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This book is dedicated to all my family members wherever they may be.
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Karen Nyakio was the fourth child in Kamere’s large family of ten children. They lived in a rural village not far from the city. All the villagers were peasant farmers who eked a living from their small plots of land.

Finding it quite a challenge to provide for his large family, which sorely depended on the produce of their land, their father, Mr. Kamere, took a job as a cook for an expatriate white family who lived in the suburbs of the city. He was given one day off each week to be with his family. 

And so, it was their mother who was left with the onerous task of not only looking after the farm but also the children. It was not an easy task, but the family needed the extra income their father’s job brought. A continual absence of one parent can cause problems in the family.  She often aspired for her husband’s help, especially when it came to disciplining the children, as the children sometimes overwhelmed her, leaving her feeling sad. But her husband could not accept leaving his job.

Among her children, Karen was the brightest and also the most hardworking. She liked her the most because she never balked at any chore. However, she was dissatisfied with her lot, especially when she visited her aunt’s affluent family and witnessed the luxurious life they lived. She craved that kind of life and decided to go for it, whichever way to achieve it.

She was so determined that she turned down university admission, opting instead for a shorter course at a secretarial college after obtaining excellent grades in her final high school examination.

At the secretarial college, she met and befriended the daughter of their member of parliament, who in turn introduced her to a son of a wealthy tycoon. That was the beginning of her search for upward mobility. She wanted a connection with wealthy people. She did not care whether they were young or old. All she needed to know was whether they had a lot of money.

Assisted by one of them, on completion of her course, she was able to secure a job in one of the big banks in the country. Never a slacker, she rose quickly in her job to become a manager.

When she got bored with the big city life, she relocated to the alluring coastal city, and there her life took a dramatic turn. 
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Karen Nyakio was born into a large family of ten children, comprising five daughters and five sons. They lived in a sprawling village just outside the big city. Compared with other villagers, their parcel of land was much bigger. However, they were hardly better off than the rest of the families in the area, thus compelling their father to seek employment as a cook for a white expatriate to augment their income. 

Some people, who labelled themselves as progressives, accused the parents of breeding like rabbits, but if they inadvertently heard the remark, it did not trouble them in any way. They did not frown or stop to think, for they believed that children were blessings from God and the more the better. God never fails to provide for his creations.

Mr. Kamere – their father- was a man of foresight and of thrift, and a shrewd and careful mind. Still, even with all these attributes, he found it quite a herculean feat to provide for the many needs of his large family. Indeed, he was able to bring food to the family table, and there was no occasion they slept on an empty stomach, but the mouths to be fed were too many, so the siblings fought over whatever was there.

“Eat slowly,” their mother daily admonished them, “there is enough food for everybody, otherwise you will choke.” She did her best to instill in their young minds the importance of being mindful of their fellow siblings, but when it came to food, their selfishness always reared its ugly head.

“Do you want to eat until your bellies burst?” their father would add his voice sternly whenever he was with them.

The big boys shared food in one big tray, the same for the smaller boys, and similarly for the girls. There were also different sizes of cups for each child, and everyone knew their cups. They used the cups to drink sugarless porridge in the morning, but sometimes their father came with sugar and they drank black tea. Tea with milk or bread was unheard of in their home. However, there were a lot of sweet potatoes or arrowroots from their farm, which they took with the black tea. Their farm bordered a stream, which, when it rained, flooded some lower section of their farm, which they planted sukuma wiki (collard greens), carrots, sugar cane, and arrowroots in that order.

To make ends meet, the clothing for the family came from the mitumba market (second-hand clothes).  However, life in this dusty village was generally the same for everybody. Their sustenance was eked from small plots of land, while some lucky villagers got lowly paid jobs as janitors, houseboys, or cooks for the wealthy, who lived in the lush suburbs of the capital city. Only a negligible number of them went to work in offices in the city, because hampered by poverty, only a few of them had acquired a meaningful education. And this was something Mr. Kamere did not want to deny his children.

Still, the Kamere family was generally a happy lot, even if their existence on the small farm was pinched and frugal. It was a family of storytellers, and their resting time was spent telling anecdotes and jokes, filling the air with laughter.

In all this, Mr. Kamere and his wife came to realize that God, in his wisdom, indeed provides not what they wanted, but all their needs, and so, they were ready to cheerfully welcome whatever number of children God deemed fit to give them. They were not myopic enough to recognize that, other than God, anything else is transitory, including themselves. And so in their life, all that they wanted was to do God’s will. He had given them a vocation which they would strive to live by. No wonder they were a happy lot.

“Mother of Alan, (that was the name of their firstborn son)” Mr. Kamere said. “Do not fail to wake me up at 4.30 am so that I will not be late for work.” He always had one day off from work, and he used to spend it with his friends drinking karubu (a local brew) to let off steam and rest. Only very rarely did he join the rest of the family in farm work. 

She replied, “I will call you if I can be awake, for I am very tired from a hard day of work on the farm. I wish you had joined us instead of wasting your time drinking.”

“Mother of Alan,” he would say, “I never have a moment to rest at work. I need to relax, albeit on this one day, else I will blow up like an overinflated tube.” 

“Can't you find an easier job?” she asked with concern.

“Show me where to find it and I would scramble for it,” he said, looking at her in amusement.

He would be snoring the moment he got into bed, but she never failed to wake him up at that wee hour of the morning. They would not see him again for another week.
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Karen Nyakio was the fourth child in the Kamere family. She was plain in looks, but neat as a pin and blooming as a rose with eyes full of laughter. From an early age, she was determined to make it in life. She often visited her aunt, who was married to a tycoon and lived in an upscale area not far from her home. Whenever she was there, she would marvel at the affluence she found there – a big mansion in a well-manicured compound, several expensive vehicles, and what have you. How did they acquire all these? She would ask herself curiously. Her heart craved for what she saw there.

Even though it was an hour’s walk from her home, it seemed to Karen as though the people who dwelt there were of a different breed – a happy breed that had too much at the expense of others, who hardly had enough to survive on. It seemed a gross injustice to her, as if they had been outlawed and dispossessed for a crime they were not aware of. No, she did not believe they worked harder than other folks. In her own home, they toiled on their farm from the rising of the sun to its setting, and yet they were incomparable to people who lived here.  

“Mum,” she said to her mother in a melodious undertone, one evening as they sat round the fire waiting for food to be ready, as the gleams of the firelight danced on the wall. 

“Yes, Karen?” her mother had said, as she stirred the food in the pot. They used firewood to cook, and three stones held the pot. Sometimes the firewood emitted a lot of smoke that made their eyes teary. But they were used to that, and so it was not a big deal. When it was cold, they used the firewood to warm themselves, even when nothing was cooking. They sat and ate around the fire. It was their sitting room, and they were comfortable with it. The youngest children sat on the floor while the bigger ones had their stools. Their homestead had four thatched huts: one a kitchen, one for parents, one for the boys, and one for the girls.

“Why is Aunt Molly’s family so rich while we are so poor?” Karen concluded her question.

The innocent question stunned her mother, and she turned sharply to Karen, wondering whether she had heard right. She was thoughtful for a long time before she said gloomily, “Karen, not all people can be rich. In this world, there will always be those who have and, sadly, those who do not have. Besides, your aunt’s husband inherited much of his property from his father. Your father inherited nothing from his father. He is an orphan, and it is by sheer hard work that he managed to buy our plot of land, small as it is. Never value people by their wealth or compare yourself with others, Karen. And all of you know this: wealth does not always bring happiness.”

The children stirred uneasily, driving their mother to wonder whether, by allowing her children to visit their well-off relatives, she was not sowing discontent with their lot and perhaps resentment. It was moments such as these that made her feel the absence of her husband. He was very skillful in handling such issues. But they needed the extra income he brought.

After such a profound silence, Karen remorsefully stammered, “I am sorry, Mum.  I was just curious.”

Her mother smiled, her eyes suddenly glowing, and said: “It is all right, Karen. However, remember it is not possessions that bring happiness. It is not wealth. Haven’t you heard of wealthy people committing suicide, which meant they were unhappy? What causes happiness in a family, dear Karen, is love. Where there is love, you will find happiness. No wonder Jesus told us to love one another. And not only our friends, but even our enemies, because God loves us all. Jesus Christ, his son, was crucified on the cross to redeem us from eternal death and restore us into the loving arms of his father.”

She gazed at the other children with worried eyes, but when no one commented, she heaved a sigh of relief and hoped they might have understood her. They might have been silent, but she did not underrate their intelligence. Silence speaks volumes.

But it was not so for Karen. It only made her more conscious of the two categories of people that inhabit the earth – those who have, and those who do not.  She longed to belong to the former – those who have. Who would not? She resented being poor and needy and yearned and pined to be rich. It did not matter to her what her mother thought. She did not see how she could be unhappy by being wealthy. It was the contrary, she believed. But she could not argue with her mother. Her silence had not meant agreement with her mother.
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And so, she craved to be rich – to make up for the poverty she was raised in. She sought to make money, for she could see this early in her life that you could not do without it. Anything else, say love, family, you can do without, but not money, or could you, girl? She argued with herself.  The more she thought about it, the more she was convinced she was right. A contrary opinion was not welcome in her mind.  It was anathema.

After all, on this earth, you lived only one life. You do not want to be in the same bus with failures, or do you? Money is the seal and stamp of success, and success is what I want, she told herself for the umpteenth time. She wanted to wear nice clothes, live in a big house, and drive a posh car, like her aunt and many other people she read about in glossy magazines.
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She acquired this winning attitude, if you choose to call it that, early in her life, and people who met her were impressed by her intellect and determination to succeed.

While most of her siblings were painfully reserved, Karen, on the other hand, was an extrovert - noisy, yet very obedient and industrious, who could always be counted on to get her chores done on time. She never balked at any task, however difficult or unpleasant. She was her mother’s favourite child. 

“Mother of Karen,” other women called her Mother of Karen, instead of Mother of Alan, who was the firstborn son, as is the custom.

“You have a daughter and a half,” they would say in praise of her daughter.

Her mother would laugh and say, “Oh, I don’t know that.”

“Stop being so modest,” they would rebuke her.

Her mother purred like a cat with joy, but she revealed this to no one. She was not the one who had made her industrious. God had. Why take credit for it?

And so, growing up, the young girl constantly dreamt of escaping the hard-scrabble existence of the village. “When I grow up,” she repeated dreamily to herself as though it was a refrain of a song inside her head, “I will live in a posh area, where the lawns are evergreen and covered with sweet-smelling flowers.” 

Never, at any time, did she entertain any doubt of perhaps never making it. For her, it was a matter of do or die, with no other option. And so, she worked hard, both in school and elsewhere.
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