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Part
One

 


Helena’s
Heritage


Chapter
1




Nairobi, Kenya 1st September



 


 


 


Ramón was once again
aboard a KLM flight, leaning back in the first class seats of the
wide-bodied 747 which were as spacious and comfortable as he
remembered from his Izmir to Milan flight months ago. Only this
time he was flying to Nairobi. And he was not alone. Helena was
dozing next to him, her head resting on his shoulder.

It was the
1st of
September. In the last week, he had been delegating and organising
a thousand things all at once, certain that whatever steps he took
were the right ones. If anything failed, there would be a
disastrous domino effect.

When they came out of customs at
the Jomo Kenyatta International Airport it was ten o’clock on
Wednesday morning. September had begun and therefore temperate in
the city of Nairobi. Although only two degrees away from the
Equator, the city was perched high on the cool Kenyan highlands.
But the temperature was still more than thirty degrees Celsius.
They spotted the uniformed chauffeur from Hotel Intercontinental
holding the hotel’s placard with Ramón’s name written on it. This
was a great help, since they were already being attacked from all
sides by a mob of taxi drivers soliciting for passengers none too
gently.

“Phew,” said Ramón
settling in the shuttle. “They should build first class hotels at
this first class airport.”

The drive into the
city told Ramón much about Kenya, an African land he had never been
to. His limit had been the Maghreb. He listened to the
sound of the traffic
telling him about Nairobi, while the traffic itself gave his other senses
more details about the city. This traffic
was insane – thousands of people were milling about in smart suits
or dirty tatters, yapping dogs consisting of bones and skin were
wandering the streets, and the world’s most aggressive, selfish
drivers were behind wheels. The wheels
ranged from bashed 1970s VW vans to last month's brand new Mercedes
limousines. Whichever driver got overtaken
by another vehicle seriously considered this a personal humiliation
worthy of a fatal vendetta. Therefore nobody stopped to let other
vehicles pass as this undoubtedly would constitute lack of
resolve. They were oblivious to the world around them. Many of
the vehicles were both veterans and senior citizens. He had read in
a tourist manual that the matatu
– van public transporter – drivers valued a
successful day’s work not merely by the amount of money made but
also by the number of laws, not just traffic laws, they
broke without getting caught. In that lay the personal
triumph.

 


“This is the city
where I was born,” Helena said very slowly, as if the words were
terminally ill and she was shifting them on their beds to
straighten the bed sheets. “And she is here. At the Benedictine
Convent Home. She never left the place, Ramón.”

“It was her only
connection to you, mi vida. She never wanted to sever that cord,
however thin and vague. At least that’s what I believe.”

Ever
since realizing that her biological
mother was indeed real and alive, Helena’s thoughts flashed past
her like shoals of sardines. She had to constantly shake her head
and shudder back into real life. “Why had Grandy looked so ghostly
on Sunday? It was as if she had just met several Inverbroch Castle
ghosts after her call to the doctor.”

“Because your mother was not…” He stopped before he could
pronounce the word dead. “I think she had hoped that
nobody would know where you mother is. They all worship you,
mi amor,
and are scared to death of suddenly losing you. You’re the family’s
only child.”

“That’s absurd. They’d never lose me, they’re my
family. It’s absurd!”

“Not to
them.”

Getting out of the hotel shuttle in
front of the generic Intercontinental, the heat met them again like
an invisible wall they banged into. But within the hotel the
air-conditioned coolness soothed. A group of tourists – looking at
them Helena thought the tourists always seemed to think that being
in Africa called for ridiculousness in attire and head gear – was
being briefed on the safaris ahead of them, but some already had
postcards of lions and buffaloes and all, written on and addressed.
Back home, Helena was convinced, most of them would claim these
were the very animals they saw on their safari.

They
had booked a two bedroom suite. The rooms were spacious, clean and
appeared to have been recently remodelled. The Intercontinental
is situated in Nairobi’s city centre. The security was pretty tight
as they noticed guards at the barrier, door and on each floor.
Other than that, a unique African feel to a hotel was not to be
found at the Intercontinental.

“I think I’ll take a shower
and then sleep till this afternoon.” Helena yawned. This afternoon
meant their appointment at the Benedictine Convent Home. “You set
quite a pace, my seraphim. In the space of three days you’ve
dragged me around four airports and two continents. Even the baby
has forgotten to yearn for bangers and mash!”

His
brows creased as he came and put his arms around her. “If you feel
the slightest discomfort, mi
vida, you’ll let me know immediately,
won’t you?”

“Fit as a fiddle, precious
Ramón. Europe and Africa are next door neighbours. But spending the
night in an aeroplane first class seat is not like sleeping in a
proper bed.”

She undressed, put her hair up and
wrapped a huge towel around it.

“Shall I join you in the shower, mi amor?” He had that smile
and that look,

daring her.

A headshake. “Go to your
room, handsome darling. You only torture me

anyway.”

“But I always deliver. I’m the one who never gets any
supplies, mi
amor…”

“You never deliver what’s ordered!”

 


***

Right Reverend Samson had entered
politics ten years ago and was now an MP. Furthermore he was also
the Chairman of the Council of Churches in Kenya. Now, a problem he
thought he had solved decades ago had boomeranged back and was
about to taint his social status and political career. When Deepak
Patel called him on Sunday night and gave him the bad news, he made
up his mind about how to once again solve the problem, this time
once and for all. His daughter was no longer an embarrassment. She
actually never got the chance to be one. But her bastard was
another story.

The Commissioner of Police was a
friend of the reverend and owed him a few favours. It was time to
have him repay the favours. The Reverend had called the
Commissioner yesterday and instructed him about what to
do.

“But maybe she is only visiting her mother,
Mheshimiwa,” the Commissioner had pointed out to His Excellency.
“After living in Europe for all this time.”

“I can’t risk it,
Commissioner. Maybe she wants to settle down here.”

 


***

The Home was adjoining the Convent
itself, with none of the dozen or so buildings taller than two
storeys. Most of them were long bungalow-like structures. Only the
cathedral tower was taller. The spacious compound was about twenty
square acres. The place was almost barren, thought Helena. The
trees were sparse and sparsely spaced; the vegetable patches
seemed, to her anyway, to be struggling hard to survive, as were
the flower beds. The whitewashed stones ringing them and lining the
driveway and paths were not at ease.

Helena
and Ramón were shown into the office of the Abbess next to the
refectory, by a young woman who was obviously a novice, all in
white. On the door was the name Abbess Juliana written in black
on a golden background. In the small office the Abbess sat behind a
desk with a computer on it. A metal filing cabinet occupied one
wall and on the opposite side was a vinyl upholstered sofa, worse
for wear, and a wooden coffee table with a bowl of fruits –
scarred as
opposed to Europe’s chemically smoothened and colour-brightened
fruits – on the bare ancient top. The floor was bare cement,
shining like a mirror with cleanness.

The Abbess got up and moved towards
them as they entered the office. She reminded Helena of Mother
Teresa. Except that her habit was white, the headgear black with a
band of white at the front.

“You’re Miss Savvides
and Mr Ruíz de Alarcón.” She indicated the sofa.

Helena and Ramón sat down. Helena
couldn’t find her voice and looked at Ramón.

“Yes, we are. We came
because…”

Abbess Juliana smiled kindly, her
hands folded piously in front of her. She remained standing. “I
know the purpose of your visit. Dr Patel talked to me. The last
time I saw you, Miss Savvides, you were a couple of days old. In
the arms of your parents who were sitting on this same sofa. They
have done very well by you.” From her accent, she was an American.
Or a Kenyan of American descent. “Would you like a glass of
water?”

Helena shook her head in the
negative.

Ramón, mindful of cultural
politeness, said: “Yes, thank you.”

Helena found her voice. “I’d like
to meet my… mother. I hear she works here.”

The Abbess poured water from a plastic
bottle into a glass and gave it to Ramón. He sipped as she
answered, “Yes, she does. She’s our Chief Librarian. At this hour
of course she’ll be in her room. I’ll lead you to her.” Ramón put
the glass down, heart racing.

They followed her along an open
veranda supported by wooden beams. It took forever for Helena, but
it was only about three minutes’ walk around rectangular verandas
and corridors. When the door the Abbess had knocked on was opened
and Helena saw who had opened it, she staggered a few steps
backwards. The woman standing there looked too young, too slender
to be her mother. She was slightly shorter than Helena, had brown
eyes so light they were almost amber and the eye whites the colour
of new snow. Her skin was not the kind Helena knew from the media,
that always made her think of aubergines and black river stones –
if the Africans hadn’t enhanced it by painting themselves in white
ashes. Hers was almond brown. She looked more like a teenaged girl
than a mother. Helena remembered Mummy telling her that African
women were forever young. But still. There must be a mistake here.
She looked even younger than Helena herself.

And she was in a nun’s
habit! Chief Librarian nun?

“Sister Victoria, your
guests;” said the Abbess, her kind smile in place. “I’ll ask Novice
Marie to bring you some water.” She turned and floated back where
they had come from.

Helena and Ramón were left staring at
an unsmiling stranger whose jaw had dropped and remained dropped.
None of them knew what to say or do. Then the nun mumbled something
which neither Helena nor Ramón understood. She managed to close her
mouth at last and raised a hand to her trembling lips. Ramón
cleared his voice and looked at his feet, his hands clasped behind
him like a sergeant standing at ease. Helena recognised something
on those trembling lips and the narrow baby mouth. She also
recognised the almond shaped eyes whose eye whites stood out like
torches. Was she her half-sister? Or an aunt? A cousin? Had there
been a mistake? In any case the nun looked too young to be her
mother.

Sister Victoria’s hand left her lips.
She approached Helena and slowly extended the hand towards her.
Helena approached the hand just as slowly. Now she could hear what
the nun was mumbling over and over again:

“Renegade…”

Sister Victoria met
Helena half way and touched her face as if the nun was in a trance
but admiring a miracle. Helena winced a few times, then managed to
calm herself. Now, both of the nun’s hands were tracing Helena’s
face, tears flowing in the veiled face. Helena was in jeans and a
T-shirt topped with a jeans jacket, since temperatures in Nairobi
at this time of the year dropped drastically as soon as the sun
set. And it set from one second to the next.

It was nearly seven in the
evening.

“You look like
your father…”

“You know who
my father is?” shot out of Helena before she could
think.

Now it was the nun who
winced. The question brought her out of her trance.

“Please come
in.” She turned back to the door and held it open for
them.

There was a narrow bed
with a floral bedcover, a small writing desk with a wooden chair
pushed under it. Above the desk was a framed printout of some
chapter of the Benedictine Rules. Above the bed hung a wooden cross
nailed to the wall.

Sister Victoria indicated the bed for
Helena and Ramón. She pulled out the wooden chair and sat on it,
turning it to face the bed. “Of course I know your father,
Valentine.”

Helena and Ramón looked at each
other, then back at the nun.

“Valentin?” asked
Helena. “Is that my father’s name?”

“Not Valentin. Valentine. It’s your name. At least it was
for the few days you… It’s the name I gave you. You were born on
the 14th of February. Valentine’s Day. Before they took you away
from me, you were Valentine. My baby. Life was never the same again
for me after that.” The tears were streaking down her face, but her
voice remained steady.

“Are you… do
you mean to say that you’re my mother?”

The nun nodded. Helena shook her head,
No.

“Just a moment. You’re
Sister Victoria and look too young to be my mother. You’re a nun.
Nuns don’t have babies… I think.” Something here is not…
politically viable.

Ramón
said quietly, “Mi
vida,” and stopped himself before
continuing: Sometimes having a baby and losing it convinces a
mother to become a nun. His mathematical mind had already done the
calculus. Instead he said, “I think we should introduce ourselves.
I’m Ramón.” He waited to see if she would extend a hand to shake
his. She did, without saying her name or anything else. But she
imparted warmth that came more from within, away from the trained
façade.

Helena
was ultra impatient. There were too many confusing shoals of
sardines flashing past her in her mind. Valentine. Her
birthday. You look like your
father. Renegade.

“I’m Helena. Now, you say,”
she kept on talking as she shook the hand, “that you know who my
father is?”

“At least I
knew him for four or five days. It’s a long time ago. A painful
memory.”

Wonderful. Beer Belly out for a good time with a nigger
whore. Enrique’s voice screamed in her head: Some beer-bellied, fat, sweaty tourist paying a
few coins to unload his sperm in some nigger
pussy. The brainless ape of a nigger whore was probably
gangbanged…

“And do you also know who
my mother is? Where I can find her?”

“You’ve found
her, Valen… Helena. I’m your mother.”

“Either I’m
too confused to think and perceive correctly or I’m dreaming!” She
shot up off the bed holding her head. Until she heard a gentle,
“Mi vida, sit down and be patient.”

A discreet knock on the
door. Helena sat down again. The novice Marie came in with a
plastic tray, a plastic bottle of mineral water and three plastic
mugs. She was the same novice who had shown them into the office of
the Abbess. She left quietly after putting the tray on the small
writing desk. Marie was an African too, but no aubergine or black
river stone. Like the nun – her mother? – Marie too had all her
perfect teeth in her mouth. Perhaps God had a different taste to
that of the media.

Sister Victoria embarked
on filling the mugs.

“All right.
Where did you meet my father?” she asked taking her mug. “Thank
you.”

“In a De
Havilland Beaver.”

“What’s that,
a hotel?”

“A make of aircraft, mi amor. Calm down. Thank you,
Sister Victoria.” He took his mug. “You’d better tell us the story
from the beginning, Sister Victoria.”

Brilliant! Hadn’t she known this whole
search-and-rescue bull was so not bloody worth it! Enrique screamed
at her: Maybe he couldn’t get enough of that nigger pussy, even if
it was only half as good as yours, and paid for her to fly to
Europe so that he could gangbang her with his fellow construction
labourers! Your mother couldn’t even know which one of her fuckers
knocked her up!

Helena’s mind went right back. To
those school days in Yorkshire. Because this woman before her was
the cause of her torments since that particular day in school. The
day she had realised that something was terribly wrong with her. On
this planet, something was wrong with who she was. What was wrong
with her? What was wrong with who she was? How the hell would she
know the what? Whatever. It was so wrong that Enrique raped her for
it. You’re a fucking nigger? A fucking bastard nigger from some
African whore? And you tell me that now? It was so wrong that she
was taunted with it as a child by fellow schoolchildren in
Yorkshire. It was so wrong that she had kept it a secret and hoped
it would disappear by some divine mercy and let her live as Mummy
and Daddy’s child.

The first day in school. She’s barely
six. Another nigger in the first year! to the small Jamaican girl
being pushed around by a big sullen-looking girl with blonde
out-of-place pigtails. She had to do something. Mummy and Daddy had
taught her to assist others if they needed her assistance and she
could help.

You shouldn’t bully
someone smaller simply because she is smaller!

Oh, don’t she talk posh! Peering
closer at her as if examining a dangerous curiosity. I think she’s
got a bit of the tar brush too! Are you a nigger too?

I’m
Helena Brianna Regina Charlotte Lovat Savvides. What’s a
nigger? Laughter.

A monkey with no furs!
More laughter. A sea of faces red with laughter,
taunting.

Oooh! Some nun took you
out of the jungle, hey? Or did your Mum get shagged by a nigger!
Maybe it was your Dad shagged the nigger maid!

Nigger, nigger, monkey
without furs! Nigger, nigger, monkey without furs! Nigger, nigger
next to Jews! A relentless chant.

Suddenly the chant stopped and the sea
of faces dispersed. Mrs Powell, their teacher, had arrived to
rescue her and the Jamaican child.

Back home she asked Mummy and Daddy
what a nigger was. And why they shag or get shagged, whatever the
word meant. To her child’s ear the word had sounded… monstrous.
That was when Mummy and Daddy gave her the first explanation. That
it was a derogative for dark-skinned people of African descent.
That she was her Mummy, but she did not come out of Mummy’s tummy.
But she was her Mummy like everybody else’s Mummy was their Mummy
too. Daddy was also her Daddy and loved her more than most Daddies
loved their little girls. It was confusing. But Mummy and Daddy
came with her to school the next time and spoke with the teachers.
From then on everybody was nice to her, shared their toffees and
chocolate bars with her. Because her Mummy was Lady Brianna and
they lived in that Big Old Place called Timberlake Priory. But she
never lost the feeling that, had she not been Mummy’s and Daddy’s
daughter, living in Big Old Timberlake Priory, they would taunt her
again. She was a nigger. A monkey without furs. They still taunted
and pushed the Jamaican girl. But not when she, Helena, was with or
anywhere near the girl. Another dark-skinned person would never
have saved her or the Jamaican girl. Guaranteed never.

Mummy and Daddy had.
Because they were not niggers, and not next to Jews. And from then
on she embarked on a secret trigonometry: she was better than the
Jamaican girl but worse than Out-Of-Place Pigtails and her taunting
friends. She was not even as good as Mum and Dad.

Nigger was so wrong that it was one
big secret pain inside her all these years, which made her “pass”
every chance she got. It was…

“Mi
vida? Are you all right?”

Ramón brought her back to face the
source of her purgatory. She nodded, her throat so dry it hurt when
she tried to swallow.

“Please tell
us the story from the beginning, Sister Victoria,” Ramón
repeated.

Sister Victoria sat back.
“We flew – a group of us – to Kichwa Tembo Camp in
Mara.”

Perfect! Absolutely perfect! Oh, how
wonderful! The place was teaming with old slobbering beer-bellied
tourists wearing floral shorts and khaki hats! Rich and fatter than
the elephants and hippos they watched or shot as trophies. She had
been there with Mummy and Daddy, on their various holidays to
Kenya, from when she was ten or so. Perhaps even a couple of times
in fact. But now she found herself not wanting to have been to
Kichwa Tembo Camp at all.

But Sister Victoria had
begun her story.

 


About two hundred yards away, the
gunman who had followed the taxi to the Benedictine Convent was
talking to the Commissioner on his mobile. He sat in an old
Mercedes.

“Chief,” said the gunman
looking at the police murder equipment in his hand, “I think
there’s a mistake here. The young woman is not the Rev’s
granddaughter. She’s white.”

“What?”

“The
daughter’s two visitors are both white, Chief.”

“Wait. I’ll call you back just now.” On another line, the
Commissioner called the reverend’s private mobile.
“Mheshimiwa, it’s not your granddaughter. The girl is white. Touch a
white and you have biiiig problems with the whole of the country
and the West!”

“She’s what? Wait, I’ll
call you back just now.” Rev Samson disconnected and then
speed-dialled. When the call was answered he said, “Deepak, did
that girl give birth to a European?” European in Kenya was
representative for the so-called white.

“Yes, Sam.
She…”

“Why didn’t you tell me
that before? Bloody hell!” He disconnected. Having a daughter with
a bastard is bad enough in this society. But having a daughter with
a European bastard!

The Reverend called the Commissioner
back. “Commissioner, it’s her. The more reason to get rid of her
before I’m ruined.” He waited for no comments.

The Commissioner spoke to
the gunman, “Do the job. It’s her.”

But the gunman had a neck
he valued. You just don’t mess around with these people, they can
hunt you around the globe for a hundred years in the name of
justice for their own.

“Chief, I think we should talk first. She’s not only white,
she has the white man with her too. Maybe her husband. That means
dealing with two Europeans. I have a family, man. Two Europeans!
And we have Scotland Yard already here investigating the Dr
Ouko murder. This would be big problem! We have
to talk.”

 


 


 



Chapter
2


Sakina &
Renegade, Nairobi 1981



 


 


 


Sister Victoria told her story in
a slow moderate voice and pace. She was reliving her entire life
before these two, one a stranger, the other the child she last seen
when it was three days old.

 


“Where’s my
baby?”

Those
were the first words she uttered whenever she woke up,
automatically switching on the bedside lamp. Again and again, her
nightdress wetly clinging to her skin, the pillow sopping wet where
she had laid her head. She looked around in her cubicle, her feet
already on the floor. The baby cot was gone. Sinking back on the
bed as if her stuffing had shifted irregularly in her body, she
remembered that the baby had been gone for three days. That it had
been born on the 14th
of February. Her Val, born at eight o’clock in
the morning. And that’s the name she had given the baby, constantly
murmured to it as it suckled on her small swollen
breasts.

Like its father had done
an eternity ago for all of four nights.

The
nightmare haunted her each night. Her baby had to be there.
Should be there! Sister Charity and Dr Patel kept on telling her that she
would soon forget, that she must not feel guilty about the baby.
But what did Sister Charity, a nurse but more so a Benedictine nun,
know about losing your baby only two days after you had given birth
to it? What did Dr Patel, an Indian, know about what a girl felt
and suffered following such a loss? What could anybody in the whole
damned world know about how she felt?

It was her fault. At least from
the start.

And Renegade didn’t even
know what had happened.

Three
in the morning.
Always during such odd times, she woke up from
the dreadful nightmares. Sobbing bitterly, she curled her irregular
stuffing up in her bed again, pulling the sheet over her
head.

But this time, with her
baby gone, she couldn’t stop thinking about all the old memories.
Treachery seemed to have been her lot for as long as she could
remember.

Treachery had also endowed her with a
natural astuteness and insight. Everything she owned, including her
life, had been hard-won. Ever since her mother abandoned her eleven
years ago, when she was only six, she had quickly built her life
around a single-mindedness of purpose. At first she had painfully
missed her mother and little brother, Sam, whom her mother had
taken with her. Then she had hated her mother for leaving her alone
with her father, the Right Reverend Samson. Reverend Appearances,
as she referred to him. And stepmother Alice. The stepmother who
was the reason for her parents’ separation.

As the days turned to weeks and weeks
to months and months to years, she had simply forced herself to
forget Mama and little Sam. She had gone through gruelling work,
made terrible sacrifices with dogged determination and
relentlessness.

Alice practically turned her into the
house servant and nursemaid to her three half siblings. Before
going to school in the morning, she had to get up at six and clean
the kitchen, wake up the three younger children Paul, Sophie and
Jeremy and help them clean themselves and get dressed. Then she had
to help prepare breakfast, clean herself and get into her school
uniform before eating a hurried breakfast and heading for school.
At first her stepmother drove them all to the nursery school where
the three younger children went, and then dropped Sakina at her
primary school. After a few years Alice decided that Sakina was old
enough to walk from the nursery school to her own school, two miles
away. And she was never picked up. When she complained to her
father, a deceptively mild-natured man who spent his time reading
the Bible or visiting his flock, he gave her enough money for a
week’s bus ticket.

A cold slap. Rejection. “But, Father,
it’s your car so why can’t I be driven to school in it as well? Why
should I take the bus but not the others? Am I less your child than
they are?”

“Sakina, can’t you see I
have a summons to prepare?” Underneath the deceptive mild nature
was an active volcano rearing to spew the lava of fierce
ambition.

Right Reverend Samson was better at
solving conflicts for his flock. They were his ticket to a better
public and social life. His ticket to parliament, which was his
ultimate aim. Sakina decided not to even mention to him that Alice
had forced her to hand out the bus money. It would be Alice’s word
against hers, and she had had enough experience with that – Alice
always won. Instead Sakina cornered her father one day on his way
out and said, “Father, instead of giving me the money, why don’t
you buy me a monthly season ticket?” He bought her a six months’
season ticket. It was his way of getting out of a
confrontation.

Sakina was secretly
triumphant. She had learnt to take care of her
interests.

In the afternoons, back from school,
she would iron, clean, lay the table, wash up, do her homework,
cook dinner, put the young ones to bed after washing them and
feeding them. Then fall asleep herself, exhausted but ready to get
up at six the next morning and repeat the drudgery. The older she
became the more work Alice loaded on her. Often Carol helped her.
They were classmates and best friends ever since their first day in
school.

“Why don’t you run away to
your Mum?” Carol often suggested. “I know I would miss you
terribly, but it would be better than seeing you being the
household slave.”

Although only fifteen at the time, the
same age as Sakina, Carol was a buxom fresh-faced girl who looked
older and acted likewise. Having been brought up in a friendlier
atmosphere, she was self-confident and outspoken. She was already
on her second boyfriend whom she brought home to introduce to her
parents. Imagine. Alice would murder any such creature taking up
Sakina’s precious slaving-away time.

“She ran away without me,
so why should I go to her, Carol? And all I know is that she went
to Mombasa where her parents come from. Where do I begin to look
for her?”

Fourteen months later
Sakina changed her mind. It was during the Easter
Holidays.

“Aren’t you done with the washing up, Sakina?” Alice yelled
at her through the kitchen door. Sakina was not simply tired, she
was exhausted. Her swollen feet felt dead. Her palms and fingertips
were wrinkled from constant dips into hot water, Brillo pads and scouring powder.
Nothing could be worse than the life she was leading
now.

That
evening after dinner, Sakina called Carol. “I can’t bear it here
anymore, the work’s so hard that I’m tired all the time and my
hands look and feel like they’ve been doused with
sulphuric acid,” she
sobbed. “No one even likes me or cares at all!”

“Oh, Sakina, I care a lot
about you. You know I do, don’t you, girlie?” Carol was so
outgoing, so full of laughter and fun. She had a bright perky
nature. She spoke with such warmth and understanding, it all made
Sakina burst into more sobs.

“Can I come to
you, Carol? I can’t stand it here any longer.”

She went to
Carol.

Dave, Carol’s boyfriend, called Carol
and invited her for a weekend at a lodge in Masai Mara. He had
nothing against Sakina coming along with them. Dave was studying
photography and media communication. He was assisting in the
shooting of an advertisement for British Airways, which was to take
place at Kichwa Tembo Tented Camp. He even promised to wangle some
crowd part for the girls.

It proved a weekend that
Sakina would never forget for the rest of her life.

The next day following Dave’s
invitation, Sakina and Carol were sitting in a De Havilland Beaver,
heading for Masai Mara. Dave sat next to Carol. His friend of a few
hours’ acquaintanceship at Wilson Airport, sat next to Sakina. It
was not only the first time she was sitting in a flying object, it
was also the first time she was sitting next to a young man who
paid her much attention. Dave, Carol and even the film crew called
him Renegade, but Sakina knew that this had to be a
nickname.

That evening after the first day’s
shooting, the four sat together in the buffet tent for their
supper. They were very much at ease in each other’s company,
talking as if they had known each other for years. Sakina felt
wonderful, like a bird out of a perpetually dark cage let out to
soar freely in the sunlight. The common denominator was their
youth. Dave, whose mother was English and father a Kikuyu
businessman, was twenty, and the most handsome boy Sakina had ever
seen – in an exotic way. His Dreadlocks were caramel blond and
almost matched the colour of his skin. Renegade had just turned
eighteen and was a sixth-former. He was a great talker, in that he
could paint very vivid pictures with the reserved confidence of an
artist. Whereas Dave tended to be loud and vibrant, laughing a lot,
Renegade had a softer tone. He was slender and light in build,
about six feet-two tall already, with chiselled features, blond
hair and piercing turquoise and blue eyes. Looking at his eyes made
Sakina think of a dartboard. His direct look was like being pierced
with a beam from a special torch. It had fascinated Sakina that
afternoon to see how his hair caught the sunlight and shimmered as
if made of fine silk threads. Even now with the sun disappearing on
the western horizon, his hair still caught the light from the
hanging bulbs when he moved his head. Sakina became vaguely
conscious of his presence and found it somewhat confusing. Up until
now, she had hardly taken any notice of the few European boys in
her school. Renegade was different.

Sakina and Carol were a few months
short of their seventeenth birthdays, and forth-formers. But as
usual Carol was the more talkative of the two girls, always oozing
that ingrained confidence. “Anybody fancy a cup of coffee or
another helping of dessert?” She was already on her feet, the
buttons of her blouse threatening to fly all over the
tent.

Renegade’s eyes lit up, fixing Sakina
with his smile. “You’re so skinny you should have more dessert.
What d’you say, shall I fetch you some? Come, show me what’s your
favourite.”

He took her hand. Sakina got up and
let herself be led to the buffet table without a word. Nobody had
ever treated her so gently, so caringly. All she could do was
smile.

Finally, the boys and girls had crème
de menthe. Sinning, doing what parents forbade, was always
thrilling. Then it was time to retire. The sleeping tents were
about fifteen yards away. Carol and Dave of course had a common
tent. Renegade offered to walk Sakina to her tent. In the
pitch-dark African night, with all the noises of the night beasts
from crickets and frogs to lions and hippos, Sakina was glad to
have her escort walk her between the flowerbeds to her tent, her
hand in his free hand. With the other hand, he held a powerful Camp
torch in whose beam moths and other insects fluttered.

Suddenly a pair of red points were
blinking on their path. Sakina shrieked and threw herself onto
Renegade. The red points disappeared into the flowerbed just as
suddenly as they had appeared.

“Steady there, it was only
a squirrel or something,” laughed Renegade taking her in both arms,
the beam of light swerving off the path for a moment, disappearing
into the night.

“It’s so dark out here!
I’ve never been out of the city! How will I sleep in that tent
alone with all the animals roaring away?” She trembled as if she
had fever.

“If you like,
I’ll stay with you.”

“Thank you, Renegade. But,” she added with a soft
embarrassed laugh, “you’ll behave yourself, won’t you?”
How did other girls cope with a
situation like this?

“Scout’s
honour. I’ll sleep in the armchair.”

He didn’t sleep in the
armchair.

As soon as the lights went out the
tent was so dark you could touch the darkness. So she’d switch it
on again, but he couldn’t sleep with lights on.

“All right,
I’ll come in next to you, and keep the beasts away,” he said and
did.

“No, Reneg
…”

“Please. I
only want to cuddle you.”

He has a gentle quality, she
thought as he put his arms around her. She knew not how to explain
that she was not ready for anything more than a cuddle. But then
his lips were on hers and a wonderfully strange sensation crept
over her. It must be what Carol termed “getting carried away.” The
bedside lamp was still on, turning his hair to metal
glints.

“I’m not sure
…”

“Sakina,” he turned onto
his back and held her over him by the shoulders, his hands under
her armpits. His eyes shot through hers and she felt hypnotised. “I
would not do this if I felt nothing for you. And I suspect you feel
something for me too. I won’t go further than you would want us
to.”

Boys always say that, Carol had
said, but it’s not often what
they really mean. His bare chest was warm
against the thin fabric covering her small breasts, bringing her
exhilarating but confusing sensations. “Renegade. I’ve never kissed
nor cuddled a boy except my small brothers.”

“In that case,
Sakina, relax. Relax. I gave you my word.”

She eventually slept in his arms,
feeling loved for the first time and protected like in a mother’s
womb. The next day the filming continued. Sakina and Carol did some
walkthroughs, some dining scenes, scenes by or in the swimming
pool, in jeeps tumbling over the savannah with binoculars trained
at real or imaginary lions and elephants.

But any fraction of a second that she
and Renegade could snatch, they held hands or had their arms around
each other’s waists. The longest and most beautiful session was an
extravagant “dinner” filmed in the evening with magnificently
dressed “dinner guests”. Even Sakina and Carole as part of the
dinner crowd were given evening gowns. Sakina felt like Cinderella.
She forgot the cruel and cold world she had been living in, in her
father’s house.

That night, it was the most natural
thing in the world for them. His kisses had new tenderness, their
bodies fitted so perfectly against each other. The softness of his
lips upon hers, on her naked skin, the sensuality of his breath and
tongue made her belly contract and her breasts throb. His arms
crept under her to fold her to himself and she felt powerless with
passion. She moved into a timeless world, a world so beautiful that
only his lips on hers, his arms and hands and fingers on her skin,
existed.

“I love you, Sakina,” he
whispered as he caressed and kissed her. No boy ever told her that.
It was heaven, she was there with him and it was all that
was.

“I … have no
words to tell you how you are … how you feel, Renegade…”

“Sandy… all over…” he
gently scraped his teeth against hers. “Are you Somali?” he asked
stroking her soft, thick, very curly hair. A dome around her face.
Exactly like a poodle’s trimmed hair.

“My mother’s
Rendille from Lake Turkana, and my father’s Luo, so I’m
Luo.”

He kissed her hair, squashing it until
he felt her scalp, or slipped his fingers into it like in a fur
muff. Slowly his hand crept to the cone between her legs. She was
in a state of abandonment as his heavy and fiery breath blew on her
nipples and the feel of his naked skin on hers made her feel
weightless. Every caress moved her slowly, like a feather in a
gentle breeze, towards something undeclared, indefinable but
infinite.

He looked at her. The tenderness in
his face made her know what she had been born for and had missed up
to this minute. To be cared for, to be valued, to be loved beyond
all else by just the person you wanted to love you like
that.

“I love you
too. Every bit of you totally…”

“It’s supposed
to be so, my little darling.”

“I’m too… thin
… “

“You’re
slender, not thin, Sakina darling … shall I?”

She nodded. “It’s… very
warm…“

“It’s meant to be,
sweetness. It may hurt you a little. Just a little, sweet Sandy
Girl. I’ll do my best.”

He did his best, and then the world
began to shatter.

The following two nights
they did more of the same for longer and longer.

Back in the De Havilland Beaver,
flying to Nairobi the next day, Carol made her announcement to the
group of young people.

It resulted in Sakina
losing contact with the group.

 


Here, Sister Victoria stopped telling
her story because she was not only weeping her heart out, Helena
was crying with her. Ramón’s handkerchief was sopping wet in the
nun’s hand. Helena’s tissue hankies were heaped beside her on the
floral bedcover. Ramón had switched on the light, a single bulb
encased in a bell-shaped paper lampshade. He felt awkward sitting
there with two crying women, one a nun and the other an expectant
mother finding out how her mother had once began her steps towards
expecting her.

“Did you change your
name here? When you came in to have the baby?” he asked.

“No. I kept my name
throughout my postulancy and novitiate. I changed it when I took my
tenth Temporary Vows. These are the vows renewed annually until one
takes the Perpetual Vows. I chose Victoria because by then God had
assisted me to defeat the demons that had made my life hell on
earth. I was at last relieved of all the burdens.” She sipped some
water. “Your parents took good care of you, my child.” She dried
her eyes.

That sent Helena into
fresh paroxysms of sobs, while she nodded energetically.

“They’re
wonderful… You have to meet them… The whole family…”

“There was a time I would
have been ready to kill them. Now I thank God and would like to
thank them personally for having been such wonderful parents.” She
was calmer.

“We could call
them, mi vida. We promised to do so as soon as we find your
mother.”

“They were scared to death…
that they’d lose me… if I found you…” Yet another series of sobs,
bending over with her head on her knees, rocking. Ramón rubbed her
back.

Sister Victoria’s lips
began to tremble again. “You’re their only child?”

Helena nodded above her knees. Then
she raised her face and looked at the woman. Somehow it was still
too unreal. She looked too young
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