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It is funny sometimes how a boy can be so stupid. I mean me. Sometimes I feel like I can kick my own butt when I remember how I have not used my head and have ended up making a big fool of myself. And it’s not that I don’t get enough warning! Grammy always reminds me to beware of how a boy can make a fool of himself and make himself the laughing stock of the market or even the whole countryside. Fools rush in, she never tires of telling me. 

But misfortunes to me are second nature. Like the way I had done the first time I arrived at the village. Grandpop keeps warning me too. He has warned me a million times to hold the Matata family name in honor. Never to have it held in scorn. But I can’t really tell what happens. With so many people waiting in line to make trouble for a boy, I think some things are inevitable. They find you where you are and you cannot avoid them. I mean, trouble does. 

However, this almost always involves other boys. There is this one particular incident that sticks to memory like a leech on a fat man’s calf. I forget exactly what time of the year it was, or what month. All I remember is that it was a school holiday, Grandpop was in his low season and was as low as I had ever seen him. It was also that time the Government or somebody important remembered that Grammy and I needed piped water. I remember people digging deep trenches that ran by people’s gates for the large water pipes that would later be installed. The trouble is that the government - or that other somebody important – thinks they should punish people for every good thing they do for them. The guys that used to dig those trenches left a bad taste in everyone’s mouth. They talked rot as they dug the trenches and openly insulted people who objected to the deep wide trenches being dug right outside their gates. 

In one of the rarest bright moments during Grandpop’s low season, he had trudged up the path leading to the house and calmly asked one of the trench diggers about the trench.
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‘I say,’ he had told a man in overalls passing by, ’How deep are these trenches?’

‘Six feet.’ The guy had replied promptly. ‘As deep as your grave grandpa!’ the guy had shot him a mocking smile!

I think Grandpop’s concern had been triggered by an incident that he had heard about. A certain old woman had fallen into this ditch somewhere and lost her life. He probably feared, even deep in his misty brain that his only heir, the one he had been molding to carry the Matata name forward might kick the bucket in a similar manner. You see, kids – and animals too - would fall in as they tried to cross this ditch and it would be a nightmare trying to get them out. And true to form, I had my own share of misfortune a little later.

My particular incident sticks well to memory. There is this lady who I used to take milk to in the evening, often at dusk, about half a kilometer away. It was tricky balancing on the single plank thrown across the ditch. As bad luck would have it, I had fallen the sick feet down into the trench on my way from one of these milk errands. What had come to mind immediately was death and the smiling guy in overalls telling Grandpop ‘as deep as your grave!’ I had run along the trench howling like mad, fit to wake the dead. The darkness down there and the fear I would encounter a ghost roused from his grave any minute was too much to bear. I had been rescued by a neighbor out of the trench shaking like a leaf in a storm, having cried all tears out of my head. 

But that is a story for another day. It is Boiman and the misfortune he caused me that I wanted to tell you about. It all started with his arrival at Grandpop’s home. Boiman, Aunt Trizah’s kid, is a cousin of mine who lives in some estate in Trickah town forty kilometers away. He is a very shady character, this Boiman, once you get to know him well. He thinks he is the bee’s knees – or the cat’s pajamas. He believes that the world begins and ends with him. That is, he believed that, until he was unceremoniously unmasked. 
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Boiman arrived from Aunt Trizah’s one Saturday evening with a large basket and a note that explained to Grammy that Auntie was going

on ‘a little journey’ and that it would be Godly and Christian if Grammy took care of ‘the child’ for a week or two. He was spick and span and looked as cute as a baby. I wonder why I did not get a note myself because I ended up doing most of the caring. I mean, the boy was hardly ever near Grammy. He had to accompany me to the grazing fields - where I taught him the ropes – or he took up my most interesting activities so that I was left with Grammy picking tea. Picking tea! You imagine that! Old Jimmy picking tea so that lazy Boiman could go to the grazing fields, which was considered by all, and sundry a sit-and-enjoy-yourself-till-sundown holiday. Not that I hated this caring for the animals in anyway. Of course not. It came with its own adventures that you are not likely to get in any tea plantation. But it had its challenges too. Try adding Camry, the lead brown bull, a couple of stupid sheep, Goliath’s appearance once in a while, and you get the idea. 

So, with Boiman’s arrival, things began to change. 

‘You’ll be okay with Jimmy here,’ Grammy told Boiman the evening he arrived as we were having supper.

Boiman looked me up and down and wondered what I could teach him. He did not say so in so many words but the look in his eye said it all. He considered me the greatest loser that ever lived. He was a little older than I but I didn’t think he knew much about the world. Not a boy’s world in the countryside. Else, how to go about it anyways. He continued screwing his nose at me and I decided I had had enough of him. I resolved to leave him at home the following day.

I woke up late and I guess because of Boiman’s presence, Grammy had not bothered to rouse me early as she usually did. Grandpop was still snoring in bed and I liked it that way. When he was in his low season, it was best to leave him undisturbed. I did not bother Boiman either. He was still sleeping and I hurried through my activities to escape the homestead before he woke up. But Grammy has a strong instinct. I think she had noted how I felt about the boy and knew very well what I had up my sleeve. I would leave him in her hands. Being a big crybaby, I guess Grammy too did not want Boiman on her hands; she appeared just as I was
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