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  ". . . I will lead them in paths that they have not known: I will make darkness light before them, and crooked things straight." Isaiah 42:16 (KJV)
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  Preface


Following Kenya’s independence from Britain in 1963, many people left their villages and flocked to Nairobi, seeking better prospects. Here, they encountered fellow citizens from other parts of the country who looked and sounded different, as well as immigrants from India and Europe. The way Nairobians switch between English, Swahili, and their vernacular in informal conversation, often midsentence, is evidence of the resultant cultural blending. In this narrative, words like atĩ/ati, mũthee/mzee and Mũthũngũ/Mzungu are examples Gĩkũyũ and Swahili words one might hear injected into ordinary English dialogue. 
Commonly used untranslatable exclamations are employed for authenticity. The meaning of the sentence will be discernible from the context and the English portion. 







  
  Prologue


Hartford, Connecticut, May 1976 
If Wanjikũ had the power to turn the clock back to six thirty that evening, she would have gladly done so. She had known that Kabogo’s announcement that they were heading back to Kenya would elicit a negative reaction from the Atkinsons but never expected it to come down to anything more than a polite tsk-tsk or frown of disapproval, mostly from Bill. Karen would take it in stride, she assumed, and come up with a sunny interpretation of what really was not good news. When the two people she counted on not to lose their composure did exactly that, it was obvious that things would not be the same with the couple that they—she, more precisely—considered best friends.
“You what?” erupted Bill, completely out of character.
Kabogo shrugged dismissively and slouched in his chair. Wanjikũ shifted gingerly in hers. When her eyes met Karen’s, she saw an unmistakable look of alarm.
“That’s rather unexpected,” Bill continued. “Has this been your plan all along? Did I miss something? And what time frame are we talking about?”
“End of next month,” replied Kabogo.
A long pause followed. “Hmm . . . it’s about six weeks to the middle of June. Help me out here, Kabogo. Has this just come up, or did I miss something in all our earlier conversations?”
Kabogo did not reply. There was a peculiar glint in his eye that suggested not just defiance but possibly a hint of sadistic enjoyment at Bill’s reaction, and this unnerved Wanjikũ. Their host’s breathing had become audible, and his glasses were fogging up. A scarlet tone had suffused the usually pale skin of his face and neck.
Karen cleared her throat to catch Wanjikũ’s attention. Wanjikũ turned and immediately understood, rising from her seat and following her friend into the kitchen.
“What’s going on?” Karen asked in a frantic whisper.
“Ngatho [Goodness gracious]! What a disaster!” Wanjikũ mumbled, her legs feeling as if they were about to give way.
“Is this for real?”
Wanjikũ nodded weakly and let out a big sigh. “Yes. I know it’s unexpected, but Kabogo got this crazy idea a month ago after something he saw on TV about returning to Kenya and working for the government—something about all that nation-building jazz, whatever . . . Anyway, he has a cousin who’s helping him look for a job back home, and he really wants to go.”
“So he doesn’t have a job yet?”
“Er, not yet,” replied Wanjikũ awkwardly.
“I don’t mean to sound rude, Wanjikũ, but all that from something he saw on TV? That’s a bit much, don’t you think? I mean, was he already looking? How come you never mentioned this before?”
Wanjikũ shook her head in dismay. “Karen, you know how Kabogo does things . . .”
“But what about the faculty position? Bill talked to all those people in the biochemical engineering department in order to make sure Kabogo had a job in hand when he graduated. Was he planning to move back to Kenya all the while? I don’t really expect too much from him, but I would have thought that you would at least tell me there was something in the works. I didn’t think we had any secrets between us.”
Wanjikũ cringed and fixed her eyes on the tiled kitchen floor, avoiding Karen’s gaze.
“Bill isn’t taking this well at all, as you can see. You know, Kabogo is the baby brother he never had, which is why he has been so invested in trying to get you guys to stay. The last three months, he’s knocked on countless doors, trying to get Kabogo an adjunct faculty position. He’s twisted arms and called in favors, something that doesn’t come naturally to him. And now this! You know what? It’s not just Bill who’s struggling with this; I am too. What happened to all those plans we had for the things we’d do together—living in the same neighborhood, driving out in the fall to see the leaves changing color, summer vacations on Martha’s Vineyard—or was that just me? I thought we were both looking forward to it. You said it came up about a month ago—a full month! In that time, Bill has probably talked to four or five people among the faculty and in the administration. You and I are together practically every day. I’m just wondering why you didn’t let me know sooner, so we could quit planning our lives on the assumption you’d be here.”
“Karen, it’s not like that. It’s . . . it’s . . .” Wanjikũ’s voice faltered, and she let out a weary sigh. She had wanted to tell Karen the very day Kabogo decided he had changed his mind about the faculty position, but he’d insisted he wasn’t ready to tell Bill yet and asked her to wait. If she had told Karen, it would have been unreasonable to expect her to keep it from her husband.
For an entire month, she had shuddered and gritted her teeth anxiously whenever Karen talked about all the fun and exciting things they would do together, especially since she had looked forward to them too. After those conversations, Wanjikũ tried to pressure Kabogo to disclose his plans before things got out of hand, but he had been dismissive.
“Why do you spend so much time with that woman? My career plans are none of her business. I still need to finalize some things before I disclose what I intend to do.”
“It’s her business because her husband is spending a lot of time talking to people in the department to make sure you have a job offer before you graduate, since you told him you were interested.”
“I didn’t tell him to go around campaigning for the position on my behalf. He asked me if I was interested in staying on as faculty, and I said yes, but I don’t remember telling him to help me find a job.”
“Kabogo, you know how people here operate. When somebody asks you a question like that, it’s not idle talk. If you’re not interested in the job, let him know, so he doesn’t waste his and other people’s time.”
Kabogo had stalled and dodged for the entire month, then agreed he would bring it up this evening after she’d threatened to do so herself. Now, as she talked to her friend, Wanjikũ knew she wouldn’t get any credit for the times she had admonished Kabogo to let Bill know sooner about the change in his plans. Couldn’t Karen see that there was a reason she was unable to divulge the information sooner? She was the one person Wanjikũ had told how difficult Kabogo could be.
“I just can’t believe you didn’t tell me sooner, Wanjikũ! I thought there were no secrets between us,” Karen said, turning her gaze to the floor. There was an unfamiliar edge to her voice as a tear rolled down her cheek, then another.
Wanjikũ took in a deep breath, fumbling for a reply. The evening was turning out to be even more of a disaster than she’d expected.






  
  Hartford









  
  Chapter 1


Kenya, 1970 
Wanjikũ felt her heart soar with pride whenever she watched the grainy archival footage of the Union Jack descending at midnight as the black, red, and green flag of the new nation ascended in its place. She had been thirteen years old on the night of Kenya’s independence in 1963, living in her parents’ home in Gĩthakainĩ, where there was no television. The village was abuzz with excitement as people clustered around the handful of transistor radios that provided a minute-by-minute update of the events of the momentous day.
“Let the Mũthũngũ [White man]1 go back to his village—right over there!” She remembered the wizened Mũthee Gĩchũkĩ croaking with glee, emphatically pointing his mũtirima [walking stick] in the direction he believed England to be. He was the oldest man in Gĩthakainĩ, well over a hundred years old, but he had a greater vigor of spirit than most people several decades younger. Throughout the Emergency2 he had declared that he would only die once the Mũthũngũ had gone back to his country. Because of his age, the Home Guards and even Wilkinson, their Mũthũngũ boss, avoided engaging him in conversation as he trailed them around the village, singing tunelessly about a pack of hyenas working to persuade a herd of skeptical goats that they had come to protect them and preserve order in the grazing grounds. Wilkinson had been with the Kenyan colonial government for almost twenty years and had lived in different parts of then–British East Africa. Somewhere along the way, he had developed a fear of being bewitched. He was convinced that Mũthee Gĩchũkĩ’s hoarse, phlegm-rattling ditty was some kind of incantation and tried to maintain a healthy distance from the sprightly old fellow when he pursued them, quickening his pace as they did theirs. His Gĩkũyũ3 sidekicks had not failed to notice how his bold, swaggering demeanor seemed to vanish at those times. They simply lengthened their stride to keep up with him and sought to minimize their boss’s discomfiture by avoiding references to the old man in their hushed conversations.
After the Athũngũ departed and Jomo Kenyatta became president, Mũthee Gĩchũkĩ reneged on his pact with death and continued prancing merrily around the village, making conversation with anyone who crossed his path. Seven years after independence, Wanjikũ and Kabogo had come home to say goodbye before they left for America, and they encountered him near the main entrance to the village.
“Gacikũ!” he called out to her. “Are you well? I haven’t seen you in many days. Who is this nice young fellow with you?”
“I am well, Mũthee Gĩchũkĩ. This is my husband, Kabogo,” she said with a friendly smile. His memory had deteriorated in recent years, and he still addressed her by the version of her name reserved for prepubescent children. He couldn’t remember the names of most of the younger members of the village, and children often giggled out of earshot after being asked for the umpteenth time who they were and to which family they belonged. Mũthee Gĩchũkĩ had attended Wanjikũ and Kabogo’s wedding, as well as the gathering in which Kabogo’s family came to pay the dowry, but apparently had no recollection of those events.
Kabogo had won a scholarship to study biochemical engineering in Storrs, Connecticut, about a half-hour drive from downtown Hartford. He and Wanjikũ were students at the Nairobi campus of the University of East Africa, later known as the University of Nairobi. In January, he had come across a brochure about the University of Connecticut in the administrative office. As he’d flipped through it, he’d noted that the application process seemed straightforward, so he’d applied without much expectation. He was surprised six weeks later when the secretary sent word that there was a letter addressed to him in her office. Inside the large manila envelope, he found a letter of acceptance along with additional forms to fill out that would secure him a scholarship to cover the entire cost of his studies.
Until that point, he hadn’t really thought through the implications of attending a university in America. He hadn’t even felt it worthwhile to mention the application to Wanjikũ, with whom a serious relationship had been developing over the previous six months.
They were sitting in the mostly empty campus cafeteria at about four o’clock that afternoon. Kabogo was a lanky six foot two, with a walnut complexion and humorless countenance. He had a meticulously trimmed Afro and sideburns and a high-pitched, nasal voice that was somewhat incongruous with his physical frame, often eliciting raised eyebrows from people who had just met him. Of the two, Wanjikũ spent less time worrying about her appearance, often giving little thought to color coordination, makeup, and such. But she had a quiet, self-assured demeanor, with long eyelashes, lively brown eyes, and a graceful manner that would have turned heads even if she was dressed up in makũnia [gunny sacks].
“America? For real?” she exclaimed when he broke the news.
“Yes, I’m still in shock. I hadn’t really expected them to reply when I sent in the application.”
“Well, that’s exciting. I guess I’m happy for you.” Confusion quickly replaced her initial flash of excitement.
“I’ll wait to see how things go before I decide. I didn’t think it was going to be that simple when I started the process. I’d assumed they would either say no or not reply at all.”
“Well, you’re going to have to decide soon if they’re expecting you to start in August. That’s only five months away.”
In the silence that followed, each of them grappled with the implications of this development, which appeared to herald a fork in the road. If Kabogo traveled alone to America, it was doubtful that their relationship could withstand so great a distance, with communication restricted to aerograms or postcards. Telephone calls were possible but would be expensive and need to be coordinated with time zones in mind.
Neither Wanjikũ and Kabogo, both in their first year at the university, had given much thought to the long-term objective of their relationship by this point. In the days that followed Kabogo’s announcement, this consideration loomed large in Wanjikũ’s mind. She had expected Kabogo to hold off on sending the scholarship application until they’d had a chance to talk more about it, but was surprised the following week when he offhandedly mentioned having already mailed it.
“You already sent it in? I thought we were going to talk about it first.”
“There’s not much time before the application deadline. We can still talk about it while we wait for a response. Even if the scholarship is granted, I’m not obligated to go. On the other hand, if I don’t get the scholarship—like if I miss the deadline—then I won’t be able to go anyway.”
It seemed like a reasonable argument. However, Wanjikũ felt it would have been nicer if he’d said something about it to her before submitting the scholarship application. Since their initial conversation, she felt a rising need to clarify the status of their relationship with respect to this recent change in his plans. She’d dropped a hint here and there to which he seemed oblivious, so she decided to be more direct. “America sounds like an interesting place. Hopefully, you won’t forget to write and keep me updated on all the new experiences.”
“Well, I haven’t decided if I’ll go,” he replied. “Right now, I’m just following through on what they asked me for, to see where it leads. But I haven’t made up my mind.”
Wanjikũ’s eyebrows arched, the skepticism impossible to disguise.
“Kabogo, you’re telling me you’re going through all this without any intention of following through? So if they write to you and tell you they’ll cover all your expenses one hundred percent, you’re going to write back and tell them, ‘Actually, never mind. I wasn’t really serious’?”
He smiled crookedly and shook his head. “Well, that’s not what I meant. I’m just, er . . . saying . . . you know . . .”
As he fumbled for a coherent answer, it became clear to Wanjikũ that despite his protestations about not yet having committed to a decision, Kabogo would certainly pursue his studies in America if he received a scholarship. She was a bit frustrated by his unwillingness to broach the topic of what would become of their relationship.
As it turned out, she was not the only one who was anxious about the unclear status of their relationship. Among the older members of the families of Mũthee Mũchoki of Kĩunangũ and Mũthee Waihenya of Gĩthakainĩ, there had already been a fair amount of restlessness and hand-wringing about a relationship between their children with no stated intention of marriage. In the old days, discussions about marriage began as soon as a young man showed interest in a particular woman, who might not even be aware of a potential suitor mobilizing elders in his village to make a formal request to her parents. But times were changing. Young women were now getting the Mũthũngũ’s education and wanting to choose their own husbands. Some were even opting not to get married, remaining in school long after they became adults capable of starting families, chasing things called ndigiri that many young people in Nairobi were obsessed with. Ndigiri were black robes with matching square hats that the young people got at the university. On one appointed day every year, all those who had earned theirs would put them on and gather together, looking from afar like a large flock of crows. If a person was initiated into that gathering of crows, they could start looking for one of those Mũthũngũ jobs where you could sit in a chair all day and scribble on papers.
Even from the carefully manicured grounds of the University of East Africa, worlds away from the rust-red footpaths weaving through the villages, word traveled. Whatever one did was likely to find its way through relayed whispers to one’s family, for better or worse. The people of Mũthee Mũchoki’s household knew of Kabogo’s relationship with Wanjikũ, not just from what he had mentioned, but from other sources in the village. News of the scholarship arrived in mid-April, which brought matters to a head in Kabogo’s home. The issue was brought to his father’s attention by Kabogo’s mother, the senior wife in the home. She expressed concern that the oldest son in the family—on whom the responsibility of maintaining the family name rested—might travel to America and marry a Mũthũngũ woman, some of whom even wore trousers, or so it was rumored. Mũthee Mũchoki was usually a confident man, at ease with himself and his surroundings, but the urgent whispering of his wife resulted in a night of tossing and turning in which images of Kabogo speaking through his nose like a Mũthũngũ plagued him.
The next morning, he dispatched Ngotho, Kabogo’s half brother, to the university to find the young man and bring him home to discuss a pressing matter. Ngotho was thrilled to travel to the city, quickly took the money he was handed for fare, and sprinted to the intersection about two miles from Kĩunangũ, where matatus [minibus taxis] and buses headed to Nairobi picked up passengers. When Ngotho’s matatu reached its final stop in Nairobi, the taniboi4 pointed him in the direction of the university. He walked onto the campus, found the administrative office, and stated his case.
Kabogo was located in class about an hour later. As he approached the administrative building and saw Ngotho, a sense of dread filled him. “Ngotho, is everything all right at home?”
“I believe everyone is well, but Baba said you need to come right away. He wants to speak to you.”
Kabogo’s brow furrowed. “Really? What’s going on?”
Ngotho said nothing, as their father had not disclosed the reason for dispatching him to Nairobi.
“OK. Let me drop off my books. I’ll be back here shortly, then we can go.”
By the time they made it back to Kĩunangũ, it was almost midday. They found their father sitting on his stool in the shade of a mũkũyũ [sycamore fig] tree outside his hut. “You’re well, Kabogo?” he called out without any inflection, sounding as if he were stating a fact rather than asking a question.
“I am well, Baba.”
Mũthee Mũchoki gave Ngotho a look, which the latter correctly interpreted as his instructions to find a stool for Kabogo to sit on and then make himself scarce, something he did with alacrity. As Kabogo lowered himself onto the stool, his mother came around from behind her hut and called out a greeting, which he returned with a smile. She then entered her hut and proceeded to warm up some porridge for her son and husband.
“How is school?”
“Everything is fine.”
“The Athũngũ in America are still making arrangements for you to go there?”
“Yes, Baba.”
Mũthee Mũchoki paused a few moments before continuing. “What became of the lady friend you once brought here to visit?”
Kabogo’s breath caught in surprise. He had brought Wanjikũ once for a brief visit and couldn’t remember if his father had even been present at the homestead on that day. His mother had, quite naturally, begun a sly interrogation of Wanjikũ, who squirmed anxiously as she gave an account of her family. Her cowife, Nyina wa Mũmbi, joined the fray as Kabogo looked on helplessly from a distance, pretending to repair an area on the thatched roof that appeared to be coming apart.
“You said your people are from Nyeri?” Nyina wa Mũmbi asked a second time, almost as if she didn’t quite believe what Wanjikũ had told her a few moments before. “Where in Nyeri?”
“Gĩthakainĩ.”
“Gĩthakainĩ? I’ve never heard of a place like that.”
“It’s near Gatarakwa.”
“Oh, I think I’ve heard of Gatarakwa. I have a cousin who married into a home in Gatarakwa. Hmm . . . All the way from Nyeri . . .” That last comment seemed to imply that a hundred miles of distance, even within the borders of Gĩkũyũland, brought with it the potential for suspicion.
Kabogo shifted his weight on the small three-legged stool and addressed his father. “We are still friends.”
“Are you going to leave her behind when you go?”
He tilted his head weakly from side to side. “Um . . . I don’t really know, Baba.”
Their eyes met, and Kabogo’s gaze quickly shifted to the ground between them. His father wasn’t one to beat about the bush. “If you’re planning on making her your wife, you should do it before you leave. You need to tell me soon, so we can begin making visits to her home and get it done before you leave. If this is not your intention, you need to release her so she can find another man and get on with her life.”
If Mũthee Mũchoki’s words sounded like an ultimatum, that’s because they were. A young man spending time with a young woman with no clear plans for marriage was not an acceptable state of affairs. He was not interested in his family getting caught up in a scandal involving somebody else’s daughter, and even less eager for his son to leave for America as a single man.
Kabogo nodded hesitantly. His father’s answering silence indicated the conversation was over. He rose and excused himself politely, then went to his mother’s hut and talked briefly with her, as well as the siblings and half-siblings who happened to be in the compound. Before walking back to the matatu stop with Ngotho at his side, he promised Mũthee Mũchoki he would return over the weekend with a definite answer.
Two days later, he returned at midmorning and announced his presence in his mother’s hut. “Where is Baba?” he asked. Almost as if in response to his question, there was a loud eruption of sneezing from the direction of Mũthee Mũchoki’s hut that indicated he had started his morning ritual of sniffing mbakĩ [tobacco].
“Take this stool and go under the mũkũyũ tree. I’ll tell him you have arrived,” his mother said, picking up a stool and handing it to him. All the younger members of the household were either out grazing the goats or working in the fields.
Kabogo went and sat on his stool. The tension he had felt when he’d sat there two days earlier was gone. In its place, he had a clear picture of the next steps, having talked things over with Wanjikũ. His father emerged from his hut accompanied by his mother and lowered himself onto a stool she placed there for him. She stood by unabashedly within earshot, even though she would not have been expected to be present. Mũthee Mũchoki didn’t seem to mind.
“You have thought about the thing we discussed?”
“Yes, Baba.”
“And?”
“I think we should go ahead and visit her home,” Kabogo said without hesitation, noticing a look of relief spreading across his mother’s face.

      ***Two weeks later, Mũthee Mũchoki rounded up some respected men and women from the village to travel to Gĩthakainĩ to pay a visit to Wanjikũ’s home. A friend from the nearby Kahunguro village had graciously provided one of his matatus to ferry the contingent to their destination. Most of them had never been to Nyeri, and a few had never been in a matatu, so there was cause for excitement. Kabogo and his two childhood friends, Mbũrũ and Mũriũki, whom he had asked to accompany him on the trip, were the only young people in the vehicle. On big occasions such as this, the role of a young person was to be seen and not heard, silence in the presence of elders being seen as the most persuasive display of wisdom. If a question happened to be directed to the prospective groom, his reply was expected to be courteous and brief.
Two goats, their legs bound with sisal twine, lay on the floor between the back rows of the minivan. These were gifts for the prospective bride’s family, intended to generate goodwill as the bride price was discussed. So were the makũnia containing maize, beans, and millet, as well as two five-pound bags of sugar.
As the vehicle trundled down the dirt road to where it joined the tarmac highway that would take them to Nyeri, Mũthee Maina, one of the elders Kabogo’s father had asked along on the visit, turned around and said to no one in particular. “I heard Nyeri people don’t have mũratina [traditional Gĩkũyũ beer] at their weddings.”
“Ehe, that may be so,” replied Mũthee Mũchoki. He had sent an emissary a few days prior to Gĩthakainĩ village, and somewhere in the conversation, the issue of mũratina came up. The representative of Wanjikũ’s family had stated clearly that they did not wish this beverage to be included either in the meetings or the subsequent wedding. They were followers of Jesũ—a famous chief of the Athũngũ from long ago—and they didn’t follow all the old Gĩkũyũ practices. For example, they were only allowed to marry one wife, and they skipped the ngurario [traditional wedding ceremony] and instead had their wedding in a Mũthũngũ church.
Mũthee Mũchoki had heard that the people of Jesũ were reputedly lenient during negotiations involving bride price because they didn’t want to create the impression they were trying to sell their daughters. So whatever relaxation was given up by the absence of mũratina was sometimes made up for by less of the contentious haggling that sometimes characterized these meetings. Still, the part about the mũratina didn’t really make sense, because the Athũngũ had a story about how Jesũ once attended a wedding, and the ndibei—the type of mũratina they had in his village—ran out. He told the servants of the house to put water into the empty ndibei pots. When it was taken out to the visitors, it had turned into ndibei, which probably made him the kind of person everyone wanted at their party.
“How is it possible to have a wedding without mũratina?” Mũthee Maina continued to muse aloud, shaking his head. “What do they drink?”
Mũthee Karimi was the most traveled among them, having made several trips to Nairobi, Mũranga, Nyahururu, Nyeri, and even the other side of the mountain, where people spoke something similar to Gĩkũyũ, except that they always sounded as if they were singing. “Some of them drink ũcũrũ [porridge] or chai after the wedding feast,” he said, “and they get back to their homesteads even before the cows and goats are back from grazing. I’ve even heard of people who went to their shamba [farm] after a wedding and continued digging because if you get home in the daylight and you’re still sober, you might as well make use of what’s left of the day.”
“Haiya!” cackled Mũthee Maina. “Even those of us who were too old to go to the Mũthũngũ’s school will learn something new today.”


1.
       Plural: Athũngũ
    
2.
       A state of emergency was declared during the bloody war of independence (1952–1959).
    
3.
       A Kenyan ethnic group, living in the highlands. Commonly spelled Kikuyu. Plural: Agĩkũyũ.
    
4.
       Matatu driver’s assistant, responsible for loading passengers and collecting fare. From English word turnboy. By the 1980s, this term had largely been replaced by the word manamba.
    






  
  Chapter 2


Five months between receiving an acceptance letter to a university halfway across the world and sitting in an airport terminal waiting to leave feels like barely enough time to blink, particularly if three elaborate traditional ceremonies and a wedding have been shoehorned into that time frame. As soon as Kabogo communicated his willingness to comply with his parents’ wishes, things took on a life of their own, culminating in a large wedding ceremony at Kahunguro Presbyterian Church in early August, attended by more than five hundred people from Kabogo’s and Wanjikũ’s villages combined. Anyone who remotely knew the bride or groom showed up, and somehow the food never ran out, something the women of Kabogo’s village noted with pride. They were responsible for the catering, and all the neighbors pitched in without being asked. By the time the day was over, there was no doubt in the minds of the visitors from Gĩthakainĩ that their daughter would be well taken care of in her new village. 
Two weeks later, Kabogo and Wanjikũ sat at the departure gate at Embakasi Airport waiting to board a BOAC flight to London, with a connection from there to New York and then on to Connecticut. They reflected on the clamor and excitement of the past few months with nostalgia and a rising awareness that some of the wonderful things they had always taken for granted would soon be out of reach.
The singing and dancing of the women at the wedding had left a profound impression on the young couple as they watched them, young and old, move in rhythm, their colorful dresses swishing left and right in unison as their feet followed well-choreographed movements they had learned through many weddings over the years. Children twirled around merrily in the grass and sang along, clapping their hands in time to the music. By the time the girls were young women, they knew the songs and dances by heart and could seamlessly join in without needing to be told what to do. When acne, scratchy voices, and thin tufts of chin hair appeared, the boys would retreat to the sidelines where the men sat, quietly humming the words they knew so well and watching with a tinge of envy as the women danced.
Wanjikũ and Kabogo hadn’t known what to do with the presents they received, which would be impossible to take with them to America. The dairy cow, nanny and billy goats, two-acre plot of land, bags of maize, beans, arrowroots, and the like would have been great for starting a life in the village had they remained there. It would have been offensive to try to sell them—though the cash would certainly have come in handy—so they left them in Mũthee Mũchoki’s compound to be absorbed into his herds and granaries. Kabogo would be able to claim replacements when the time came. As a matter of fact, the dairy cow was from Mũthee Mũchoki’s herd, so it would continue to graze on the same grounds and sleep in the same shelter it always had until Kabogo came to take it away. If it died in the meantime, he would receive another one.
The bed Wanjikũ received from her family symbolized the fact that she no longer belonged to her parents’ home but was now a member of Kabogo’s family. She’d been surprised by the emotion this gesture stirred in her when her father’s eldest sister, Nyina wa Nduta, triumphantly presented the gift at the reception. “Wanjikũ,” she said aloud, waiting until there was a hush in the crowd. She was a schoolteacher who was used to taking command of crowds with her firm voice and theatrical flair. As her eyes bore on Wanjikũ, everyone’s attention focused on the four young men who shuffled forward, carrying a bed. They set it down right in front of Nyina wa Nduta.
“You know what this is, Wanjikũ?”
She nodded nervously.
“Say it out loud, my dear, so everyone can hear.”
“It’s a bed.”
“Whose bed?”
“My bed.”
Nyina wa Nduta frowned and cupped her right ear. “Atĩ1 what? Say it again so I can make sure I heard you properly, and so that those people over there”—she pointed—“can also hear you.”
There was a ripple of laughter through the crowd.
“It’s my bed.”
“Did you all hear that?” she asked the crowd.
“We have heard!” they roared, amid much laughter.
“Ehe . . . Wanjikũ, how did your bed come all the way from Gĩthakainĩ to Kĩunangũ? Did it end up on the matatu by mistake?”
Wanjikũ shook her head.
“It was not a mistake, sindiyo [right]? Your bed is here because it now belongs where?”
“Here.”
“Your bed now belongs in Kĩunangũ. These are your people now. You are always welcome to visit us in Gĩthakainĩ, and when you come, we will sit and drink ũcũrũ and tell each other all kinds of stories. But when it gets dark and everybody starts looking for their bed, you’ll remember your bed is where?”
“Kĩunangũ!” the crowd replied in unison.
“Not where?”
“Gĩthakainĩ!”
Nyina wa Nduta stopped, beaming with delight as she scanned the rapt crowd. Then she turned to Wanjikũ with a twinkle in her eye and added, “But you must visit and bring us tũcũcũ [grandchildren], yes?”
There was more laughter, and Wanjikũ and Kabogo smiled self-consciously.
All afternoon, Wanjikũ cast quick glances to where her mother and father were seated. Her father wore a slightly crumpled gray suit, the only one he owned, reserved for special church occasions. On most other days, he wore a sweater or wool vest over his long-sleeved shirt and tie. She rarely saw him leave home without a tie. He was a deacon at Gatarakwa Presbyterian Church, a soft-spoken man who thought carefully before venturing a comment on any issue or question, and whose level-headed opinion was often sought. As a girl, Wanjikũ had wished he was more demonstrative and jovial but had come to accept him for the stoic person he was. She never doubted that he loved her—his only daughter and youngest child—even though he never said it aloud. Every time he asked her to bring him a cup of tea and invited her to sit with him as he talked about mundane matters at the church or asked her to take a walk with him in the shamba, she knew he valued her presence. Her three older brothers would comment that the mũthee [old man] had been much sterner in their youth and had never taken the time to sit and talk in a leisurely manner with them. They reckoned he had become sentimental with age, or maybe was softer on her because she was a girl.
Wanjikũ’s mother had a practical disposition, constantly shuttling from one task to another around the home. Time spent with her always involved doing something, and in the bustle leading up to the wedding, she was in her element. She had a hard time sitting still, and the only thing that helped her stay focused during the two hours of speeches during the ceremony was the abandon with which she had danced and sang herself hoarse at the start of the reception.
Both parents had been at peace with their daughter’s marriage, which was a great comfort to Wanjikũ, but her heart melted when her father put his hand awkwardly on her shoulder as she and her bridesmaids busied themselves before leaving the house for the church. She turned to face him. His lips began to move, but his voice failed him, and his eyes welled up with tears.
She swallowed hard, and her own eyes began to mist up. “Baba,” she whispered, then impulsively threw her arms around him and began to cry.
“It will be OK,” he said, his arms hanging limply at his sides. Hugging was not something a Gĩkũyũ elder did. In fact, freely expressing one’s emotions—except perhaps in the case of extreme, justifiable anger—was considered undignified.
Now, at the airport, she had time to reflect on the incidents and interactions of the past few weeks as they replayed in her head and to feel a sense of loss at the prospect of saying goodbye to her family, homeland, and former self. It was 10:30 at night, and their flight would be boarding in about half an hour. Most of the people at the gate were Athũngũ, with a few Africans and Ahĩndĩ [people of Indian descent].2 Now, she would experience what it felt like to be the odd one out, identified first and foremost by her ancestral origin. It was an unnerving prospect. Most of the Athũngũ she had encountered seemed nice enough, though they did have their peculiarities, such as the way they worshiped the clock and got red in the face if the person they were meeting didn’t show up at the exact time specified. Wanjikũ knew that in the Mũthũngũ’s homeland, she might meet some who were not as friendly—the kind who had taken people’s farms, packed them onto reservations, and responded with surprise and brutality when the locals decided they’d had enough of the outsiders. Now she would be the outsider.
Kabogo scanned the information on their boarding passes for the umpteenth time. Like Wanjikũ’s mother, he was most comfortable when he was busy, and mulling over the contingencies of their journey helped him calm his nerves as they awaited boarding. “The lady from the university said they might have a Ugandan student pick us up at the airport. I hope he’s a good person.”
“Yes. At least he shouldn’t have too much trouble identifying us.”
“She said there was no guarantee the Ugandan student would be available, but that whoever came to the airport would have a signboard with my name on it, and that we should make sure they have a campus ID badge before going with them,” he rambled on. “If for whatever reason there isn’t anybody to meet us, I still have the telephone number of the university as well as instructions on how to take a bus or taxi to the college.”
Wanjikũ gave a big yawn. The fatigue from the rush of preparation for their departure was beginning to catch up with her. “I was talking to Mueni at the wedding—remember her from college? She told me her older brother and his wife live somewhere in Massachusetts. I don’t know if that’s anywhere close to Hartford, but—”
She was interrupted by a female voice over the loudspeaker: “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to boarding gate D with BOAC Flight BA 026, service to London’s Heathrow Airport. We will begin boarding in ten minutes.” The travelers near them began to gather their belongings. Exchanging glances, Wanjikũ and Kabogo did a quick survey to make sure they had all their carry-on bags, then waited nervously as the minute hand on the wall clock counted down to boarding time. It was the first time either of them had ever been on an airplane.

      ***Despite all their excitement and anxiety about the flight, neither Wanjikũ nor Kabogo could keep their eyes open for more than half an hour after takeoff. They were surprised when the lights came back on what seemed like moments later, and the cabin crew came down the aisles calling out meal options in cheery voices as they handed out breakfast trays. Before long, the captain announced their descent to London. In contrast, the flights from London to New York and then on to Connecticut seemed to drag on forever, and their stiff legs, puffy ankles and rancid breath erased any traces of the fascination their first flight had held for them.
On the transatlantic leg, Kabogo kept half an eye on the movie on the tiny screen at the front of the cabin, gazing out the window every few minutes at the billowy white ocean of clouds beneath them, while Wanjikũ leafed through the in-flight magazine, wishing she’d brought a book. Eventually, having lost track of time, she stared dully ahead, feeling exhausted, though not exhausted enough to sleep.
The landing in New York, transfer to yet another plane, and yet another takeoff were all a blur to her, but when the pilot’s voice announced they were beginning their descent into Bradley International Airport, a surge of excitement shot through her followed immediately by intense anxiety. Once they got off the plane, they would be on their own, and all the details that needed to fall into place—their ride from the airport, the apartment the university had arranged for them, where they would shop for groceries on a tight budget—suddenly loomed large. Next to her, Kabogo had fallen asleep and was snoring, his mouth half-open. He was normally the one who did the worrying on their behalf, and she was a bit dismayed, even irritated, to see him so peacefully oblivious. She resisted the urge to wake him solely for the purpose of making him share her discomfort.
When the plane dipped beneath the clouds, an expanse of greenery and buildings appeared through the window, marking the place that would be their home for the next few years. “We’ve arrived!” she whispered excitedly, tapping Kabogo on the shoulder, unable to contain herself any longer.
He opened his eyes and stared blankly for a moment or two, then craned his neck and squinted to see through the window. “That was a long journey,” he mumbled.
Now that he was awake, she could relax, knowing she wasn’t going through the experience alone. She realized that some of her nervousness might have sprung from listening to his anxious musings before boarding their flight from Nairobi, but now he seemed calm, as if his nap had managed to exorcise all of his lingering worries. The plane landed with a jarring bump, which startled them, though none of the other passengers seemed perturbed. It took them half an hour to reach the concourse, where they looked for someone who might be a Ugandan holding a sign.
“I don’t see anyone,” said Wanjikũ, feeling her heart begin to sink.
“We’ll give them about ten minutes. If they don’t show up, we can go to those phone booths there and call the—”
“Mr. Kabogo?” came a voice from behind them, and they turned around. Standing there was a Mũhĩndĩ man with large ears that stuck out from his head like an elephant.
“Er, yes, hello,” replied Kabogo and shook the outstretched hand.
The man had a small board with Kabogo’s name on it. He had a cheeky smile and friendly eyes, and they both took an instant liking to him. “My name is Ravi Mehta. I’m pleased to meet you, and you as well, madam. You may be wondering what happened to the Ugandan fellow who was supposed to meet you.”
“Well . . . I . . .” stammered Kabogo, trailing off when he noticed a huge grin spreading across Ravi’s face.
“Aha! Beware of assumptions. What does a Ugandan look like? This one was born and raised in Kampala and went to Makerere University before coming here for further studies.”
Kabogo returned Ravi’s grin sheepishly.
As they exited the air-conditioned airport terminal, Wanjikũ was unprepared for the stifling heat, dressed as she was in layers for the cool Nairobi evenings. Her discomfort must have showed. “So, Wanjikũ, I bet you didn’t think it would be so hot in America.” Ravi said.
“No. The only thing they warned us about was the winter!”
They walked across into the parking lot and stopped next to an ancient, battered, lime-green Ford Thunderbird. “It’s borrowed, and it’s old, but it will get us where we need to go as long as the transmission doesn’t fall out,” Ravi declared as he opened the trunk and began to load their suitcases. In response to the worried look on Wanjikũ’s face, he quickly added, “It’s been reliable the few times I’ve driven it, and we have only a forty-five-minute drive, so I think we’ll be fine.”
The car moved forward with a series of lurches as he left the parking lot onto the airport exit road, a cloud of gray fumes rising up behind them. Ravi didn’t have much use for the brakes, and Wanjikũ, sitting in the back seat, found herself unconsciously stepping on an imaginary brake pedal and holding her breath as he tailgated whatever car happened to be in front of them, her fingers tightly gripping the door handle. If Kabogo had any reservations about Ravi’s driving as they chatted amiably in the front seat, he wasn’t showing it.
Ravi was studying for his doctorate in mechanical engineering and had been in Hartford for five years, having initially come for his master’s degree. He was thinking about moving to Boston after he completed his studies if an opportunity there became available. “I want to get as much learning and experience as I can, Then I’ll try to go back to Makerere so I can strut confidently down the hallways the way I always imagined I would: Professor Mehta, PhD, back from the USA with answers to questions you didn’t even know you had . . . Step aside and learn from the man himself!” He delivered this pronouncement with such comical pomposity that both Kabogo and Wanjikũ erupted in laughter, dropping the veneer of careful politeness that they had maintained to that point. Ravi clearly enjoyed the success of his joke.
“All right, my friends, this is Greenwood Park, our housing complex,” he announced as he turned onto a tree-lined street with low-rise buildings on either side. “We’ll be coming back here shortly to pick up your keys at the apartment manager’s office, but first, let’s go over and see the program coordinator to let her know you’re here.”


1.
       Gĩkũyũ word most commonly translated to “What?”. Often used alongside the equivalent English word for emphasis. The Swahili “Ati”, similar in meaning, does not have the tilde over the letter “i” also appears later in the book. Occasionally the word, both in English and Swahili, may be used to mean “You heard what I said,” when used as a reply rather than a question.
    
2.
       Singular: Mũhĩndĩ.
    






  
  Chapter 3


Hartford, 1970 
Greenwood Park was a quiet neighborhood, and once Kabogo started his program, Wanjikũ was often home alone, sometimes going the entire day without seeing or speaking with another human being. She was homesick and frequently found herself gazing forlornly through the window at nothing in particular, wiping tears from her face. Minutes seemed like hours on days like this, and thinking fondly of her family and friends back home only worsened the ache.
She kept on the small black-and-white television that came with the apartment—either part of the standard furnishings or left behind by a previous tenant—for background noise while she did her chores. There was also an ancient-looking radio they’d found in the apartment, which she turned on sometimes for the midday news. Rarely was there coverage of events in Africa, and when it came, it typically featured famine, wars, epidemics, and military coups—things that seemed quite removed from life back home as she remembered it. With no mention of Kenya in general or Nairobi in particular, she concluded that no news was probably good news.
Sometimes, instead of listening to what the presenters were saying, she would focus on how they said it and slowly repeat phrases or words with pronunciations she thought peculiar, such as the way they made their t’s disappear or sound like d’s. “The presen’er from Atlan’a said the ship was detained in in’ernational wa-ders,” she repeated cheerily to herself one morning as she vacuumed the house.
Occasionally, a familiar entertainer like the Jackson Five, who were a sensation in Nairobi by the time they’d left, came on TV. The effect of watching this magical quintet had been to convince most young people who had not yet adopted a bouncy Afro hairstyle that sitting on the sidelines was no longer an option. Wanjikũ’s hair didn’t grow as fast as that of some of her friends, so her earnest attempts at an Afro were easy to overlook. The upshot was that she never experienced the stern looks from elders in the village that some of her friends did. Her experimentation with hoop earrings ended early when, on a visit home from university, she ran into her aunt, Nyina wa Nduta, just as she was approaching the village.
“Haiya! Is that you, Wanjikũ? Have you started wearing hang’i [traditional earrings] like the cũcũs [grannies] of long ago?”
The older woman seemed genuinely surprised, and Wanjikũ felt mortified.
Noticing her niece’s discomfort, she quickly added, “Sorry, my dear. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I was just surprised because I haven’t seen anybody wearing hang’i since I was a child.”
Wanjikũ finished politely exchanging banalities with her aunt, then pulled off the earrings before continuing to her parents’ home. She never wore them again.

      ***It was a conversation they had a week after arriving in America that made Wanjikũ realize marriage wasn’t going to be smooth sailing. Up until then, it seemed to her that they were on track to have a marriage like the one her parents had, where each person was sanded down so completely into the other’s likeness by routine and familiarity that they effortlessly completed each other’s sentences. She had never seen her parents argue. Looking back now, as an adult, she realized they’d probably had their differences, though by the time she came along—the lastborn child with a seven-year gap between her and the brother she followed—they’d probably worked through the kinks in their relationship and decided which fights were worth having and which weren’t.
She and Kabogo had previously had minor disagreements over the course of their relationship, but nothing close to what happened that day. They were sitting in their apartment one afternoon, catching some respite from all the busyness of settling into the new country, each caught up in their own thoughts.
“Marriage is one of those things that should never be rushed into, no matter the circumstances,” Kabogo said out of the blue. For a moment, she couldn’t tell if he was talking to himself, but given the nature of the statement, she looked up from her book. Rather than elaborate, he repeated it in a matter-of-fact tone.
“Are you speaking about a particular situation?”
“Well, yes and no. Not that I have anything against marriage per se, but looking back over the last few months, I’ve realized

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***Dear Wanjikũ and Kabogo, 
Very nice to hear from you! Call Gatarakwa Presbyterian Church at four p.m. any Sunday at the telephone number below—your baba and maitũ are usually there in the afternoons for activities like fellowship, Women’s Guild, etc. They’ll be waiting for your call. 
Nduta.
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