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Chapter 1: The President's Pockets

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Scene 1.1 — The Presidential Jet
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[A Gulfstream G650 on the tarmac at Karibu International Airport. The interior is cream leather, polished mahogany, a single glass of whisky sweating on a side table. KUTTO sits in a leather armchair, adjusting his cufflinks. GENERAL BIKO stands at attention near the door, sweating. Through the window, the tarmac shimmers in heat. A single suitcase sits by KUTTO's feet — Italian leather, monogrammed.]

KUTTO: (Not looking up) How many?

BIKO: Sir?

KUTTO: (Still adjusting cufflinks) The youth. Outside the fence. How many?

BIKO: (Glances out window) Two hundred. Maybe three. They came when they heard the engines.

KUTTO: (Smiles) They came to see their president fly.

BIKO: (Quiet) They came to ask for jobs, sir.

KUTTO: (Laughs, a short sound) Jobs. (Picks up whisky, swirls it) Do you know what this glass costs?

BIKO: No, sir.

KUTTO: More than a nurse earns in a month. (Takes a sip) More than a teacher earns in two. (Sets it down) And they want jobs.

BIKO: They have degrees, sir. Engineering. Nursing. Education. Three hundred applications for three positions.

KUTTO: (Stands, walks to window) Look at them. (Points with his glass) See the one in the red shirt? He was at the rally last month. Chanted my name. Now he stands at a fence.

BIKO: He graduated two years ago, sir. His mother sells tomatoes in Githurai.

KUTTO: (Turns) And what would you have me do, General? Give him a job flying this plane? He has no pilot's license. No connections. No — (gestures vaguely) — no usefulness.

BIKO: He has a degree in electrical engineering, sir.

KUTTO: (Waves hand) Degrees. Everyone has degrees. The universities print them like receipts. (Sits back down, crosses legs) You know what I paid for this jet?

BIKO: I do not, sir.

KUTTO: Neither do the newspapers. (Laughs) That is the beauty of it. "Friends," I tell them. "Friends helped." And they write it down. (Leans forward) Do you know what the newspapers say this jet costs?

BIKO: They say —

KUTTO: One point five million dollars. For one trip. (Shakes head, smiling) They think I am stupid enough to spend that. I am stupid enough to let them think it. The real number is — (whispers, though no one else is there) , the real number is higher.

[Silence. The engines begin to whine.]

BIKO: Sir, the pilot says we are cleared for Geneva.

KUTTO: Geneva. (Stands, straightens his jacket) Do you know why I am going to Geneva?

BIKO: Debt negotiations, sir.

KUTTO: (Claps him on the shoulder) Debt! You see, General, you are not as stupid as you look. Debt. We owe the Chinese twelve billion. The Americans want their pharmaceutical trials. The World Bank wants its interest. (Walks to the window, looks down at the crowd) And these children want jobs.

BIKO: Sir, if I may —

KUTTO: You may not.

BIKO: (Continues anyway) The youth unemployment rate is forty percent, sir. Forty. That is not a statistic. That is a —

KUTTO: (Turns sharply) That is a what, General? A crisis? A tragedy? (Laughs) It is a number. Numbers do not vote. Numbers do not riot. Numbers stand at fences and watch planes take off. (Picks up his suitcase, checks his reflection in a mirror) I have been president for six years. In six years, how many jobs have I created?

BIKO: The reports say —

KUTTO: The reports say what I tell them to say. (Smiles) But you want to know the truth? The truth is I have created exactly as many jobs as I need to stay in power. No more. No less. (Walks toward the door, stops) You know what creates jobs, General?

BIKO: Investment, sir. Industry. Education.

KUTTO: (Shakes head, still smiling) Fear. Fear creates jobs. Fear of hunger makes a man sell anything. Fear of unemployment makes a mother send her daughter to Dubai in a box. Fear of the future — (gestures out the window) — fear of the future makes these children stand at my fence and hope I will look down and see them.

[He opens the door. Hot air rushes in. The sound of the crowd outside rises — not chanting, not shouting, just a murmur, a hum of waiting.]

KUTTO: (Steps onto the stairs, turns back) General. When I return from Geneva, there will be a new loan. A beautiful loan. Low interest, they will say. Sustainable development, they will say. And do you know where that money goes?

BIKO: Into your pockets, sir.

[KUTTO pauses. His smile does not change.]

KUTTO: (Quiet) You are learning, General. That is dangerous. (Descends two steps, stops again) Into my pockets, yes. And into the pockets of the men who keep me in power. And into the pockets of the churches that tell their congregations to vote for me. And into the pockets of the Chinese who build roads that lead nowhere and hospitals with no doctors. (Spreads his arms) Everyone eats, General. That is politics. Everyone eats, or everyone starves. And I do not intend to starve.

[He descends the stairs. The crowd is visible now — young men and women in faded shirts, holding CVs in plastic folders, some with handwritten signs. A young man in a red shirt steps forward.]

RED SHIRT: (Shouting over engine noise) Mr. President! I have a degree! I have applied three hundred times!

[KUTTO stops on the third step. He looks at the young man. His smile is warm, practiced, the smile of a man who has smiled at ten thousand people he will never see again.]

KUTTO: (Loud, projecting) My son! I see you! I hear you! Your president is working day and night to bring investment to Karibu!

RED SHIRT: I do not want investment, sir! I want a job!

KUTTO: (Still smiling) Investment brings jobs! Patience brings jobs! Faith in your government brings jobs!

RED SHIRT: I have been patient for two years, sir! My mother sells tomatoes! My sister —

KUTTO: (Cutting him off, still warm) Your sister is in my prayers! Your mother is in my prayers! All of Karibu is in my prayers! (Raises his hand in blessing) Now I must fly to Geneva to secure your future! Be patient! Be strong! Be Karibu!

[He descends the rest of the stairs. Bodyguards close in. The young man in the red shirt is pushed back by police. He drops his CV. It flutters to the tarmac, face-down, the ink smudging in the heat.]

RED SHIRT: (To the police officer pushing him) I have a degree! I have a degree!

POLICE OFFICER 1: (Not looking at him) Everyone has a degree.

[The jet engines scream. KUTTO boards. The stairs retract. The young man stands at the fence, watching the plane taxi. Around him, the other job-seekers begin to disperse, slowly, like water draining from a broken pipe.]

RED SHIRT: (To no one, to everyone) Three hundred applications. Three hundred rejections. I am still applying.

[He does not move. The plane lifts off. The roar drowns everything. He stands there, the CV at his feet, watching the jet become a dot, then nothing.]

POLICE OFFICER 1: (To POLICE OFFICER 2, eating mandazi) They will be back tomorrow.

POLICE OFFICER 2: They are always back.

POLICE OFFICER 1: What do they think? The president will give them a job?

POLICE OFFICER 2: They think someone will see them.

POLICE OFFICER 1: (Chewing) No one sees them.

[The tarmac is empty now except for the red-shirted young man and the two police officers. A wind blows dust across the concrete. The CV flutters, turns over, lands face-up. The name is visible: DAVE OTIENO. BSc. Electrical Engineering. University of Karibu. First Class Honours.]

RED SHIRT: (Picks up the CV, brushes it off) I am still applying.

[He walks toward the gate. The police officers watch him go.]

POLICE OFFICER 2: (Quiet) My son has a degree too.

POLICE OFFICER 1: (Stops chewing) Since when?

POLICE OFFICER 2: Since last year. He drives a boda boda.

[Silence. The wind picks up. Dust swirls where the jet was.]

POLICE OFFICER 1: (Resumes chewing) At least he is working.

POLICE OFFICER 2: (Quiet) He is not working. He is surviving.

[Blackout.]

END OF SCENE 1.1
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Scene 1.2 — The Debt Negotiation

[image: ]


[A conference room in Geneva. Floor-to-ceiling windows show snow on Alpine peaks. A long mahogany table. At one end, KUTTO in a tailored suit, cufflinks catching the light. At the other, a CHINESE DELEGATION — three men in identical grey suits, one woman taking notes. Between them, MINISTER OF FINANCE MR. OTIENO shuffles papers he does not read. A silver coffee pot sits untouched. The room smells of leather and silence.]

KUTTO: (Spreading his hands) Gentlemen. Madame. Karibu is open for business.

CHINESE DELEGATE 1: (In English, accented) We are not here for business, Mr. President. We are here for repayment.

KUTTO: (Laughs, a warm sound) Repayment. Of course. Of course. (Leans back) And what does repayment look like to you?

CHINESE DELEGATE 1: Twelve billion dollars. Plus interest. Plus penalties for delayed remittance.

[MR. OTIENO shifts in his seat. His collar is tight.]

KUTTO: Twelve billion. (To OTIENO) Did you hear that, Minister? Twelve billion. (Back to the delegate) And how do you propose we pay twelve billion when our teachers have not been paid in four months?

CHINESE DELEGATE 2: (Quiet) That is not our concern.

KUTTO: (Smile unchanged) No. Of course not. Your concern is the port. The railway. The mining rights. (Counts on fingers) The telecom spectrum. The agricultural land in the Rift Valley. Is that correct?

CHINESE DELEGATE 1: Those are assets under discussion.

KUTTO: Assets. (Laughs again) You mean what is left of my country after your country finished eating it. (Stands, walks to the window, looks at the snow) Do you know what snow is, Delegate?

CHINESE DELEGATE 1: Frozen water.

KUTTO: Frozen water. Yes. In Karibu, we do not have snow. We have drought. We have floods. We have children who walk five kilometers to a school with no teacher because the teacher has not been paid. (Turns) And you want twelve billion.

CHINESE DELEGATE 1: We want what is owed.

KUTTO: (Returns to the table, sits, leans forward) Then let me tell you what I can give you. (Lowers voice) I can give you the port. Ninety-nine-year lease. I can give you the railway extension to the northern frontier. I can give you — (glances at OTIENO) — I can give you the pharmaceutical trial zone. The quarantine corridor.

[MR. OTIENO looks up. His face changes.]

OTIENO: Sir —

KUTTO: (Not looking at him) The quarantine zone, Minister. The Americans want it too. But the Americans want to test their drugs on our sick. You — (to the delegates) — you want the land. The minerals underneath. The water rights. Is that not correct?

CHINESE DELEGATE 2: (Exchanges glance with DELEGATE 1) The quarantine zone is under American contract.

KUTTO: (Smiles wider) The quarantine zone is under my contract. I signed it. I can unsign it. (Taps the table) The Americans pay per head. Per sick person. Per dead person. But they do not pay for the land. You pay for land. You pay for water. You pay for what lasts.

CHINESE DELEGATE 1: (Leans forward) What are you proposing, Mr. President?

KUTTO: (Spreads his hands again) I am proposing that Karibu becomes a partner. Not a debtor. A partner shares. A debtor begs. (Pauses) I do not beg.

[Silence. The woman taking notes stops writing.]

CHINESE DELEGATE 1: And the twelve billion?

KUTTO: (Waves hand) Refinanced. Extended. Beautiful words. You know them. I know them. (Leans in, voice dropping) But here is what I know that you do not. I know that your government needs African land more than African money. I know that your population is aging and your factories are hungry. I know that you have built ports in Djibouti, railways in Ethiopia, mines in Zambia — and in every country, the debt grows, and the assets shift, and the people starve while the contracts look very neat in Beijing.

CHINESE DELEGATE 1: (Face unchanged) You are describing investment.

KUTTO: (Laughs, a real laugh this time) Investment! Yes! Investment! (Stands again, walks behind his chair) I am describing a new colonialism, Delegate. But I am not complaining. I am participating. (Spreads arms) That is the difference between me and the others. They complain. I participate. They starve. I fly.

OTIENO: (Quiet, to himself) The teachers.

KUTTO: (Hears him, turns) What was that, Minister?

OTIENO: (Louder, against his will) The teachers, sir. Four months. The nurses. Six months. The police —

KUTTO: (Cutting him off, still smiling) The police are paid, Minister. The police must be paid. Or who would keep the teachers from rioting? (Back to the delegates) You see my problem, gentlemen. I have a country of people who want to eat. And I have pockets that are — (pats his jacket) — that are spacious. But not infinite.

CHINESE DELEGATE 1: We are prepared to restructure.

KUTTO: (Nods, as if this is a gift he expected) Restructure. A beautiful word. And in exchange?

CHINESE DELEGATE 2: The port. The railway. The mining rights. The quarantine zone.

KUTTO: The quarantine zone is American.

CHINESE DELEGATE 1: Then we will share it.

KUTTO: (Pauses) Share. (Nods slowly) Share is also a beautiful word. (Walks back to the table, extends his hand) Gentlemen. Madame. Karibu is open for partnership.

[They shake. The Chinese delegates' hands are dry, firm. KUTTO's hand is warm, slightly damp. MR. OTIENO watches the handshake. His own hands are shaking.]

OTIENO: (To KUTTO, as the delegates pack their briefcases) Sir. The salaries. The teachers. If we sign this —

KUTTO: (Not looking at him) If we sign this, Minister, the teachers will still not be paid. The nurses will still not be paid. The police will be paid, because the police have guns. (Turns, finally, his smile gone, something else in its place) And I will fly home with a new loan. A beautiful loan. Low interest. Sustainable development. And you — (points at OTIENO) — you will sign the papers, because your signature is worth millions, and your soul is worth less, and you have a house in Buore  and an apartment in Geneva and you will die in neither.

[OTIENO says nothing. His hands stop shaking. They hang at his sides like dead things.]

KUTTO: (Smile returning, warm as sunlight on snow) Cheer up, Minister. We are saving Karibu.

[He picks up his suitcase. The delegates file out. OTIENO remains at the table, staring at the unsigned papers. Through the window, the snow falls silently on Geneva. A city where teachers are paid. Where nurses work. Where debt is a number in a ledger, not a child coughing blood in a hospital with no medicine.]

OTIENO: (To himself, very quiet) My daughter is a teacher.

[No one answers. The room is empty. The coffee in the silver pot has gone cold.]

[Blackout.]

END OF SCENE 1.2
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Scene 1.3 — The Quarantine Wall
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[A wall of corrugated iron and barbed wire. Soldiers patrol. A woman, FAITH, stands at the gate with a basket of tomatoes. A soldier, SOLDIER, blocks her path. Dust rises in the heat. Somewhere beyond the wall, a child coughs.]

FAITH: I am bringing food.

SOLDIER: No one enters.

FAITH: My sister is inside.

SOLDIER: No one enters.

FAITH: She has children.

SOLDIER: The quarantine is presidential order.

FAITH: The president is in Geneva.

SOLDIER: Then he knows best.

FAITH: He knows nothing. He has not been to this village. He has not seen this wall. He has not smelled the bodies on the other side.

[SOLDIER looks at the wall. He does not look through it.]

SOLDIER: I have orders.

FAITH: Orders from a man who flies first class while his people die in third class?

SOLDIER: I have a family.

FAITH: So does my sister.

SOLDIER: My family needs my salary.

FAITH: My sister needs my tomatoes.

[She holds out the basket. The tomatoes are small, bruised at the edges.]

FAITH: These cost twice what they cost last month. The fertilizer costs twice what it cost last season. The transport costs twice what it cost last week. Everything costs twice what it cost yesterday. And tomorrow it will cost twice again. That is not inflation. That is a country eating itself.

[SOLDIER does not take the basket. He looks at his boots. They are muddy. The mud is from the other side of the wall, where the drainage failed three months ago and no one came to fix it.]

SOLDIER: I cannot let you through.

FAITH: Then throw the tomatoes over the wall.

SOLDIER: The wall is too high.

FAITH: Then lower it.

SOLDIER: I cannot.

FAITH: You built it.

SOLDIER: I did not build it.

FAITH: You stand in front of it.

[SOLDIER looks at his boots again. He shifts his weight. The rifle on his shoulder is heavy. He is twenty-three, two years out of secondary school, joined the army because his uncle knew a man who knew a man. His salary is twelve thousand a month. He sends nine thousand home. His mother has diabetes. The medicine costs fourteen thousand. He has not told her.]

SOLDIER: I stand where I am told.

FAITH: And who tells you?

SOLDIER: The president.

FAITH: The president who quarantined a village with no doctors?

SOLDIER: The same.

FAITH: The president who flies to Geneva while his people starve?

SOLDIER: The same.

FAITH: The president who sold our health to the Americans and our land to the Chinese and our souls to himself?

SOLDIER: (Quiet) The same.

[Silence. The wind blows dust through the barbed wire. A crow lands on the wall, caws once, flies away.]

FAITH: You know what he is.

SOLDIER: I know what he pays me.

FAITH: And what does he pay you to watch your own people die?

SOLDIER: Twelve thousand a month.

FAITH: My sister made twelve thousand a month. Before the quarantine. Before the wall. Before the president decided her village was a biohazard and her children were acceptable losses. She sold tomatoes too. Better tomatoes than these. Now she sells nothing. She eats nothing. Her children eat nothing. And you stand here with your twelve thousand and your orders and your muddy boots and you tell me no one enters.

[SOLDIER says nothing. He looks at the wall. He looks at the basket. He looks at his hands. They are clean. He washed them this morning with soap his mother sent from the village. The soap is almost gone.]

FAITH: (Quieter) My husband died last year. Malaria. The hospital had no medicine. The pharmacy had medicine but it cost four thousand for three tablets. I sold my phone. I sold my mother's necklace. I sold the tomatoes I was saving for seed. He died anyway. Now my sister is inside that wall and I am outside and the tomatoes cost twice what they cost and the medicine costs four times what it cost and the only thing that does not cost more is a human life. That is still cheap. That is still free.

[She sets the basket down. It sits in the dust. A tomato rolls out, stops against the soldier's boot.]

FAITH: Leave the basket. Someone will find it. Or the rats will. In this country, the rats eat better than the people.

[She walks away. Her dress is faded, patched at the hem. She does not look back. The basket sits in the dust. The tomato against the boot.]

SOLDIER: (To himself) I have a family.

[He looks at the basket. He looks at the wall. He does not move. Behind the wall, the child coughs again, weaker this time.]

SOLDIER: I have a family.

[He bends down. Picks up the tomato. Brushes the dust off. Holds it in his palm like something precious, something he has forgotten the name of.]

SOLDIER: (To the tomato, or to no one) I have a family.

[He puts the tomato in his pocket. It is a small pocket. The tomato barely fits. He stands at attention. The sun moves. The wall casts a longer shadow.]

[Blackout.]

END OF SCENE 1.3
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Scene 1.4 — The Biohazard Dump
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[A field on the edge of Karibu City. The smell is chemical, sweet-rotten. Piles of rusted drums leak green fluid into cracked earth. Smoke rises from a pit where something burns. MR. ODHIAMBO, sixty, stands at the fence with his hoe over his shoulder. A YOUNG INSPECTOR in a faded government blazer checks a clipboard. Flies circle.]

INSPECTOR: Mr. Odhiambo. This is your land.

ODHIAMBO: Was my land.

INSPECTOR: The title says Odhiambo. Joseph Odhiambo.

ODHIAMBO: My father. Dead. I am his son. Samuel.

INSPECTOR: (Checks clipboard) The tax records say Joseph Odhiambo owes land rates for six years.

ODHIAMBO: My father is dead. You cannot tax a dead man.

INSPECTOR: The land is not dead. The land is taxed.

ODHIAMBO: (Gestures at the drums) The land is poisoned. You see this? This was maize. Three seasons ago, men came in trucks. White men. Chinese men. I do not know. They said "temporary storage." They paid my father fifty thousand. He thought it was a blessing.

INSPECTOR: That is not on the clipboard.

ODHIAMBO: Nothing is on the clipboard. The clipboard says Joseph Odhiambo owes rates. The clipboard does not say the water is green. The clipboard does not say my wife died of a cough that would not stop. The clipboard does not say my children left for the city and do not write back.

INSPECTOR: (Looks at the drums, then away) I am here for taxes, Mr. Odhiambo.

ODHIAMBO: And I am here for justice. Which of us
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