That efficiency, that friendliness, that vigilance, that loyalty to the family… dangerous. He noticed how the boy looked at Lauren with genuine fondness, and at him,  the judge, with a guarded glance. This boy definitely knew something, and like the housekeeper, he was a threat, possibly more so. A threat the judge needed to deal with.

The boy, the housekeeper, and even Naomi would all be bent or neutralised. Persuasion would come first. Tonight, he would seek out the boy: flatter him, offer comfort, dangle the promise of safety, perhaps even payment for silence. A favour, a distant opportunity, whatever was needed. He'd blended bribes with threats before. Most people were pliable; it was just a matter of finding their trigger. The housekeeper’s greed made her easier. Naomi, already close, would be easier still. The boy? He would find out tonight. 

He moved towards the entrance, the plan maturing as he went: a private word, a small envelope, a promise. He noted again the young man carrying their bags, moving toward the side entrance. Observing. Silent. A twinge of irritation ran through him, and he swallowed it.

Upon entrance into the house, the housekeeper’s practiced courtesy greeted him, voice trained for subservience.  

“Welcome, sir,” she said, and for a moment, he saw her calculations in that look she gave him.  A reminder of a memory of hands that had been too adventurous, in situations that could not be misjudged as something else. He had let his guard down once, twice, numerous times.  The housekeeper had witnessed his indiscretions. He gave her a small, agreeable nod, almost in promise of something in exchange for her silence.

Inside, Lauren chattered, oblivious, delighted at the comfort of home. He answered with the right words and feigned interest, making a note to himself to keep the study door unlocked tonight, where he had left some of the documents carefully set aside, ready for the first part of his plan. He needed time alone to execute and be rid of all the pretence.

As he moved further into the house, he noted the young man again, carrying the bags inside. Observing. Silent. Efficient. That boy had begun to understand too much. He would have to act. Soon. Tonight.

He reflected, almost absentmindedly, on past successes. Lagos. Abuja. The associate who had stumbled upon his schemes and had an “accidental” fall.  It was ruled an unfortunate mishap. The widow, whom he had persuaded to sign over control,  in her vulnerability, on the pretext of protection. He had later abandoned her penniless for her efforts. He remembered the tension, the cold thrill, the perfect calm he maintained as chaos unfolded around him. No need for an answer for the authorities, who believed his lies, veiled behind his position.  He felt no remorse for the trail of tears following in his wake.  It had always worked before. It would work again here.

But the stakes were higher now. The Nairobi partner, intoxicated by greed, was threatening exposure. Initial documents needed within a few days, to keep the buyers interested. The family’s continued trust for one more week was necessary.  Naomi, clever and watchful, her insatiable desires and ambitions a subtle pressure on him, but pressure nonetheless. And that boy. Always watching.

The air seemed heavier,  even though the afternoon sun was sharp on the manicured lawns. Everything looked serene, controlled; he noticed it all. Yet the tension beneath it was palpable. However, he was the Judge; he would control this and manage it. As he always had, again he would bend the pieces to his design.

But then a small, cold fact intruded on his thoughts: he had tried his partner’s number in the car on the way up. The message should have been routine: send the copies through tomorrow. There was no message, so he was forced to call.  He checked the number gain and called. He heard nothing familiar.  No voice, no garbled line, only a curt electronic recording that sat at the edge of his patience.

He tried again, and again. Then a recorded voice telling him the number is unavailable. He felt a prick of ice at the base of his skull. and tried to shake it off.

“Bad reception,” he lied to himself.  Though he told a thousand half-truths on long flights and in dim bars, and when executed, they tasted like champagne. But it was usually to others.  Now he was trying the same on himself.  In an attempt to shake the growing doubt and fear, he told himself the partner was tied up with paperwork and that his phone was off, charging. So he tried the emergency line, a text, an ultimatum in a single sentence: Call me. Now. still nothing.

His hand tightened on the armrest of the chair until his knuckles blanched. An image intruded into his mind, the partner leaning close, a week back at a routine meeting in Nairobi, his whisper grey with threat:

“I want more, or…”  a dead pause  “After all,” the partner continued, “I’m the one taking all the risks. I’m the Kenyan. You have no standing here, a foreigner.” He sneered. “I need a bigger cut or…”

The judge had laughed it off, agreed easily, offered a larger slice of the take, and reassured the man that he understood the risks and that they were in it together to the end.  He’d planned to see him on return, to sort the numbers. He needed to complete his part and then…. But he could not ignore the silence. It gnawed on him, and he admitted to himself that he felt unsure.

“All okay, darling?” he asked smilingly as he walked up to his girlfriend and lightly kissed her hand, his voice smooth and casual.

She smiled back. “You hungry?” she asked. “You want to freshen up, and then we can eat?”

“Starving,” he acknowledged. “Give me five minutes, sweetie.” He headed to his room, entered, and closed the door behind him. Trying the number once more. 

The line answered with the same terse statement: "Mteja hapatikani kwa sasa; the mobile subscriber cannot be reached." This normally happened when a person’s phone was off, or was out of reception, and he tried to reassure himself.

Panic was not an elegant emotion on him. It narrowed his perception and made his breath thin. He was not given to trembling generally. Yet, in the washroom, he found his fingers were not steady when he smoothed his tie. The plan that had been a clean line was now fragmenting.

He shook off the doubt, washed his face, and composed himself, reminding himself who he was and the mission at hand, he plastered a smile on his face and left the room.  He walked back to the main living room. “Where is that food you promised, sweetie?  I really am very hungry, lead the way.” He reached for her hand and allowed her to lead him to the outdoor patio, where a table had been laid out in preparation. He pulled her chair and then sat down across from her, ready to begin their meal. All appearances maintained. Perfect. The final game had begun.

 




Chapter 5 

The long drive up from Nairobi had left her and her husband in silent reflection, each minute stretched their nerves tighter as they awaited the uncertainty of the coming week. As always, her husband deferred the details to her, his trust both a comfort and a weight. The three-hour drive was not just a journey, but a steeling of hearts, bracing for tensions.  It had been too long since all their children had gathered under one roof for more than a fleeting moment, and the anticipation left her both yearning and anxious.  

“You’ve planned everything, haven’t you?” he asked, his voice assured but laced with fatigue.  He had had a trying week in Nairobi, and it showed in every part of him.

“As much as anyone can,” she replied. “It’s the people’s behaviour I can’t plan for.”

He gave a small, indulgent smile. “You mean our children?”

She didn’t answer, instead turning to look out the window as the hills rolled past, her expression reflective as memories surfaced.

As the familiar landscape rolled past the car window, the trees and the grasslands drew them closer to their destination. This gave her a tug of both pride and unease. They had built this life carefully, accumulated wealth through a lot of patience and intelligence, sprinkled with a carefully calculated amount of risk. 

Though her own fortune had once outweighed her husband’s, their shared trust and love had consolidated their assets into a legacy neither could have built alone. The fruits of her business acumen and foresight, and his connections and influence, were evident in the abundant wealth they had amassed. The Manor stood as the crown of their estate. Order and prosperity were etched into every stone and field.

The car entered the gates, along the drive, and turned into the final bend towards the house.

Their daughter Lauren ran out as soon as they parked, arms open, face bright, her laughter carrying. Her boyfriend lingered at the door, already adopting the air of the Manor's lord. 

“Mum! Dad! You made good time!”

“Three hours exactly,” the master said, stepping out.

He embraced his daughter, breathing in the scent of home. “It’s good to see you, sweetheart.”

“And you too, Dad,” the girl said, beaming, then turned and ran towards her mum, giving her a big hug and kiss, which was warmly returned. There was genuine love evident between the two women.

Madam’s gaze shifted toward the judge leaning on the door at the entrance. “You’re here early,” she said, her tone polite but cool.

“I wanted to make sure everything was ready for your arrival,” he replied smoothly. making no effort to leave his perch at the door.   

Of course he did.

Seeing her daughter filled her with comfort; seeing him, with caution. He had ingratiated himself thoroughly, too thoroughly maybe. And with the others still to arrive, she was reminded that this gathering was far from a casual visit. It was a convergence of family, ambitions, and hidden agendas.
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