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Those who craft
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The darkest art, performed

In secret midnight with deformed

And broken, stolen dolls in airless shaft –

S, your cheating time’s up; dumb n’ daft,

You’re this way stormed!

And now, this one’s for YOU,

My reader.
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Prologue
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I’ll tell this in retrospect – I mean, in flashbacks as it comes to me, beginning as far back as I can remember so you can try to piece together the sense of this narrative as I am trying to do myself. The fact that it involved the St. Maryan Seven and only Mak and Rehema can remember bits and bits, the fact that two days of our coast trip cannot be accounted for, and the fact that I eventually came back with Rehema who had disappeared under mysterious circumstances makes me even more weirded. But don’t rush it. I’ll tell the bits as they fall into place then you and I can try to make sense out of the whole business.

I am not sure how it came to be settled that the History Club would visit the slave caves. As you may well understand, my blood – and that of six other girls all part of the History Club – was against it. It actually chilled my blood cold at the mere thought of finding myself in those caves again so soon after the Shanghaier incident. These thoughts and many more occupied me as I walked down the corridor of the Form Three block on my way to the dorm. I had just finished my Saturday morning duty in the classroom and was going to join the other girls in Senegal for the Saturday morning general. The March sun was already hot enough to melt a weak willed maid. As I emerged on to the road that leads to the Kiandutu dorms at the corner of the Form Four block, I looked at the cloudless sky whose azure blue could touch the hardest of hearts. It was the dog days of March and the blue gums near the gate sulked in the sweltering, windless morning. I could see a number of girls at various sections of the school busy at their Saturday morning duties. At the Shah Hall, several girls were busy with brooms and buckets of water. The sight of them increased my sense of lateness. I decided to cross via the field for it was already past eleven and I knew I might delay the other girls at the dorm.

‘Hey Nassy!’ I shouted seeing Nasibo walking across the field in the direction of the dorms as I emerged from behind the Home Science block. The girl looked as lonely as a leper.

She stopped and turned. I waved her to wait for me.

‘Hi,’ she said as I drew up and fell into step. ‘I thought I would be the last one to get to the dorm.’

‘Oh, you’re not. I misplaced my cup and had to wait for Wambu to help me with hers.’ Wambu is a new girl who joined St. M at the beginning of the year. She joined our dorm and our cube to take Jenny’s place after Jenny left in November last year. I had become Wambu’s mother and in two months or so, we had got quite close. As usual, she had similarly got close to her grandma, Raj, and to Nasibo, my best friend at school.

‘Where is she?’ Nasibo wondered.

‘Oh, she went ahead. She should be in the dorm by now.’

We crossed through the disused soccer field whose yellow tufts of grass were already looking harassed by the mid-March sun. The soccer season had not picked and it was therefore rare to find students at practice here although St. M had maintained a formidable team since Madam Mantu threw us a challenge last year.

‘Been thinking of the forthcoming trip to the coast,’ I said.

‘Mr. Maranga got it settled?’

‘I should think so. I hear girls have already drawn up a list.’

‘What’s a list for? I thought it is an affair of the whole History Club,’ Nasibo peered in my direction.

‘We’re not all reading from the same page. Quite a number of girls are averse to it. The candidates, to begin with – and there’s also me and a number of my friends in Forms 3S and Y.’

‘Poor you,’ Nasibo pitied me. ‘You guys really had a rough time down there with that Chinese buster, didn’t you?’

‘You don’t know the half of it...but I am not complaining. Every dog has its day,’ I said trying to sound casual in spite of the chill the memories gave me.

‘I think you should all brave it,’ Nasibo said. ‘After all, there will be many other places to visit, not to mention the lessons that will be learnt from the trip. You shouldn’t let the chance pass by. How often do you get the prospect of escaping dreary St. M? All work and no play makes Amy a dull girl.’

‘I’m on the fence right now. I need to sleep over it,’ I told her. ‘I’m keeping my options open; I don’t want to make up my mind just yet.’

‘You’ve got to decide lest you miss the boat,’ Nasibo said.

‘I know,’ I returned, ‘it will be the best chance of mixing business with leisure. Besides, I haven’t been out of this hole for a month of Sundays.’

We had crossed the grassy hockey field with its red path beaten across it by the feet of the many students who crossed this way to Kiandutu in spite of it being illegal. The path looked like a red ribbon especially seen against the dry yellow brown of the rest of the field, sizzling in the March heat.

At the edge of Limpopo, we stooped to go under the barbed wire fence whose lowest two wires had been pulled up and tied to the others to create space enough to crawl under. Nasibo went first and as I stooped to follow, a strong sense of dizziness assailed me and I had to kneel. Nasibo stretched out her hand and rescued me from under the barbs.

‘What’s up?’ she asked looking me closely in the eye.

‘I am not sure. I must be coming down with something.’ I said. I remembered it was the Ides of March but I didn’t say so.

We went down the width of Limpopo and crossed the road that ran to the right along the perimeter fence of the fields, then on to the main school. Outside Limpopo, I saw Rehema hanging her washing to dry. I felt my heart flutter. We waved at her then walked down to Senegal where we found the other girls already engaged in the cleaning. They were already through with the first wing of the dorm and had started on the second, my wing that is. The floor was awash with foamy water and the girls were scrubbing it with brooms, pushing the water out while others followed them with mops wiping the floor clean. Nasibo and I fetched mops too and joined the crowd under the stewardship of Marion, the new Deputy Secretary who had ascended to the seat to replace Ruth, who had been promoted to become the new Secretary of Senegal. Ruth had risen from deputyship to replace Audrey, the former Secretary who left the school after her Form Four last year. 

‘Nasibo and Amy...late again?’ Marion asked nonchalantly when she noticed us.

‘Better late than never,’ Nasibo observed casually as she fell in line with a mop.

‘I have a mind to ask the other girls to leave what is left for you two. The two of you are birds of a feather,’ Marion said.

Everybody understood that Saturday duty was a necessary evil.

‘Give the girls a break,’ Ruth, the dorm secretary, said from the doorway. ‘You miss the point...Nasibo and Amy are the least likely to shirk duty.’

We were engaged in the task for the next one hour, finishing with the dorm and going onto to the ablution block, the flower beds and the grounds around the dorm. By around noon, the dorm and its environs were done, the beds were neatly arranged and the walls, doors and windows wiped clean. Some girls who had a lot of washing got down to it as we waited for the usual Saturday cleaning inspection. Nasibo and I sat outside the dorm lounging near a large pink-purple bougainvillea bush which gave a fragrant smell to the environs of Senegal.

Presently, Madam Masika, our dorm mistress, arrived with a couple of other teachers for the inspection and we stood outside patiently waiting for their verdict. Normally, they would give marks on a scale of one to twenty on every part of the dorm, including the ablutions and the environs and these would be collated to come up with a general score. This would be used to rank the dorms every Saturday and the average would be considered at the end of the term to see which dorm would scoop the trophy. Senegal had held it for two years in a row. Of course the dorm mistress and her secretaries had to be present to raise objections where they thought their dorm had been shortchanged. Us girls simply lounged outside to hear the verdict before the teachers – they were generally referred to as the GC Commission – moved over to the next dorm. Senegal and Nzoia, being the farthest dorms were usually the last to be seen – probably why we had remained at the top because we had ample time to do the cleaning though Senegal could also win by virtue of our hard work.

By the time the troop left, it was already lunch hour. I fetched Raj, Nasibo and Wambu, my ward, and we all headed up the murram road to the main school. As fate would have it, at the junction of the road that leads to Senegal and Nzoia and the one that leads to Limpopo, Galana and Dorm L, the other three Kiandutu dorms, we met with Rehema. Raj, Nasibo and I had got close to the albino girl after she had intervened in a quarrel between us and another two form two girls last year – Jacinta and Ann, I think they were - in what came to be generally referred to as the Infamous MJ showdown. Rehema usually had her hands full. Not many students were comfortable with her albinism especially after an incident that happened earlier in the year. Some Form One girl had woken up in the night and started screaming that she had seen a ghost. Of course she had been referring to Rehema who was returning to the dorm after a call of nature in the wee hours of the night. Many girls had made fun of her and for some time, she had become some kind of laughing stock in the Kiandutu dorms. Raj, Nasibo and I had gone out of our way to get her through the unpleasant situation. Rehema remained humble showing that the exception proves the rule.

‘Hi Rehema,’ Raj hailed her enthusiastically. 

‘Hi girls. How goes it?’ Rehema smiled at us. ‘Waiting to scoop that award again?’ She had probably seen the GC Commission which was ahead of us on its way to the main school.

‘Definitely,’ Nasibo said. ‘You can always tell the colourful angels of Senegal wherever you meet them I guess.’

My mind slowly trailed off as I looked at the golden tufts of Rehema’s hair, her blue eyes behind the intellectual glasses and her pale skin which often looked harassed by the sun. I felt strongly drawn to her in an unusual way, like there was something I should warn her against – a friend in need being a friend in deed - but I couldn’t tell what. Call me psychic but some things happen that way with me. I get a strong instinct of something and I feel like God is warning me against something. I had always ignored this feeling until my mother mentioned several weird incidents from my childhood; like when I had warned her against taking a journey – she told me I had been running a deep fever and she needed to take me to hospital – and she had ignored me. I must have been three or four. We had had a terrible accident and had been lucky to get out of it with our lives. Again, call me psychic. I had learnt of many other incidents from my childhood and have come to slowly accept that maybe I am a little different. Sometimes I can smell the rain a week away by simply sensing the air or looking at the patterning of the clouds or something like that. Somehow, I am able to tell when the rain is coming – sometimes to the exact hour. When I was six, I had walked into my parent’s bedroom at dawn one morning and simply said, ‘Grandma died at three last night.’ My mother had beaten me silly for talking rot and for wishing ill against others – until the family got the call at nine that morning. Such incidents would be accompanied by some inexplicable fever and a strong sense of foreboding; that was exactly what I was feeling as I looked at the back of Rehema’s head as we approached the dining hall.
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1. Wasini Island

So with the journey to the coast settled, we arrived at the coast the following Monday evening as keen as mustard after a whole day on the road. All the girls in my clique had eventually agreed to go though they insisted they would shun the caves – at least those with bad memories of them, those whose blood was against the caves. We had Wambu left behind, however, because she was expecting visitors early in the week. I pitied her. I had become a sort of a right hand to her and we hadn’t parted since her joining St. M. I wondered vaguely how she would manage in the one week I would be away. 

Since most of us took Geography too, it had been decided we could also visit other geographical sites at the coast both at Wasini Island where we could study marine life at Paradise Beach and at Funzi Island to the north. Both islands were quite close to the Shimoni Slave Caves which were the main objective of visiting the coast, besides other historical sites such as Fort Jesus. We would also visit Diani Chale Marine National Reserve and Kisite-Mpunguti Marine National Park where, Madam Lilian insisted, we would find a wealth of Geographical resorts. I think Mr. Maranga must have felt slighted by the sudden domination of the Geographers because he also insisted that we should visit Pemba and Zanzibar Islands where we could see the location of the great slave markets there as well as museums dedicated to this history – and of course Fort Jesus would be a bonus; this idea was however shot down by Ms. Konga on
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