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PART
ONE


Our Family Would Have Been Perfect

Our family would have been perfect if Kui had not been the malignant tumour that lay dormant in the family abdomen—spewing her cancerous pathogens, infecting each one of us in her wake, propelling our demise. She was the tumour whose pronged tentacles wrapped themselves tightly around our throats like a hangman’s noose, squeezing the airways until we could hardly breathe. Our family would have been perfect if she had not been the caustic soda that dissolved the marrow from the skeletal bones leaving us hollow and weakened. We would still have been together if she’d kept her mouth shut.

Our family would have been perfect, living in our pink pebble-dashed house on top of the ridge in the Garden of Eden in the Central Province of Kenya. My family would have been perfect if the leopard had not chosen Juli, our pet dog, as her prey and if Maitu had not been superstitious. It was she who found Juli’s cold dead body in the thicket, bringing the evil spirit that would trigger a sequence of events that ate into the core of our being. Our family would have been fine if Tanzania had not been hit by 5.7 Richter scale earthquake which shook the foundations of our home.

Our family would have been fine if Baba’s brain had not been infected with a parasite taking hold of his body like a zombie snail. His anger—the parasite—metamorphosed him into the robotic monster who couldn’t control his temper, attacking us in a frenzied fury as if we were the enemy. It would have been perfect if Baba would have deemed it unreasonable to chase Maitu with an axe, having punched her until he was spent, leaving Wairimu to pick up the pieces at only thirteen. Wairimu was the ray of sunshine, a beacon of hope that brings relief after the devastation of a catastrophic event.

My family would have been perfect if I hadn’t found the stolen items in the maid’s suitcase, and if she hadn’t sent a poison letter to Baba. My family would have been perfect if Baba had not punched me and kicked me until I lost consciousness. We would have been fine if I hadn’t woken up fearing for my life and taken off walking all night before being picked up by two shabbily dressed farm workers who smelled of stale sweat and pesticides.

Our family would have been perfect if brute history had not been the defective gene embedded into our being, rendering us incapable of normal functionality. We would have been fine if we were not Gikuyu and if the Gikuyu had not been farmers. It would have been fine if the white man had not coveted our land and thrown my tribe into concentration camps. My family would have been perfect if Cucu Herina had picked a side: either support the white man like her brother Guka Robinson or fight the white man like her other brother Guka Mwaura. If she had picked a side Cucu Herina and her three daughters would not have been amongst the women held on open fields that slowly became concentration camps which they built with their bare hands.

Our family would have been perfect if the famine that engulfed the camps had not sent Maitu in search of food and a few pennies to save her mother and sisters. Our family would have been fine if Maitu had not travelled on the late afternoon train, and if Baba had not caught sight of Maitu’s flawless face with her big brown eyes that captivated his heart. Our family would have been perfect if Baba had not fallen madly in love with her and if she hadn’t looked at him with such disdain. It would have been perfect if Maitu had not been walking on the secluded path by the eucalyptus trees by herself and if Baba hadn’t run into her. Our family would have been perfect if Baba had not felt compelled to punish her for rejecting his undying love, by ripping her clothes apart and taking away her innocence.

Our family would have been perfect if Kui had been the dying baby Baba cradled in his arms, instead, she was the cancer that invaded Maitu’s adolescent abdomen, gnawing our family, leaving ubiquitous open sores, weeping; destroying every shred of love that might have existed.

Our family would have been perfect if Baba’s mother had not died, leaving her baby son suckling furiously, clasping onto the frail life that ebbed slowly from her body. If she hadn’t left her infant son on her cold withered breast until passers-by found him barely alive, making him an incomplete human, our family would have been fine.

Of course, I would never have dared look into the dark well of my past; rousing ghosts from within. A journey that would leave me on the verge of a nervous breakdown, threatening to ruin my marriage and everything I ever worked for. The genie would have remained firmly trapped in the bottle, if Wainaina had not disturbed my peace by inviting me to his wedding. Me and everyone else.


Prologue

“Most of what matters in our lives takes place in our absence.”

Salman Rushdie

My past ambushed me as if I was unsuspecting prey; threatening to crumble all falsehood. It was a corpse rising to the surface bloated with secrets, decomposing flesh peeling away reluctantly, sinew still clinging in the final attempt to hide the truth. I spent most of my adult life burying those pernicious memories, coping the only way an African knows how, praying! And all it took was one little wedding invitation. It was the summer solstice. The deceptively long day had already curtailed my evening, my escape from the daily slog. The clock had struck nine when I gazed up its blazing-sun-shaped face, a wedding present. I was relatively happy, as happy as a damaged soul can be, living in my middle-class London home with my English husband and delightful daughters. That night I did what I usually do most nights. I cracked open a miniature bottle of prosecco. The fizzing bubbles teased my lips for a sip. I was staring at a little spider that had down-sailed to just above my glass as if mesmerised by the fuzzing bubbles rising to the top. I jumped at the vibrating phone on the black stardust granite worktop. ‘WAINAINA MOB’ flashed on the screen. I picked up, pleased to hear from my older brother. Although he rarely rings me, we have an unspoken bond. A bond of shared experiences; of little lost souls by the wayside, clambering to cling onto the reeds of life’s fast flowing river; of having dwelt in the same womb. A bond that makes blood thicker than water.

Wainaina’s engagement news was sandwiched between discussions of Kenyans in the diaspora and the strength of the shilling. ‘I am getting married in December,’ he announced joyfully. ‘What? Who to?’ I asked, sounding surprised. I didn’t even know he was dating. ‘Congratulations you cheeky bugger, you kept that quiet,’ I teased. ‘December is barely six months away!’ In true Wainaina style, he gave people little preparation time. It was exciting, he was finally getting married. My mind was already racing ahead. There was so much to organise, the tickets, visas, outfits, accommodation—‘Baba will be attending, with his wife!’ He interrupted my thoughts. My wandering brain calibrated, tuning back to the bandwidth at Baba’s mention.

‘What? Sorry, I was daydreaming,’ I half laughed, thinking I misheard him.

‘I would like Baba to attend with his wife,’ he repeated, sounding serious this time. The thought of coming face to face with our father sent a cold shiver down my spine.

For hours after the phone call I stared at the intricate octagonal shape the spider crafted. The web clung to two slats of the plantation shutters, now his abode, to be abandoned once it finished with it or died, whichever came first. I felt anger rising at the spider. Leaving his web behind for others to clear the mess. I swirled the mouthful of freshly opened prosecco, allowing the bubbles to tingle on my tongue. Suddenly I was thirteen again, vulnerable and scared.


Unexpected Visitor

It was nearing morning when the two men whose faces I could not recall dropped me off dishevelled and still bleeding; my pink night-dress clinging to my thin hairy legs. A combination of dust and their overpowering stench of stale sweat and pesticide lingered in my nostrils long after they were gone. The men had understood; things were better left unsaid. The driver spoke only once when we reached the intersection to ask where I wanted to be dropped. A destination was the last thing on my mind. I forced my adolescent brain to think. ‘Kiambu,’ I replied at last. The driver changed the indicator from left to right, and drove on until we eventually pulled up to the matatu terminal.

We arrived as Kiambu awoke. For those arriving from the tranquil countryside, Kiambu town was an assault on the senses. The orchestra of impatient horns; the thud of the barrels unloading from brewery lorries; turn boys touting for passengers, each shouting louder to capture the attention of commuters. Smart city types hopped onto the towers of asphalt whose eroded bases were now filled with dirty rainwater. Shiny films of rainbow coloured grease from the aging vans floated on top of the stagnant water, giving them a magical look. The commuters hurried to the waiting matatus whose engines revved like old timers recapturing their youth. Some hopefuls challenged themselves to open the morning paper to escape the assault of music blaring out of oversized speakers. Market traders were alighting from the country buses, their baskets laden. Impatient drivers hooted at the matatu drivers stopping in the middle of the road to pick up passengers. An already overcrowded matatu stopped for a rather large woman. The turn boy instructed her to climb into the front seat. The four passengers already sat at the front shifted their buttocks so that only one cheek took up the seat space. The driver sat in his place as if folded in two, eating a large juicy pear, the syrup dribbling through his fingers. His elbow was clenched inwards to secure the driver’s door. The woman climbed in, squeezing herself, forcing a thin man out of his seat, leaving him suspended above them. The turn boy heaved against the door until it closed, helped by another man. The woman’s large flesh smeared on the window as the turn boy slapped the side of the van yelling, ‘Twende—let’s go!’ The driver tossed the core of the pear into the street and sped off.

The chorus of chaos crashed into my eardrums like glass crashing on a concrete floor. As we drove into the matatu terminus, the calm that had engulfed me shattered. The bumpy ride with the men had been eerily soothing, like the calm before the storm. When the car stopped, the man on my left jumped out of the truck, rushing to the back to get my suitcase. He hopped over a muddy puddle narrowly missing one and splashing on a scornful woman. He placed my suitcase along the wire hospital fence decorated with dusty purple bougainvillea that struggled to grow, the few dwarf leaves only just clinging on.

I shuffled my bottom along the seat until I got to the edge and swung my legs out. It was the first time I caught sight of my legs. My feet were covered with wellingtons of mud from when I had waded through the muddy patch whilst crossing the river. The moonlight was dim, not enough to see where I was going. I had miscalculated the jump, landing in the edge of the stream, frightening slumbering frogs. I had stood for a minute listening to the waterfall and the pump, convinced I had heard a different noise.

The crippled man was the first sight to people alighting the buses. He usually sat at the junction of Kiambu Road and Hospital Road. He crawled on his abdomen, his bottom sticking out like the abdomen of an insect, two long withered legs sticking out on either side of his hips. When he moved, he resembled a giant spider, hauling himself by his oversized muscly arms. On his hands, he wore flip-flops emblazoned with Samara bed and breakfast, making them look like feet. His flip-flops were meant for the right leg. He slid his hand from the flip-flop to raise his begging bowl in my direction, his eyes weeping with pity.

‘Saidia sista, tafadhali—help me sister please.’ I looked at him. I had no money. He sneered at me and shouted, ‘That’s why your husband beat you.’ I turned away, lifting my oversize suitcase, and began to walk.

‘I am only thirteen,’ I whispered to myself.

The impervious clouds finally gave way, the sun’s rays beaming on my angst. I walked into the grounds of the General Hospital as uniformed workers marched out, their eyes droopy with the night shift. Two policemen hovered around a navy truck waiting for the driver to stop. The two harried officers rushed to the raised back of the truck, covered with beige canvas with plastic panes from which a face peered. They slid the latch noisily and opened the door, which continued to swing back and forth. They jumped in the lorry and emerged carrying the lifeless body of a woman. One held the arms while the other carried her by the legs. Her head was bent unusually far back, her wig nearly sweeping the floor. I stood to stare. They were hurrying towards the mortuary where we collected Uncle Njiru’s body on the morning of his funeral. The policeman at the head end walked almost too quickly, stalling in the process and stepping on her wig, pulling it off.

‘Ngoja—wait, put her down,’ he said. He lifted the wig and placed it back on the dead woman’s head so that the long hair was at the front, covering her face. He then parted the hair, so her face was visible, before resuming her transportation. The policeman at the leg end used his leg to knock on the door. After a few moments, the doors swung open, letting out the pungent smell of death. I wondered about that woman. What took her life away? Did she start her day worried like the people in the matatu, hurrying to get to work on time for fear of upsetting their boss? What if her boss was angry with her, only to find out the reason for her lateness was because she had died? Would he or she feel ashamed, shocked or relieved?

My suitcase was burning my hand, prompting me to move on. I walked past casualty and approached the maternity ward on the other side of the mortuary. Through the smeary windows, I could see the new mothers holding their wrapped-up bundles of joy. I wondered what life awaited those bundles of joy. At what point do these parents go from loving their babies to being their abusers? When does the love become frustration, impatience and violence? I wondered what expectations those parents had for their children. African parents were laced with insatiable hunger for education, but would their babies have read the manual for high achievers? I shifted my suitcase from my right hand to my left hand. The mortuary was slightly obscured from the maternity ward. The beginning of life and the end of life; the bitter irony of those walking out from hospital with their bundles of joy or those walking out with solemn sorrow to bury their loved ones. I thought of the dead woman carried by the police. What kind of life had she had? Had she fulfilled the aspirations her parents had had when she was their bundle of joy? Why had her life been curtailed so soon?

It was a chilly morning when I walked up the steps to Maitu’s two-room house. The row of staff quarters was right up against a wire mesh fence. The thin fence separated the well and the sick. It allowed the well and the sick to peer into each other’s world. The well would stare at the sick and wonder what illness they suffered from. The sick looked into the world of the well, wishing their halted lives would resume. Some lives were halted only temporarily and some permanently.

In the daylight, my nightdress seemed very short and see-through, prompting a few strange looks from people. In my haste to leave, I had forgotten to wear shoes and realised just how numb my feet were from wading through the dew and mud, which were now caked, giving the appearance of wearing socks.

Maitu’s house was raised and the door sat at the top of the fifth step. I hesitated briefly at the bottom of the stairs, coaxing my weary legs to walk up. Was every step I took, a step to freedom or was it the distance from which I would fall? I had not considered the enormity of my decision until I climbed the steps leading to Maitu’s door, fingers curled in, knuckles protruding, about to knock, then it hit me. ‘What if Maitu can’t take me in?’ I thought suddenly, fearful she would send me back to face his wrath. She had only just found a job in the casualty department of the General Hospital and could barely afford to look after herself, let alone me. For the first time since my unconsciousness, I felt panic rising from deep within. Maitu would put me in the matatu and send me straight back to Baba. The prospect of going back to Baba’s house was unthinkable. I put the suitcase down, sank on the step, buried my face in my hands and began to weep. I would not let Maitu send me back to Baba. The thought of being back in Baba’s house made me cry out louder.

‘Njambi!’ My torment was interrupted. I raised my head to the direction of the familiar voice. Maitu approached the staff quarters from the maternity block. She was in the light beige uniform worn by the hospital subordinates. Her head was covered in a floral headscarf. Eyes rounded and full of panic, Maitu broke into a half-run half-walk, forgetting the eggs she carried in her pockets. They were clearly visible from underneath the off-white cardigan she wore. When Maitu worked nights, the Cook always gave her boiled eggs to take home for breakfast.

‘What happened?’ I had to think very quickly. I didn’t want her to send me back. I couldn’t speak. Words simply refused to leave my mouth, tears streaming down my face. By now, Maitu had reached me and was walking round scrutinising me frantically. Maitu’s face swelled in fury. She looked like she would explode. Her nostrils widened, puffing air like an angry dragon. She looked like she could pounce any minute, like a lioness that had been cornered. She tried to speak but only jumbled words came out. How, what, which, why?

‘Did he do this?’ her voice breaking off. A siren went past. Her eyes looked at me from head to toe, every eye movement followed by her whole body. Her face scrunched from anger to pain to sorrow in one motion.

‘Why? Just why?’ There was a thick cluster of dried blood on the side of my head. She placed her hand on my head, prompting me to shout in pain. My hair was caked together with blood, which had streamed down my face, soiling my nightdress and jacket. She tilted my face up carefully to have a better look; my eye was swollen and had turned purple-blue. She opened my jacket, the silhouette of my skeletal frame visible through my nightdress. It was when I moved my arm that I yelled out in pain.

I woke up in hospital the following day. Blinding pain throbbed in my ribs. Maitu had carried me to casualty, where her colleagues rushed to her. They assumed I had been hit by a car.

‘Quick, go in there, Dr Okello is alone.’ Maitu ran to the doctor’s room crying. He jumped to his feet and helped Maitu carry me to the bed. I was admitted after quick examination with suspected concussion and broken ribs. I was admitted to the women’s ward, where Maitu told us of a girl we knew who had been admitted there after she was raped by her father. I wondered if this was the ward for girls abused by their fathers. What would Maitu’s colleagues tell their families about me? The doctor had reassured Maitu that my injuries would not be life-threatening but I would need looking after. He had issued Maitu with a note if she needed to take time off work.

It was several days before I could tell Maitu what had happened. One morning, I was woken up by Maitu pouring tea slowly into a pan from a mug, and when there was no more tea in the mug, she poured the tea from the pan back slowly into the cup. I opened my eyes as she was checking the temperature by attempting to sip it.

‘Is that mine?’ I asked. She looked up from the stones where food preparation took place. It was the first time I had spoken since my unexpected arrival. She rushed to my bedside, a tender smile visible even with the poor lighting of the room.

‘You are awake? How are you feeling?’ she asked me, holding my hand.

‘He said if I go back he will kill me,’ I lied, worried Maitu would send me back.

‘Oh, you will never go back my child, not if I am alive. He is an animal. I’ll sooner sell my body than have you go back to that wretched house.’ I closed my eyes at Maitu’s comforting words, memories of that night still vivid.

‘What kind of a man does this to his child?’ Maitu shouted angrily. ‘He is not a human.’ She stopped cursing when I opened my eyes and began to recount the events of the night that would define who I became. The night I lost my childhood!


Kangaroo Court

The court was in full motion. The judge, Baba, wore a sullen expression on his brown face, his thick lips sealed tightly. His soulless brown eyes scrutinised me, giving little away yet causing my heart to thump loudly. I wiped the palms of my hands nervously on my pink nightdress. The flickering light from the emergency lantern reflected on his broad forehead, exaggerating its size. His receding hairline invisible; the bane of Cucu Herina’s jokes, who appropriately nicknamed him Hitler. The prosecutor, She-whose-name-refuses-to-leave-my-mouth, sat eagerly on the edge of her chair, ready to get the session started. Her long nose, a feature of much speculation as to her origins, sat awkwardly on her face. Some gossiped she might have Indian blood in her, whilst others laughed that her nose extended every time she sniffed a wealthy man whose home she would wreck. Nonetheless her ambiguous look gave little away. Her steely eyes oozed poison as she began to read out my crime. My sleepy eyes played tricks on me. Her yellow headscarf pushed her thick mousy hair to a mould on the back of her head. Suddenly I imagined that they had switched heads and she had Baba’s body. The dim light gave them both comical outlines, which nearly made me laugh. The jury, my brothers, had been summoned from their slumber on the sofas where we had fallen asleep whilst watching the small black and white TV. Mungai struggled to stay awake, his adolescent eyelids laden with sleep. As for Wainaina, whose main hobby was sleep, had only managed to sit up, but had quickly fallen asleep and now snored softly with one eyelid slightly open. It must have been after 10:30 pm because the TV fuzzed, black and white dots jumping around the screen as if to remind us transmission was finished.

Although modern and newly built, our combined living and dining room was overcrowded with a mishmash of furniture. In the living area were two rows of sofas, the black set against the wall and opposite, the elegant yellow velvet set. The armchair nearest to the TV and the stone fireplace was Baba’s favourite. Next to the TV was a padlocked cream dial telephone. In the dining area was a red rug, complementing the velvet dining chairs nestled under the wooden dining table.

We had spent the evening watching WWF on TV, jumping up and down, my brothers both shirtless, pretending to be Giant Haystacks and Big Daddy, whilst I refereed the match. Exhausted, we had sat down to watch The Love Boat and must have fallen asleep because we did not hear the car approaching from the other side of the ridge, nor heard the car door slam when it stopped outside the house. When my two sisters lived with us, we always heard the car from the other side of the ridge, and we knew it took 9 ½ minutes for the car to loop round to the house, so that by the time Baba felt the back of the TV it was barely lukewarm and he never had enough evidence that we had been watching it.

The Famous Five, as we’d called ourselves, were no more; now we were the Pathetic Three. We were no longer masters of deception, making telephone calls from the padlocked handset by tapping the ringer until the call went through. Baba would pace up and down, rubbing his bald head, trying to figure out why the phone bill was always so high before concluding it was corrupt telephone operators.

The Famous Five usually stayed ahead of the judge, but tonight the Pathetic Three had been caught red-handed watching TV. The TV was for grown-ups; we were supposed to spend our evenings studying. The first we knew they had arrived, was when we heard the door slam and we jumped in fright to see them standing there. We groggily made a hasty dash towards our bedrooms, the faint light barely enough to see where we were going. ‘Come back here,’ Baba growled, pointing to the black sofa, the overhead bulb flickering tiredly as if to symbolise the lateness of the hour. The solar panels had run out of charge and light could disappear at any minute. She-whose-name-refuses-to-leave-my-mouth dashed to the dining table, grabbing a box of matches and hastily striking one before sliding the flame to the wick, brightening up the room.

They had been out and we had played at the back of the house all day, catching grasshoppers and other bugs, storing them in the pink torso, the remnant of the doll Cucu Nyambura brought us from her Indian employers. The blue-eyed pink doll had freaked my brother and me out, he, speculating that the blue in the eyes represented witchcraft. We had torn off the head and limbs but found the torso a useful storage space for the insects we collected.

At dusk, when the fireflies began their dance and mosquitoes were buzzing busily around looking for exposed flesh, we headed indoors in search of food. All there was, was old ugali and sukuma wiki, which we ate cold and then headed to the living room, where I switched on the TV. It was just the three of us now; Maitu and my two older sisters had long left Baba’s tyranny, leaving Wainaina, Mungai and myself under the dictatorship of our father, and now her.

‘You! Sit there!’ Baba barked angrily, indicating that I should move from the comfort of my brothers to the cold black armchair. Something told me that this was serious. I closed my eyes, waiting to feel the rope tying me to the chair, my stomach tight with knots.

‘Open your eyes,’ he said, forcing my brothers to alertness. To my relief, he did not tie me to the chair. ‘Maybe it was not that bad,’ I thought. That’s what he did to my sister Kui when she was very naughty. He tied her to the dining chair, hoisting her on his shoulders, taking her outside, turning her upside down and threatening to dump her in the pit toilet.

I didn’t have to wait long to find out what he’d planned for me because she began to read out my crime. Baba signalled her to pause.

‘Turn that off!’ He pointed to the TV, still fuzzing, making us all jump in fear. I hurried to the TV, squinting to see the dial, then clicked it to off before sitting back on the black armchair. I sat on the edge of the chair, briefly turning to look at the jury, who could barely hold their heads up. My mind was racing, trying to figure out what crime I had committed. Maybe it was because I was the one that turned the TV on, but how could he have known? It was clear that he seemed only angry with me. As she outlined my crime, it slowly dawned on me that this was a trial; someone had written something about me and sent it to them. It didn’t make sense, and I was terrified.

‘You liar!’ he shouted as I began to protest, his stout figure heading towards me. One left punch on the side of my body landed me on the floor instantly. A kick in my ribs pushed me into the soft padding of the black sofa. The last thing I saw was an object hurtling towards me and then total darkness.

It was still dark when I opened my eyes. I blinked, trying to see where I was. I was engulfed by a heaviness that made it difficult for me to move. I tried to move my leg, but it was pinned down by something. I lay there, trying to make head or tail of what had happened. And then I remembered the axe. Maitu had told me of the axe he had carried on his shoulder whilst he chased her down the hill. I sat bolt upright, fearful he had gone to get the axe. The heavy ball on my leg edged closer to me. It was Stemper, our black, curly-haired dog. I listened, but all was quiet except for the owl hooting from a distance. That was meant to be a bad omen, I remembered Cucu Herina saying; perhaps this was my signal to get away. My trial had ended predictably, and now I needed to leave quickly before he came back.

I walked to the door that led to the corridor where all the bedrooms were located. I crept into the hall on my tiptoes whilst listening for any movement. It was pitch black and all was quiet except for Wainiana’s snoring from the room he shared with Mungai at the end of the corridor. I moved into my room, careful not to make a noise. I felt my way to the window, opened the curtains to let in some moonlight, and grabbed a few clothes from a pile on the floor, stuffing them into my blue tin suitcase. I went to my brother’s bedroom, leaving my suitcase by the door. The boys were huddled together like puppies; they were very close and seemed to find comfort in one another. I patted them softly, careful not to startle them into making a noise.

‘I am leaving,’ I whispered. I had to say it several times before they stirred and replied, ‘OK.’ I walked quietly down the corridor, into the living/dining room and across to the front door. Stemper wanted to come with me but I pushed him back in the house and closed the door.

I knew the path well. I had walked down this way many times when we attended Githatha Primary before Baba transferred us to Musa Gitau Primary. The dim moonlight was enough for me to see where I was going. I went down the hill through our scarcely planted coffee bushes, down the terraces, to the flat riverbed where Maitu used to grow vegetables and farmed our fish, now overgrown with weed. I headed towards the little stream humming soothingly as the ice-cold water made its way down the mini waterfall to join the Athi River, which joins up with Galana on its way to the Indian Ocean. I balanced on the plank of wood laid across the stream, careful not to slip, and then I made my jump, ending up in the muddy slosh. I cursed at nearly losing my balance. I got onto the path on the farm that belonged to Githatha Farmers Cooperative. From there I climbed the steep hill through the tea plantation, the lightness of the green distinguishable from the dark green leaves of the thick coffee bushes up ahead.

When I got up the hill, I tried to block off any thoughts of creatures emerging from the thick maze of coffee bushes that lined both sides of the dusty track. I just kept walking. I felt numb. I did not think of the hyenas, or the leopard, but I was aware of the sweat on my forehead dripping down to my eyelids. I sighed with relief when I got to the clearing and only then, did I realise how tightly I had been clenching my tin suitcase, the metal handle biting into my fingers. I stopped briefly to change hands and then carried on walking.

I don’t know how long I’d been walking when I suddenly became aware of lights shining on my back, illuminating my pathetic little frame, creating long shadows as a car approached. I carried on walking in the middle of the road. The car stopped behind me. Two men got out of the car, striding to catch up with me. I did not turn round. I just kept on walking. A voice bellowed behind me.

‘Unaenda wapi—Where are you going?’ he asked placing his hand on my shoulder. I froze at his touch. I was worried they would recognise me and take me back to Baba’s house so kept my head down. That was the only thing I feared most. I did not care what happened to me. All I knew was that I could not go back to his house.

‘Boarding school,’ I replied trying to sound as if nothing was amiss, a drop of blood from my forehead landing on my foot. Slight irritation welled up within me for being interrupted. Walking alone in the dim moonlight felt strangely comforting, there was some certainty to it. Certainty that I was escaping and now here they were. I felt their eyes boring into me trying to make out what had happened to me. The old car’s headlights were too dim to give much away. If they suspected what had happened to me, they did not let it show. It was obvious from my state I was in trouble. They hesitated, as if trying to figure out what to do.

‘Get in the car,’ he said finally sounding rather resolute. I turned around, my head still bent down, and walked towards the passenger side of the pickup truck. One of the men followed me, reaching out to take my suitcase. I did not resist; I was too exhausted. I resigned myself to my destiny. He took my suitcase to the boot before climbing into the front of the car, sandwiching me between him and the driver. We sat in uncomfortable silence! My immaturity unable to process my predicament and they, too puzzled to pry. To this day, when I think of that night, all that’s etched in my mind is their faceless silhouettes, their shabby clothes and smell of stale sweat and pesticide.

There is something incredible about a child’s brain that is able to put up defence barriers to enable them to cope with trauma. When I look back, I can’t imagine where I got the carriage to talk to those men and get into the car. My instinct now would be to run and hide but on that night, my brain just refused to engage. I sat still, staring ahead into the abyss, my mind vacant.


Born Again

Maitu’s rising anger reached fever pitch as I recounted how She-whose-name-refuses-to-leave-my-mouth had played the prosecutor in my condemnation. Maitu had banged on her chest like a mother gorilla provoked to war. She swore at them, cried out loudly, mucus and saliva dribbling down the side of her mouth. Of all the things Baba had done, this had to be the lowest. He had lost his love for his children: ‘He promised to love you for eternity.’

When she was calm and had wiped her tears, she told me a story. Long before I was born, she was heavy with child.

‘I had the biting pains two days after your father travelled to Mombasa on the Lunatic Express where he worked as a hawker. It was the end of the month which was the busiest time with customers’ pockets bursting with money.’ That was the time of the month when Baba undertook longer journeys and made most of his money on the trains. Maitu had been getting ready for the morning with her toddler Wairimu. She got up and a gush of water ran down her legs. She was bent double with pain, unable to move. She sent her toddler to go next door to call the neighbour. Wairimu could see that Maitu was in trouble so did as she was told, bringing the neighbour, who came running in at being called by a small child. She suspected it might be the baby because Maitu was heavily pregnant. The woman arrived to find Maitu squatting on the floor, the head of the baby nearly out. The woman washed her hands quickly and began assisting Maitu with the birth. The baby was born quickly with no complications. The neighbour sent for help to take Maitu to Kikuyu Maternity Hospital in case of anything. After inspection, Maitu and her new baby boy were discharged as fit and healthy with the baby feeding well.

By the end of the second day Maitu’s concern grew because the baby had not had any bowel movements and his stomach was beginning to swell. She called the same neighbour, who organised for her transport to Kikuyu Hospital. It was too complex a problem for a small hospital and she was transferred to Kenyatta National Hospital, where they were admitted. The baby’s intestinal tract was blocked, with urgent surgery recommended. Maitu had no way of passing the message on to Baba, working on the trains. It was only when he went to Machakos market after alighting the train, that someone told him Maitu had had the baby, and they were in hospital. Baba dropped everything and made his way to Kenyatta National Hospital to find Maitu holding a big baby boy, who bore Baba’s big lips and square forehead. He was a miniature version of Baba. Baba held his son and when he opened his eyes, beamed with a broad smile, ‘Hello son.’ Unbeknownst to Baba was the severity of his son’s complications. The baby then closed his eyes again. Forever. Baba was inconsolable. He cried so loudly the nurses came to console him. The baby had waited until he was in the loving arms of his father before he passed to another world. He was only in Baba’s life for a day but the baby’s image haunted him for years. Baba hugged him tightly, crying and praying. He begged God to allow his safe passage into the next world.

When the nurses took the baby away, Baba and Maitu held on to each other, empty-handed, and that’s when Baba made his promise.

‘Gakari, every day, I will seek to be a better man for you and Wairimu and the baby angel we have lost. God will bless us with more children and I will love each one of them with every fibre in my body. Forever.’

****

When her friend, the Cook heard of my arrival, she loaded Maitu’s pockets with four extra eggs for me.

‘That will nurse her back to health,’ she told Maitu. Mr Kamau from the pharmacy gave Maitu enough painkillers to last a life-time, as well as other medicines, should I fall ill of other conditions. The nurse who lived on a farm nearby brought a bunch of cooking bananas. Maitu’s colleagues were determined to nurse me back to health. I was woken every morning by Maitu’s key in the door as she was returning from night shift. She and I would sit on the stools by the cooking stones after her night shift, warming ourselves up with the fire whilst the water boiled to make tea. Once she emptied her pockets of the eggs and placed them in a bowl, I would fetch the salt and cups from the cupboard. One morning she was hitting the shell of an egg with a spoon, causing the shell to crack into many fissures. One by one she started picking fractured shells, purposefully placing them into the bowl as if she was concerned about their welfare. When the egg was clear of shells and was now just a wobbly mass of cooked albumen, she pinched the salt and rubbed the fine dust on to the egg. She extended her hand and handed me the egg, which I sunk my teeth into.

‘You know, when you were born, my eyes lit up,’ Maitu said, half smiling.

‘With joy?’ I asked.

‘No, there was a power cut and you had big eyes,’ she teased me and we burst out laughing. The kind of deep belly laughter that cleanses the soul. It had been years since we laughed. The last few years of living with Baba had been very stressful, his rage and unpredictability engulfed every aspect of my life. Living in Maitu’s house was like an oasis of peace. Calm and pleasant. Those days living with Maitu were some of the happiest days of my life.

Maitu’s house was basic compared to our house in Riara Ridge. It was two interconnecting rooms with unpainted walls that had turned black with soot. Each room had a medium-sized window with corrugated iron shutters. The kitchen was sparsely furnished with a cupboard which we used to store food and utensils. The cooking took place on three boulders facing each other and firewood on each side. The pan was balanced on the rocks. There were two stools which Maitu had purchased to sit on. The bedroom had a similar layout and had a medium-sized bed in the corner. Maitu had ordered a wardrobe to be built which she would pay the carpenter for on hire purchase. When Maitu came in the morning after her night shift, she would put the water on fire whilst waiting for the boy who delivered our milk. When we heard the footsteps coming up, I would walk to the door to meet him. He always arrived at half past eight without fail; at the steps he would hand me the washed-out squash bottle half-filled with milk. I would pour the milk directly into a pan and place it on the fire. Once the milk had risen to the top, I would blow it into submission before lifting the pan off the stones. It would be left on the side to be used for tea now that it was sterile.

After the initial anger that consumed Maitu, she became contented and happy to have one of her children living with her again. The days after my revelation, Maitu had walked around talking to herself, cursing Baba loudly. All their dreams had come to nothing. When she and Baba waved goodbye to their friends and neighbours in Thogoto village ten years before, they had left full of expectations, leaving poverty and misery behind.


The Promised Land

After driving round the winding, scenic Limuru Road, soaking up the greenery, the old Ford Anglia had come to a stop. Baba had jumped out of the car, run round to the passenger’s side, opened the door and let Cucu (grandmother) Herina out. ‘Come, Herina,’ he had said courteously, helping her out of the car. Next, he helped Maitu out of the back seat. He held both their hands in the late afternoon light, the crickets creating a sense of drama, the sun lazily sliding down to the west. He walked them to a grassy patch, turned them round to face the hills, vast green rolling hills as far as the eye could see. They stood quietly for a moment, Maitu and Cucu Herina curious as to what Baba was up to. He let go of Maitu’s hand, turning round to look at Cucu Herina’s tired haggard face, her dark skin aged prematurely. The years of forced labour and constant starvation had taken their toll.

‘Herina,’ he began earnestly. ‘I gave you my word that I would make Gakari an honourable woman. That I would spend the rest of my life atoning for what I did to her.’ His voice dropped, his head drooping in shame, turning his face away from Cucu Herina’s glare, detecting the pain she still bore. Cucu Herina held her hand out to stop him, she had long forgiven him, but he carried on.

‘Today, Gakari is a true Gikuyu bride, the land on which you stand on belongs to Gakari,’ he proclaimed. He had dreamt of this moment for so long, he took a step back, giving them a chance to digest the news, looking at the delight on Maitu’s face, a smile on his face awaiting her reaction.

‘What do you mean?’ she had asked in joyous disbelief. Maitu’s face lit up as she danced around, twirling, her face looking to the sky, laughing like a little girl, her wide-skirted dress making a big circle. Her feet felt light; she could have danced all night. She stopped briefly, turning to look at Cucu Herina, hardly believing her ears as Baba continued.

‘Today, Gakari, I paid for this land and you will grow food for your children. On your very own land.’ Cucu Herina could not take it all in. Her knees gave way as her body slid into a kneeling position. Maitu rushed to help her to her feet but Baba stopped her.

Let her give thanks,’ he said calmly.

On her knees, Cucu Herina brought both her hands to her chest, pulling the top of the neck of her dress outwards, slightly exposing her bony chest, spitting into her chest whilst giving thanks. She raised her hands, turning to face Mount Kirinyaga.


Ngai, mwene nyaga, God of Kirinyaga, you did not forsake the Gikuyu. You knew that one day you would deliver us from the iron fist of the coloniser. You knew they took our goats so
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