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SOPHIE KIWELU HAS written a book everyone needs to read to see how God can turn a terrible situation around—even when the world turns against you. The Pains We Live: A Story of Love, Pain, Betrayal, and Redemption is the true story of Lydia Mkunde, who had challenges with her husband, Jabez Kimoni, that led them to live separate lives for a while. The rejection she experienced from church members and some leaders of her church is often seen in African society. People despise those who fail. Unexpectedly, God used a pastor from another church to bring Lydia back on track after her first church pushed her to the pit.

Lydia’s story shows that God works in mysterious ways, which we may not fully understand. Therefore, we should not be quick to judge others when they go through challenging times, just like Lydia.

Dear reader, don’t give up. In the hands of a comforting Father, you have hope because He cares for you.

This book has come out at the right time. Thank you, Sophie, for writing this book at this time when men and women need to hold on to God despite the opposition around them. The battle is not over until it is over.

Pastor (Mrs) Christiana Ebhohimen
Pacesetters Christian Assembly
Port Harcourt, Nigeria
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THE STORY OF Lydia puts a spotlight on the church.

Sometimes, when you ask Christians what they understand as ‘church’, you are bound to receive varying perceptions. Some would say ‘church’ means a building used for worship. 

The word ‘church’ in the Bible comes from the Greek word ecclesia, which means ‘a called out company or assembly’. Yet ‘church’ does not mean a building per se but is a group composed of people who believe in Jesus Christ. For this reason, the church belongs to Jesus Christ as her Head.

To examine the church’s role in reference to Lydia, the protagonist, we sample members of the New Testament church—the first church as recorded in the book of Acts of Apostles. In the same context, we learn that the members of this first church were bonded in love and unity. Above all, they had everything in common (Acts 2:44). They ate together by breaking bread and sharing their possessions. Hence, God intended the church to be such an embodiment of love. 

However, when I had a one-on-one interview with Lydia, I listened keenly as she vented out her predicament and realised that there’s something amiss in the body of Christ that requires remedy. When I pondered Lydia’s case, the Biblical story of the woman in the Bible who was caught in adultery, as narrated in John 8: 1-11, came alive to me. While her accusers wanted her to be stoned to death, Jesus put them in a tight corner by saying, “If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” In the end, none of the accusers could throw a stone at her.

When Lydia finished recounting her tragic story, I was abuzz with many disturbing questions. Are the Christians we find in the church today authentic followers of Christ? Can we find brother’s keepers in today’s church?

Sophie Kiwelu
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“YEHUU, AT LAST,” my mother would sigh whenever she arrived home tired from Mavuno Market, where she was a petty trader. She would toss away her kiondo, slump on her favourite wooden stool, and call out with a weary voice.

“Children, some drinking water please?”

The call was for any of us, but my brother Isaac loved to compete. He ensured that he fetched the water before anyone else. Isaac was my mother’s favourite, probably because he was named after her father; at least, that is how I perceived it. Sometimes we felt jealous and wondered why this name connection made Isaac closer to our mother. 

I had three brothers: Onesmus, Isaac, and Rufus. On the second day of September 1956, I was the second child to my parents. My father, Erastus Mkunde, worked as a clerical officer with the government. He didn’t bring home a fat salary, and at the same time, my mother’s profits from selling vegetables at Mavuno Market were marginal, yet our home was an epitome of peace and love. Violence was unknown in our home. We never witnessed our parents exchanging bitter arguments nor seen our mother being molested or disrespected by our father. Though our father was an ardent disciplinarian, he would cane us only in severe cases. 

After work, my father would head straight home, unlike most men, who would first pass through beer parlours to have endless rounds of beer drinks to cool it off after a day’s work. “He is a wretched fool who derives pleasure in rubbing himself with his wife’s buttocks at home instead of joining fellow men to drink and flirt,” that’s how his male counterparts viewed him. They sneered behind his back and considered him not a proper man.

Our parents’ intimacy never ceased to amaze us. After 23 years of marriage, the fire in their romance never ran out; it grew from glory to glory. “Kipendo, my love,” my father always referred to my mother this way. While there was a frequent outcry from the neighbourhood of men battering their wives, sometimes past midnight, our home remained a peaceful abode—this somehow provoked envy from some female neighbours. One lady, a well-known rumourmonger, came to our house to disclose to my mother how other women in the neighbourhood perceived her.

“They claim you have charmed your husband.” She chuckled. “They say the kind of charm you use must be from Mombasa. But, others claim that the kind of charm you use is too strong; it could only be from Zanzibar, the kind that makes a man foolish to the extent of bowing to his wife’s whims.” 

My mother didn’t entertain gossip, so she either remained quiet or replied with one word, “sawa”, ending the gossip. 

Based on the stories our father told us about our grandfather—we used to call them ‘our ancestors’ stories—it appeared that a genetic element ran down the family. For example, he told us that his late father, Ndesario Mkunde, pampered our grandmother. He would help her with household chores whenever she seemed too tired without minding what his male counterparts thought of him. 

Our father told these stories comically, leaving us in stitches. “Children, let me tell you, my father was cunning,” he would say. “Do you know how he landed in Kenya?” 

By then, our ears would be itching to hear more. After all, we knew very little about our grandfather. 

“Our lovely mother was supposed to get married to one Epafra Msechu, who hailed from Kilimanjaro, Marangu sub-location,” he would continue after a suspenseful pause. “Epafra Msechu had paid all the dowry to her parents. Besides, he had gone through all the formalities, like thrice inviting her parents and relatives for the warri, their local brew. Once a man had invited the girl’s parents to the warri three times, he could proceed to marry her. He only needed to wait until evening, when she went to the river to fetch water. He would waylay her and, with the help of two or three friends, hoist her onto their shoulders and take her to his home. 

“The following morning, the suitor’s father, accompanied by a clan elder, would visit the girl’s parents and inform them, ‘your daughter is in our home’, and the girl’s parents would understand.” Ha, haa, haaa, my father would laugh thunderously while we waited curiously to hear more. 

“Let me tell you, children. Little did Epafra Msechu know that my cunning father was eyeing his future wife. My father, who was already aware that Epafra would marry this most beautiful woman in the village at any moment, secretly seduced her and managed to win her heart.”

“That was unfair,” my mother would cut in. She thought this was a ridiculous thing our grandfather did.

“Wait, Kipendo! I haven’t finished,” my father would interject. “They decided to elope. My father forfeited his ordination to become a catechist, an act that left the German Lutheran missionaries dumbfounded. They trekked for several miles until they crossed the border to Kenya, leaving behind their home country, Tanganyika, in 1926.”

As in any Christian home, prayers were mandatory. We were brought up in a mainstream church in which our parents participated actively. It was normal in our home to have a family devotion before bed. We would begin by singing hymns followed by a brief verse or bible reading from my father while my mother closed with a prayer. Furthermore, our parents desired us to grow in our Christian walk, so our father insisted that everyone should engage in the devotion by giving each one of us turns to pray. 

We nicknamed Onesmus, my eldest brother, the family pastor, as his prayers took too long. He would pray for the church and its leaders, the nation, a neighbour who had strife with his family, the distant relatives in Kilimanjaro whom we didn’t know much about, and other issues as they crossed his mind. Isaac said short and precise prayers. As for Rufus, my youngest brother, prayer time was a nightmare for him. He would mumble a few shaky words. The only audible word was his ‘amen’. When it was my turn, I wasn’t immune to nervousness. However, with time, the words of my prayer flowed as easily as reciting the Lord’s Prayer. 

One day, something happened which caused a temporary estrangement from my family. Evangelist James Roy from the USA, better known as a man of God who laid hands on people and they fell flat on the ground, had taken the city by storm, and my friends, Susan and Angelica, insisted that I should accompany them to the crusade. 

“Lydia, you cannot afford to miss this crusade,” Susan coaxed while Angelica nodded firmly. My friendship with Susan and Angelica spanned back to Sunday school. Since we were agemates, we received our confirmation together in 1967. 

Besides, we got along so well that we were christened ‘the three musketeers’. Of late, Susan and Angelica had taken a different dimension in their Christian walk to what was referred to as ‘revival’. It all started with attending meetings and crusades organised by Pentecostal churches. Whenever they invited me, I constantly reminded them of my parent’s scepticism over such gatherings. My father upheld a rigid orthodox stand that it was impossible to woo him to pursue other doctrines different from our church’s.

“This is my grandparents’ and my father’s church; I cannot defect and join other denominations,” he used to tell us. However, this time around, it was like Susan and Angelica charmed me. I accepted to join them in the crusade. It was on a Saturday afternoon, and, lo and behold, I was mesmerised by the sea of humanity at Uhuru Park. I had never attended a meeting of such magnitude; everything seemed so mystical. Worshippers from all walks of life flooded the ground. Susan, who arrived earlier than us, reserved two seats to ensure that we all sat together. 

“I was worried that you weren’t coming,” Susan said, relieved. 

The hunger for the word of God could be seen all over the worshippers’ faces. When Evangelist Roy rose to the podium to preach, I was disappointed that I had imagined him to be a man of huge stature. His thin frame didn’t match the description I had gathered from my friends. The worshippers cheered, and loud ululation captured the moment.

“I will not make my sermon long because the Lord is instructing me to pray so that His children would receive the ‘Comforter’ whom He promised to send,” he said. True to his word, he shortened his sermon, which emphasised the need for every Christian to be filled with the Holy Spirit. Without the Holy Spirit, a Christian is powerless. 

“But praying for saints to be baptised in the Holy Spirit before leading people to Christ is like putting the cart before the horse,” he said amidst shouts. “You can only be baptised in the Holy Spirit after you have received Christ.” He then called on those who had not received Christ as their personal saviour to move forward.

When he made the altar call, I felt I needed to renew my relationship with Christ. I glanced at Angelica, who sat beside me, but she was engrossed in prayers. Things were happening so fast as a throng of men and women of all ages rushed to the front. I followed suit without saying a word to my friends while my heart palpated fast. Once Evangelist Roy led all of us in the prayer of salvation, he requested the church workers to usher us aside and away from the crowd, where one of them talked to us about our new birth. 

“Your new birth is not complete until you are baptised in immersion,” he said. “I, therefore, urge you to follow my fellow workers and me to the Railway Club nearby, where you will be given further instructions on your baptism.” 

At this point, I began to have mixed feelings about this new birth. Soon, a debate sparked within my heart as I began to reason the same way as Nicodemus in the Bible. A new birth? Why do I need to be baptised? I thought to myself. After all, I was baptised as a baby, and any other baptism would be a duplication. When the rest moved to the Railway Club, I stood still, mulling. One of the workers noticed me and came over. 

“Sister, please join the others.”

“No, I cannot because I have already been baptised.”

“When were you baptised?” The lady asked me.

“When I was a small baby,” I replied.

“No, no! My sister, look here; you need to be baptised by immersion, following the example of our Lord Jesus Christ in the Bible,” the lady countered. I had never come across anyone who could market the gospel better. This worker, who managed to convince me to get baptised by immersion, held my hand and walked me to the Railway Club. The moment I arrived, I was given a loose gown, clean and well-ironed. I was shown a room where I would change into the baptism gown.

A long queue of ‘reborn’ believers wearing loose gowns like inpatients in a hospital stood near the swimming pool. The sight of the swimming pool frightened me. I prayed silently, O God, let me not sink into the pool. Finally, when it was my turn, I was lowered into the pool, and when the water reached my waistline, I got more frightened.

“I am afraid I will suffocate.” I cried.

“No, you won’t suffocate, sister.” The pastor said calmly yet firmly, and then duuup, he immersed me in the water.

What seemed like a nightmare turned out to be a wonderful experience. Feeling refreshed, I climbed the pool stairs and returned to the room to change back into my clothes.

That Saturday evening, after supper, my father called us to gather for family devotion. Though I was aware of my father’s scepticism regarding the Pentecostal mode of worship, I got tempted to share the experience I had at Evangelist Roy’s crusade. The corrosive look on my father’s face caught me off guard. He threw his Bible onto the coffee table. Before I knew it, he attempted to slap me, but, thank God, my mother was quick to restrain him. 

“Lydia, look at what you have done!” He shouted, his voice quivering. 

“Why on earth did you allow your friends to drag you into that crusade?” His angry tone heightened. “You know very well those are alien doctrines which do not match the traditions and order of our mainstream church,” he paused, our eyes locked.

“And, by the way, do you know you can be ex-communicated from the church because of what you have done?” 

I was shaken, and I regretted bringing up the subject. At this point, my mother bowed as if saying a silent prayer while my brothers were crestfallen. 

“Lydia, those religious sects are nothing but fanaticism,” Onesmus cried.

“Yes, they cry while they are worshipping. Some of them stand on the street corners preaching and announcing their past sins,” Isaac chimed. 

For the first time, I felt the twinge of being an outcast within the four walls of the place I called our home. 

“Go to your room!” My father ordered. I got up and walked quickly to my bedroom, leaving them to continue with the family devotion. The following week, no one talked to me or ate the food I cooked. During this trying period, I prayed and shed secret tears. By the time God restored sanity in our home, I had suffered a rough patch that almost tore me apart. From then on, I firmly resolved never to attend any spiritual meetings outside the umbrella of our church.

Our education was a priority to our father. He enrolled all of us in a public school, but life in school for me was a bit of a struggle. For example, I found mathematics tough, and no matter how keenly the teacher tried to explain the formulae, my brain couldn’t assimilate. Other lessons were fine, but other pupils performed better than me. On the other hand, my brothers were brighter, as they brought home better reports than I did. I remember Onesmus hitting me hard when he offered me lessons in mathematics. My head swirled, and when I ran to my mother for intervention, she was up in arms to defend me.

“Why are you so hard on your sister?” Mum asked Onesmus.

“She’s daft,” Onesmus replied.

“That’s why you hit her head so hard?”

My mother felt sorry for herself and me, and one time I heard her curse the demon of poverty that made her father not educate her beyond class four. 

“Lydia, I wish I could help you, but I cannot,” she said. “How can a primary school drop-out help you? I wish I could do something,” she sighed in despair. Incidentally, my father seemed to follow my brother’s schoolwork keenly but was rather lenient with me. My average performance didn’t seem to bother him. His attitude irked my mother until, one day, she confronted him.

“Don’t you care that your daughter is not performing like the boys?”

“She’s not badly off.”

“What do you mean?”

“It doesn’t matter even if she doesn’t do well; there’s a rich man somewhere who will marry her.”

“Is that all you wish for your daughter?”

“I expect a big dowry for her. She’s pretty.”

“What an archaic attitude towards your daughter.”

When the argument became too heated, my father dodged to the backyard of our house to do weeding in my mother’s kitchen garden. 

We all learnt how to do housework without gender bias in our home. After school, before we did our homework, we would help our mother with the house chores. All my brothers learnt how to cook, clean utensils, and spruce up the house. Our two-bedroomed house, whose walls always cried for a coat of paint, was a government quarter. The broken kitchen cabinets were home to legions of cockroaches, to the point that they crawled onto our beds when we were asleep at night. 

“Ouch, this cockroach invasion!” Rufus would mutter when their numbers multiplied. This was usually when my father would rise to the occasion and, with our help, remove all utensils in the kitchen to spray insecticide. The demise of these creatures would give us temporary relief for one or two months until they resurfaced, and the spraying exercise would be repeated.

Our living room was not big enough to accommodate a dining table, so our mother served us food on a coffee table. The day Father called the carpenter to make the table, he had a protracted bargaining session with the carpenter until Onesmus intervened.

“Father, you might as well forget about that coffee table,” he echoed. “Why must you argue for almost two hours over a difference of 20 shillings?” He said, shaking his head furiously.

“These carpenters can be greedy,” my father defended himself. 

Though done with good intentions, our father’s thrift spending sometimes went overboard. “If being thrifty is that good, how come we have not saved enough to move out of this government house to a mansion?” Isaac asked, stealing a glance at Onesmus, who nodded in approval. Isaac’s philosophy was to live life to the fullest because you only live once. 

In November 1968, when I was preparing for my Certificate of Primary Education (CPE), I laboured to succeed while my parents and brothers prayed hard for me. During our evening devotion, my father quoted a scripture from the book of Luke 1:37, ‘For nothing is impossible with God’, which had a lasting impact on my life, even after I had left primary school.

“Lydia, trust in God and do not panic. He will help you in your examinations, and you will be surprised that God will never fail those who trust Him,” he assured. “I am not saying that you relax, but know that you can perform well by God’s grace.” I saw my father’s attitude taking a different dimension at this moment. I thanked God for my mother’s rebuke, which brought about his change of attitude. 

To everyone’s surprise, in January 1969, when the results were released, I had enough points to earn me admission to a public secondary school. 

“My daughter, you have done us proud,” my father said, then paused a bit. “Thank God for your mother’s chastisement,” he added. “I am sorry to have reduced you to a mere commodity.”

***
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I joined Pangani Secondary School, a competitive environment that brought together girls who had performed much better than me. At the same time, I was glad that this was a day school, which meant I would not lose day-to-day contact with my family. My father preferred a boarding school because it allowed a student to study well without any distractions.  

Some of the girls at Pangani came from affluent families. One could tell from the pompous way they related to others and their polished English accent. I felt intimidated. When they noticed my timidity and simplicity, they nicknamed me kaheish, one who’s not civilised.

Some were quite daring, such that, after school, they would hide in corners to smoke. But I came across this one girl, Nelly, who was different. Though she was among the affluent, she was not pompous, which made me feel at ease with her. One time she invited me for lunch at their Parklands home. Their sophisticated table etiquette overwhelmed me, but her humble parents made me feel at home.

“Lydia, there are no formalities in our home. You can use a spoon or your hands if you wish,” her mother said. Back at home, our mother served food straight on our plates and placed them on our coffee table. Often, we placed our plates on our laps as we ate. After I finished the main dish, Nelly asked me whether I would add some more food or eat something she called ‘dessert’, which I didn’t know. I shook my head slightly.

“Eat some dessert. It’s good for your health,” her mother insisted while her father nodded, smiling.

“Let me serve you some,” Nelly said when she noticed my uneasiness. She proceeded to place a small bowl of mixed fruits right before me. I felt like a stupid village girl. Had I known I would encounter such sophistication, I would have turned down her invitation.

Teachers started lessons right away in the very first week of opening school. One lady teacher named Miss Dave was to teach us mathematics. 

“Girls, I expect good results from all of you, whether you like the subject or not,” her authoritative voice echoed. I wish you knew mathematics is not my cup of tea. She emphasised that there would be no peace for those who performed poorly in her subject. At this point, I wouldn’t say I liked her guts. I wished to stop schooling and help my mother sell vegetables at Mavuno Market. 

Miss Dave was a serious, short woman with a constant stern look, which I detested. She soon discovered that I struggled with her subject as time went on. Though she showed interest in helping me to understand her lesson, there were times when she lost her patience and rebuked me openly, shouting. I was embarrassed. Miss Dave’s presence terrified me so much that, even when I met her outside class, I saw nothing except mathematics on her countenance. 

My dread for her subject heightened as the days went on, to the point that I sometimes feigned sickness during her class. It was during such moments that I requested permission to go home. On the other hand, I did not quarrel with other teachers. Although I did not rank among the best in their subjects, life was much easier for me. English and Kiswahili were among my best.

Discipline was my strongest point. I followed the school rules to the letter. Likewise, my friend Nelly was equally well-behaved, and we both vowed never to violate school rules but to remain disciplined until our last year. Except for mathematics, my end-of-term performance was fair. English and Kiswahili were among my best. 

Time flew by pretty fast. Soon, four years lapsed, and it was time to face another gigantic exam that would determine whether I moved on to higher education or settled for vocational career training. I tried my best not to let myself and my parents down. Sometimes, I would be left studying until midnight when others went to bed. 

My father had used up his last coin to pay school fees for me and Onesmus, who was ahead of me by two years. When I completed my last year of secondary school, I stayed at home doing housework or accompanied my mother to the market. 

In January 1973, it was announced over the radio that the form four (O-Level) examination results were out. The heavens had opened for the newspaper vendors. During such times, they made a fortune since, in those days, the results were published in the dailies. My father had stopped buying newspapers many years back for obvious economic reasons. However, that day, he had a reason to buy the newspaper. 

My mother and I arrived home from the market at exactly 6:00 p.m. I felt a slight headache, maybe due to my anxiety. My father, who had arrived home earlier than us, was in high spirits and enjoying the tea Isaac had prepared. Rufus was busy cleaning utensils. The newspaper was spread out on the coffee table. Deep down in my heart, I could sense there was good news; otherwise, my father wouldn’t be in such a good mood. Once my father realised I was not bothered to read the papers, he asked whether I was aware the results were out.

“Aren’t you interested to know the results?”

“Yes, Father, I am interested.”

“Then, why are you not curious to look at the papers?”

He pushed the paper to me and asked me to check. I took it and went straight to the bedroom. My heart beat fast, and I could feel the drumming under my chest. Under Nairobi Province, my name was neither listed in Division One nor Division Two. My heart almost missed a bit when I finally found my name under Division Three. I walked timidly out of the room and found my mother and brothers staring at me curiously.

“What did you get?” My mother was curious.

“I scored Division Three.”

“Congratulations, my daughter!”

My father, who had already known my fate, was quite pleased. At first, I thought he would be upset because I didn’t attain higher marks, but he was contented.

It didn’t take long before the drudgery caught up with me. I had to think of what to do next since joining Form Five was out of the question because of my poor performance.

In those years, secretarial was a trending career which promised lucrative salaries. When it proved impossible for my father to sponsor me for a full secretarial course, I decided to look for a cheap college where I would major in typing only. I stumbled on Pansons Secretarial College along Bazaar Street, Nairobi, whose fees were reasonable.

The six months at the college flew fast. By the end of the course, I could type at 60 words per minute. I was among the students who ranked high in typing speed. After acquiring the Pitmans Certificate in typing, I started the job hunting journey.

One of my maternal aunts referred me to the Bees Secretarial Bureau, owned by one of her friends. According to her, this particular bureau had clout with big organisations. 

I took my aunt’s advice and registered myself with the bureau. I kept on checking with the bureau at least twice a week. One day, when I arrived at their office, the secretary looked up at me and smiled. From her smile, I sensed she had good news.

“You have come at the right time,” the secretary said.

“Right time?”

“Yes, a reputable insurance company is looking for typists urgently, and I feel they should find you good material.”

“I am glad to hear this.”

“Let me type a letter of introduction to take with you.”

She informed me that Essence Insurance was making impressive profits and stood to do better in the coming years as she typed the letter fast. After handing me the letter, I followed her directions keenly until I arrived at my destination.

The recruitment officer tested me for accuracy and speed, and I did well. “Our company is expanding at a fast rate. We, therefore, need more typists in our pool,” he said. “Your speed and accuracy are excellent,” he added. “You may come tomorrow afternoon to collect your letter of offer.” I could tell this was a prestigious company by the elegance of their offices. My parents could not contain themselves when I gave them the news. My mother shed some tears of joy.

“Don’t forget to buy me a pair of shoes,” my father said, pointing to his worn-out sole. 
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WE WERE PLAYING hide and seek. Fazil and Fred searched for me desperately.

“Where could he be?” Fred cried.

“Let’s check behind the block. Maybe he’s hiding inside that broken-down stationary car of our Asian neighbour; hurry now,” Fazil insisted. But they halted when they heard Mwanamkuu, our househelp, calling me. She stood outside on the expanse of our veranda and shouted.

“Jabez, where are you?” Her voice had a tone of urgency. “Unaitwa haraka!,” she said with a raised voice.

What now? I crawled on my belly out of the bougainvillaea hedge that bordered our plot and the next one. My skin had marks of blood. The tiny thorns had scratched my delicate skin.

“Yeeees, we have seen you,” Fazil and Fred shouted. 

“You are lucky. It would have taken you a year, if not more, to find me,” I told them as I hurried to the house. 

My parents were in the living room, the air dour. Such a mood connoted trouble or grief. Has my teacher reported anything? I couldn’t remember having any issues in school.

“Sit down,” my father ordered, indicating the big sofa facing him. His face was a mask of unreadable seriousness. My mother sat on the smaller seat adjacent to him. My brother Henry sat at the far end of the dining table, curiously awaiting the outcome of this solemn assembly.

“Jabez, where did you get the money to buy Mantumu a cup and a plate?” My father asked, with a stern look that could bring the roof down. I would have smiled or laughed, but it would have sounded disrespectful, especially in a home like ours, where respect for our parents and elders was unquestionable.

“I bought them from my savings,” I answered.

“Repeat, did you say your savings?”

“Daddy, I have not been having snacks at break time. Instead, I saved my pocket money to buy her the items.”

“What prompted you to buy her a cup and a plate, Mr Charity?”

“Whenever I have accompanied Mum to Majengo Market, we would pass by her house, and I noticed the bent and rusty utensils she used. I felt sorry for her.”

“So, Mr Charity, you starved yourself during break time to buy a cup and a plate for your mother’s former schoolmate? A big thumbs up for you, but the consequences will be dire if I find out that you have not told the truth.”

My father marvelled, and when he glanced at my mother, they both burst into laughter, shaking their heads. No stealing and telling lies were among the family values instilled in us by our staunch Anglican parents. It would then be incredible that I would steal to buy a cup and a plate for this poor woman. 

Those days, attending church on Sundays was a cardinal rule in our family unless you were indisposed. My parents preferred to worship at St Luke’s Church at Makupa, Mombasa, while on other occasions, we would join our relatives in Frere Town at Immanuel Anglican Church, Kengeleni.

“What did you learn in Sunday school today?” My father usually asked my brother and me every Sunday after service. I enjoyed Sunday school, though it took time to understand why Jesus died for our sins. Which sins? I would question. I never stole any books or pencils from my classmates nor disobeyed my parents. When my mother retraced the Bible story from Adam the first man, I understood it was something to do with a corporate sin that humanity inherited from the beginning of time.

“You may go back to play,” my father motioned for me to leave. I walked away with my shoulders high like I had won a trophy. I believed God would reward me for gifting Mantumu, no matter how insignificant this little gesture was. I sometimes wished I could help Mantumu more because, unlike my mother, she had encountered a series of misfortunes. 

According to my mother, Mantumu dropped out of school before she completed her primary education when her father passed away, and her mother could not educate her. Afterwards, when she came of age and got married, her husband died, leaving her with a daughter named Aisha. She struggled to make ends meet and frequently fell sick, rendering her weak. This is why my mother would not go to Majengo Market and fail to buy vegetables and groceries for her.

“Thank you! May Allah bless you and make you a great person,” she chanted when I handed her the plate and the cup. She chuckled, and I noticed how her face beamed with new life. “I can’t wait to eat from my new plate,” she said, her smile relaxing the maze of wrinkles on her face. The moment I left her house, my heart bubbled with joy. I felt a sense of fulfilment that if someone had pricked me with a needle, I wouldn’t have felt the pain. 

Our parents enrolled my brother and me in one school, Buxton Primary School, a renowned school in Mombasa in those days. “They are half casts,” some schoolmates would remark about us, while others would say, “they look like Wabulushi.” The mystery intensified when they learnt that we were Christians. From our looks, it wasn’t easy to tell our ethnicity. Though my brother was slightly darker, taking after my father, his hair was curly. It was apparent that a foreign gene was somehow embedded in our blood. 

My mother, who hailed from Frere Town in Mombasa, had no tribe, according to her. Her fair complexion and tall symmetrical figure were breathtaking. She had thick, black hair that fell beyond her shoulders. Surprisingly, her beauty never seemed to diminish with the passing of years. Since I was more talkative than my brother, I would ask questions about the things I didn’t understand. I asked her why her hair was not the kinky afro curls.

“Mummy, you don’t plait cornrows,” I asked when she was grinding spices to cook biriani for lunch.

“Let me prepare the meal, and I will tell you a long story,” she answered as she ground raw garlic in the small mortar. My father, who worked as an accountant for a steel manufacturing company owned by the British, had travelled to Nairobi for official duties. So, when my mother had served the biriani, she made us sit on her favourite multi-coloured mat and relayed her story.

“As I have always mentioned, I don’t belong to any tribe. Jabez, you once asked me why my home is called Frere Town.”

“Yes, I did, Mum.”

“The name was given after Sir Bartle Frere, who played a significant role in ending the slave trade in the Indian Ocean,” she added.

“Mummy, who were the slaves?” Henry blurted. 

“Henry, be patient. I am going to explain. You are in class four; probably, you have not learnt about the history of the slave trade. But I am sure Jabez has, haven’t you?” 

“Yes, I have, and it’s coming alive now. Henry, wait for Mum to finish her story, don’t interrupt again,” I was firm.

“Children, I will not go through the history of the slave trade, but I will give a hint. I happen to be a descendant of those freed from the slave trade. Frere Town was set as a centre to resettle freed slaves from different nations, including Malawi, formerly Nyasaland. 

One of my great-grandmothers, a freed slave, was said to have married one of the white Anglican missionaries who taught religion to the freed slaves. That explains my fair complexion and my hair not being the kinky afro. My father, God rest his soul in eternal peace, was as fair as I am with soft hair. My mother, as you know, is dark, and my sister Dora has taken after her, except me, my sister Anita and my brother Levi, who took after our father. Have I quenched your curiosity?”

“Yes, you have. So I have the gene of a white man?” I said proudly, walking and pouncing on the mat like a showhorse.

“Wait, aren’t you proud to be an African? I am a proud African,” Henry snorted.

“You are right, Henry. We are proud Africans,” my mother reiterated. Henry, unlike me, was a slow learner. His term reports were nothing to smile at, which irked my father to the extent that he would often spank him and complain that he was wasting money on him. 

“Simon, you are being too hard on the boy,” my mother complained.

“In this case, I leave it to you to coach him,” my father said with finality. At some point, Henry would call me to help with his homework when he seemed to struggle. Coaching my brother required extra patience, which I endured.

My father, Simon Kimoni, was slightly shorter than my mother, probably five feet two inches and dark in complexion. Sometimes, he could put on a lot of weight which worried my mother. 

“How will people know I have a wife who knows how to cook well for her husband?” My father would riposte, but my mother didn’t find it funny. My mother was a domestic science teacher, well-versed in diet and nutrition. She could see that my father’s weight gain was taking a bad angle. And what woman would want to lose her husband to a heart attack or stroke? 

“I am not impressed by that rapid weight gain. It can cost your life,” my mother would say when her apprehension heightened. In this respect, she devised a diet regime that saw my father eating only boiled food, minimizing carbohydrates and fried meats. My father was not particularly a difficult man. He would readily comply with anything that added value to his life. As a result of the strict diet regime, his weight reduced drastically. Sometimes he would leave his Ford Escort saloon car at home and walk from Tononoka to the town centre on weekends. 

Unlike my mother, my father’s ethnicity could be traced. He told us his father moved from his rural home in Luanda, western Kenya, with his newly married wife to come to Mombasa in 1930. It was believed in those days that greener pastures were in Mombasa. The moment his feet touched Mombasa soil, he looked for a job. He found a job as a houseboy in a white man’s household in Kizingo. 

Since he was provided a servant quarter, he moved in with his new wife, my grandmother. My father, his brother Angoya and his sister Patroba were born in the small crowded servant quarter. His father was determined not to have his children work as house servants in future like him. For this reason, he tightened his belt to educate his three children from his meagre salary. 

My father being the firstborn, encouraged his younger brother and sister to work hard and not disappoint their parents. Uncle Angoya and Aunt Patroba moved upcountry after completing secondary school education. Mombasa was a haven for my father. Having been born and bred in this coastal town, he didn’t want to live upcountry and get entangled with customs and norms he was not accustomed to. One Saturday, during those afternoon dances they called buggies, my father met my mother, and her looks smote him. They fell in love and got married in 1951. I came along two years later, on Boxing Day. 

School life was never a struggle for me. Each day, I looked forward to learning. I loved all the subjects, and none was challenging. Failing exams was not in my dictionary. At the same time, the discipline instilled in me from home helped me earn a good name in school.

As far as my class teacher was concerned, I was the epitome of good breeding. He further demonstrated his admiration when he appointed me class prefect in class six. I was somehow taken aback by this appointment. I remembered how I had listened to chilling stories of prefects from other classes being waylaid on their way home, bullied, and beaten by notorious boys in the school. This led to our principal issuing a stern warning to the culprits; as a matter of fact, one boy was expelled from school.

“Attention, class, from today, Jabez Kimoni is your prefect. I expect all of you to obey and give him cooperation,” said Teacher Charo. This wasn’t a pleasant surprise to me. I anticipated problems, especially among the obstinate in our class, who gave even our teachers a hard time. But I had to put on a brave front lest I give a weakling impression. Weak boys were nicknamed ‘sissy’. 

I began the ministry of a prefect on a serious note, and my classmates soon realised that when the cup of my wrath was full, it wasn’t business as usual. I would jot down the names of noisemakers whom I would forward to the teachers for punishment. After six months, I had enough courage to stand tall. Indeed, I was upheld with so much respect that I wondered why I had been apprehensive in the first place. I continued to uphold the first position for my studies until the end of my primary school year when I sat the final Certificate of Primary School Education exams in November 1966.

In January 1967, it was announced on the radio that the Certificate of Primary School Education results were out. My father rose early the following morning to check the results from our school on his way to work. He was in high spirits when he arrived home with my mother in the evening. I sensed some good tidings coming my way.

“Jabez, come here,” he sat on the couch and beckoned me to sit beside him. He took out a small piece of paper and wrote down the results. I had scored A’s in all subjects, which secured me a place in Alliance High School.

“This school has birthed many prominent figures in this country,” he remarked. “Son, you have done us proud.” He wrapped me in a big hug. My mother clapped and raised her hands in supplication. 

“I thank God that my prayers for you did not fall to the ground,” she said. Henry, too, was happy for me.

“Hongera,” Henry bellowed his congratulations, no hint of jealousy. Later, my father organised a small family party, inviting only a few neighbours and our relatives from Frere Town. Though this was meant to be a low-key event, it was fun. We laughed, devoured various delicacies and soft drinks, and danced to praise and worship songs.

“We are looking forward to you becoming a professor in the future,” Uncle Levi said as he presented me with a fashionable suitcase, which was trendy those days, as a gift for having done well amidst claps from other guests. As she was popularly known, my maternal grandmother, Mama Levi, dressed in a loose, long gown of silky material, called me and asked me to kneel beside the couch where she was seated. She placed her right hand on my head and chanted blessings over me.

My parents were applauded for raising a disciplined son who did them proud. The idea of studying at Alliance High School, the prestigious national school, thrilled me; the only drawback was that it was far from home. I remembered Uncle Angoya was already working in Nairobi, so I needed not worry. He assured my father that he would look after my welfare as necessary. 

On the day of travel, my father, accompanied by my mother, drove me to the railway station. My brother cried and refused to accompany us. It was a difficult moment for everyone since this was my first time leaving home. At the railway station, my father briefly advised me to keep the fire of hard work burning and never slow down. Afterwards, he gave me a quick hug and patted my shoulder. My mother’s hug lingered as if she didn’t want to let go of me.

“I will write to you as soon as I settle down,” I assured my parents. My father had arranged for Uncle Angoya to meet me at the Nairobi Railway Station the next day. I boarded the train, and after ten minutes, it jerked and started to move while I leaned on the window waving at my parents, who did the same. The train was on schedule; by 8:00 a.m. the following day, we had arrived in Nairobi.

I peeped through the window, and from afar, I spotted Uncle Angoya scanning through the multitude of passengers looking for me. When he spotted me carrying my suitcase, he hurriedly walked towards me and greeted me cheerfully. He carried my suitcase as we headed to where he had parked his white Peugeot 404. Once we arrived at his home, his wife welcomed me home with breakfast. Afterwards, I was shown a room where I could rest. I had not slept a wink during the night, though I had travelled in first class. Later in the afternoon, my uncle drove me to Alliance High School, several miles from the city.

Alliance High School’s buildings were spacious and sparkling clean, with lush, well-manicured lawns. The dormitories were well-painted, with multi-coloured flowers planted around them. A friendly boy introduced himself as Raphael and ushered me into the cubicle I was supposed to occupy. He showed me a locker where I put my belongings, and we headed out. By this time, my uncle had left for Nairobi, and I was left to face the world alone.

“Welcome to Alliance. Our motto strong to serve has kept the school’s name first on the list,” Raphael said. He walked fast, so it wasn’t easy to catch up with him. “Walk fast! In Alliance, you cannot afford to be sluggish. Once you enter this school, you have to keep up with the
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