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    To every man who refuses to walk into a prison disguised as marriage.To every father who chooses presence over performance.To every son raised by a woman who loved him fiercely enough to let him choose freedom.To my family may our lineage walk boldly and love honestly.
And to the island, whose waves still remember our names.

      

    



  	
        
            
            They tried to bind us with rings;we bound ourselves with truth.
------Tobias Otieno Ogola,BscN
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PREFACE  
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The book was written as a by-product of a seemingly simple but highly pregnant question:  what would happen when the men could accept fatherhood without submitting to traditional ideals in marriage which do not work to their benefit? 

Out of that question came five brothers—as symbols and reflections in a greater truth. They treat women respectfully, love their children, and still, they do not want to be subjected to practices that are degrading to their mental health or personal free will. It is not a critique of love in this text. It is instead a criticism of performative relationships.

It is a history of men who have nothing to hide, women who insist, children who need to know and a society that is, so excruciatingly getting to know that family does more than just wear rings on. The reader can be entertained, doubtful or self reflective as to his or her own ancestry. These kinds of reactions are exactly what the purpose of literature is to upset, to calm down, to agitate, and to cure.  These five sons represent a generation that values originality more than conformity. And may their tale be source of inspiration to those who pursue their own way.
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Chapter 1, Island of Sons
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Episode 1 ,Roots
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Scene 1 , Morning Altar
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The morning on Mfangano comes up slow - the slow dignity of an old song, the kind sung by grandmothers who've buried more secrets than people. Smoke curls above the mother's hut, thin at first, the morning clearing its throat it seems, then grow stronger, the fire catching the edges of the dry maize stalks she gathered yesterday. The lake is undecided still, neither wide awake nor fully dreaming. In this in-between hour, she calls the names of her sons in a whisper that is far enough that it will not travel far but not far enough to make it go away.

"Toby... Sam... Yusuf... John... Nera..." she murmurs, stirring porridge, Each name is a little knot of memory that she curls up with her tongue. The wooden spoon is like a silent pendulum, measuring the length of time her boys have been away from home and leading lives of which she cannot see but knows in her bones and by word of mouth.

She places five bowls on the mat-woven like this, five in a row, as she always has, though years have passed since all five of them sat there together. The island has the power to remember people even though they would forget themselves. Her hands waver with age and not debility. They tremble because she knows truth: Through distance people change more quickly than love can catch up.

She sits in front of her little altar - three shells, a faded photograph and a strip of cloth from a shirt that Toby wore when he was ten. "Father," she whispers not knowing whether she is calling on God or her late husband or the lake itself, "keep them honest. And let them not run when love calls for them to stay."

She rises slowly with joints cracking like old firewood and moves to the door. Outside, children run around a canoe chasing each other, laughter severing the morning open. She watches them with the kind of softness that a mother grows like skin: second skin. Then she says, to no one in sight, "My sons are afraid of things they need the most Freedom is a coward’s excuse. They call it independence, but it's fear to have worn the coat of a proud man.

A low breeze responds to her, sending up the bunch of papers under a gourd by the window. One letter slips alone free across the floor. She carefully steps on it-Toby's handwriting. She does not need to open it again, she has memorized the excuses. The lacing of elegant sentences, the silk of well-crafted guilt, the dead centre into which commitment should sit.

Carefully fingers lift the letter. "Your independence is nothing but fear of belonging, Toby," she says softly; not scolding, but just knowing.

A series of gentle knocks emanates from the doorway - wind knocking on a loose shutter. She looks at the empty mat set for her sons and wears that face of tragic motherhood that is partly that of hope and partly that of realism. The world will one day ask you boys to pick who you are going to be. "And running," she whispers, "is a choice, as well.

Lights change in her eyes as she walks back inside as the morning continues to spread around her like a stage.

She sits. She waits. She remembers. And somewhere far away from this island, her firstborn wakes with the feeling that someone has called his name.
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Scene 2 , Toby’s Window
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Nairobi is breathing differently at dawn - less like a mother and more like a machine newly oiled. Toby stands nude in his apartment, with the glaze of a dream-deprived man, gazing out at the skyline because dreams require too much honesty from you. Light bars cut neatly across his chest by the blinds made him appear to be a man between confession and escape.

He cracks open his mother's letter again, despite his promise to himself to the contrary. The paper is worn along the fold lines, as though his reluctance has physically worn away at it. Half asleep, his voice still raspy, he reads the first line aloud: "Come home soon. The lake misses your face." He smiles despite himself. His mother writes the way of old prophets, of taking simple things and making morals out of them.

He throws the letter down on his desk. The desk is a battlefield: pages of poems, drafts of apologies, receipts from nights that he pretends he doesn't regret. His pen is placed over a notebook with the word "PROMISES I OWE" on the cover, but it is full of metaphors rather than solutions.

Toby sighs and sinks into the chair. "Independence," he mutters. "Everyone wants it for me. Even strangers on the matatus are telling me that I look like someone that shouldn't be tied down. He laughs quietly. "If only they knew."

He reaches out for a half-written poem that he reads again, and finds no courage in it. The words taste like empty bottles of wine once full of meaning, now excuses. He reclines and gazes at the ceiling. "Why is it so difficult," he asks the silence, "to stick to one thing?" With one woman? With one truth?"

His phone buzzes. Atemo. "Morning. Are we still meeting later?" Three dots pulsate and wait for him to type.

He does not.

Instead he mumbles out the truth he is more scared about than being wrong. "I can love a woman fiercely," says he slowly, "but belong to her? That terrifies me." He laughs bitterly. "She wants my presence. I only know how to give poetry."

He deletes the message draft and drops the phone. It falls to the floor with a dull thud, like a matter of little resignation.

Toby comes up, goes to the window. His reflection appears on top of the waking city, a man appearing on top of potential that he's going to keep postponing. He remembers Atemo's parting words to him; "You write about love like you invented it." "But you're practicing it like you're allergic."

His hands are curled against the windowsill.

Atemo deserved a Man and not some metaphor.

He draws in sharply like bracing against his own thoughts. "Fear of vulnerability," he says aloud, trying out the phrase, like an admission. "That’s the root, isn’t it? vulnerability means: accountable. And accountability means . . . to stay.

He closes his eyes and rests his forehead on the glass. The glass, cool / kind, forgive more / than people.

He whispers: "I don't know how to be held without felt trapped."

Behind him the wind is nudging the fallen letter. It flutters to his leg of the chair, constant as a child tugging at the sleeve of a father. He turns and looks it tremble as it sighs

Then Toby kneels - very slowly, reluctantly - and picks it up again, folded smaller, as if he might hope that a smaller version of the letter might be carved with a smaller truth.

"On dependence isn't real," he mutters. "It's just glamorous loneliness with better public relations."

The city hums. His phone buzzes again. This time he doesn’t check it.

He stands in the middle of his apartment, stuck between two gravitational forces: the city that loves him for his cleverness, and an island that loves him for who he is.

When he blows out it is like the curtain falling.

Lights dim on Toby's silhouette against the window; the letter is clutched in his hand like a verdict he isn't ready to read aloud.
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Scene 3—Sam's Tide
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The dawning in Mombasa is smooth and slow, like the ocean waking up in meditation. Sam is sitting on his veranda with a glass of black coffee cooling in his hand, although he rarely drinks hot things when he's by himself. The balcony indicates success without show: teak slats, a potted bougainvillea, a little art piece from Lamu which costs more than some people's monthly rent. He is not poor far from it. His wealth is measured in choices: the choice of silence, the choice of distance, the choice of a life curated in which nothing demands too much of him.

He observes a dhow patiently and surely sweeping over the high tide. Sam's wealth is a private thing: the bank account, the small portfolio of properties, the shareholders who nod politely when he speaks. He could afford to marry ten times over - if marriage had to be a ledger to be balanced. But wealth will not fill in the hollers trauma digs.

Sam fold the morning paper, his attention half in the business column and half in the photo of a smiling woman he once loved; there is a small scar running through his wrist where his memory marked him physically. He speaks into his cup and into the air the way men speak when they are rehearsing apologies they've not learnt to give.

"Why I keep my distance," he says aloud, a warm voice gouged into low steel. "Because once I gave everything - it became a story that they didn't know. Not much of a story, to be sure; just a story that made me the bad guy by default.

He had a past that viewed the ordinary until you listened close enough- ex who weaponized silence, a woman who leaned him in a role he had not auditioned for until it was too late. She charged him with aloofness, and when he tried to tell her the reasons, she gathered up his excuses and used them for convicting him. Power can be a wound. The memory of that accusation lies beneath Sam's sternum, a pebble you know is there even when you forget how it got there.

"Trust is not given," Sam's hands move, unclipped, as he says. Trust is transacted. And once you are marked, everything kind you do is suspect."

Zaria (off - stage, bright): "Sam, I'll be at the market in twenty." I have mangoes and news.”

Sam (dry laugh): "News is dangerous."

Zaria (laughing): "Only the bad kind." Come, sit. "Your silence has become an tourism attraction."

Sam (sips slowly): "You think I choose like one chooses a suit—No." It selects me when I have been hurt by its consequences."

Zaria (concerned): “He hurt you?”

Sam (careful): "There are a million polite ways that people can make you feel small." When you are big enough on papers to buy a house and somebody cuts down your paper to just the parts that don't fit them-that's cruel. Wealth does not defend you from being read wrongly."

Zaria (soft): “Then why hide in it? Why use the ledger as your excuse not to be present?"

Sam (a long beat): "Because to be in my presence was to be accused of possession." She wanted a man who would be totally available, at all times. I tried, and she got control of it. At her request she wanted to own my time, my friends, even my silence. "As I refused, she called this detachment and slapped it in as if a blade."

He recalls the moment where she catalogued the names of his friends, questioned the time he spent working late, demanded passwords with casual entitlement that made his privacy, once invisible, an object of contention. In the aftermath, he retreated into the safer rooms of wealth: board meetings, small investments, properties that need the keys, but not the heart. Control had borne the face of concern, It had asked as lover and then audited as a shareholder.

A neighboring radio comes on, playing a soft Swahili tune, Sam watches a child with a flying kite on the beach, letting it go when the wind says to. He prays with his breath, remedying the exercise of letting things fly and not clutching until they fall.

Sam (finally): “I am not cold. I am cautious. There’s a difference.”

Zaria (on the phone, gently): "There's a difference also between cautious and absent."

Sam (bitter smile): "It's cheaper to be absent than to deal with confrontation."

He does not know now whether he fears intimacy due to a poverty of feeling or a poverty of trust experienced early on. Trauma from relationships, he's learned, is not the big drama scene that fills the pages of novels; it's a series of small denials that stereograph into a life. His past fits in neat ledgers of what was given and how it was received. Wealth gave him choices; being traumatized taught him what choices not to make.

Sam folds the paper with a precision that would be surgical if not for the shakiness of his thumb. He pockets it, calls back and forth with Zaria and this time answers her with a sentence which attempts to undo the old lines.

Sam (to her, honest): “I will come. Not to change you: not to possess you. To sit. If that is acceptable.”

Zaria (relieved, laughing): "It is not possession, Sam. It’s presence. That’s the bargain.”

Sam's exhalation is of a man practicing a new language. Lights dim on his veranda as the dhow cuts a constant way across the water, a slow, patient journey when there is too much to do in the world outside the sea and nothing to be wanted in it beyond the simple promise of return.
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Scene 4 Yusuf at the Baraza

[image: ]


The baraza in Kisumu is stuffed tonight - carved benches lacquered from years of gossip, drums of stories waiting to be hit. Yusuf sits at the centre of his social gravity crossing legs for the sake of some very expensive whisky, that costs more than the monthly maintenance for some of his friendships. He is rich - not ostentatious, but too rich to doubt his comfort: a leased sedan is idling outside, business interests are in the background affording his charm. Men listen to him when he speaks because his voice has been trained to be persuasive and soft at the same time. He could seduce a room with a handshake, it is a talent, and a weapon.

The night sky, mosquitoes humming, lamplight painting gold lines up Yusuf's jaw. A woman passes by and smiles; Yusuf's gaze tracks, not in predation, but in the curiosity of a collector.

He laughs sound practised to a near-perfection. "Well, you know," says the young man to his friend sitting next to him, "they believe it is easy to be admired. It is complicated. "You either become an idol or you are a caution."

Yusuf's past is not the dramatic kind - no courtroom scenes or violent betrayals - it's made up of the smaller slights and refusals to commit, committed repeatedly. Loved and lost, courted and cataloged as an experience. Women who loved him were often claiming ownership: a badge of status, a public display. When he demurred, they became scornful. Control for them meant surety. For him, certainty was a cage.

Old friend (teasing): "When are you going to marry, Yusuf?" Your mother keeps asking.”

Yusuf (smile like a blade) "When I find somebody who understands that I am a continent and not a border."

Friend (laughing): "You mean a person you cannot manage?"

Yusuf (soft): "I mean one who doesn't want to control me."

He remembers - distinct as smell of cologne she used - the woman who tried to manage him: the way she insisted on mapping his nights, friends he kept, words he wrote in public. She believed to steer him was love; suffocate-to prisoners to attention. She justified control as being deep concern she invoked using jealousy as proof of depth. It left him wary.

Yusuf picks up his glass, which eyes water for a moment with the smoke, a petty concession to softness before the smile returns, one that he can weaponize gracefully.

Yusuf (to the circle): "Corroded control. And when you have worth and wealth and need doesn't touch your lips or hands, that's the only currency that someone can trade in."

Friend (curious): "Are you saying that women control men too much?"

Yusuf (leaning in a low tone): "Sometimes." But I'm not saying this to justify anything. I am saying so because control is contagious. It start as cares and turn into an inventory. And no one likes items getting itemized."

He's not been controlled by poverty he's been controlled by expectations, that's a strange kind of captivity because it's dressed in the concern, gift wrapped. The capital he might be able to buy a life of ease called to protect one against the transgressions of someone insisting on micromanaging one's affections. What He Craveth is autonomy, that trusts Him to be human, and not a project.

Young admirer (soft, hopeful): "Then what do you want Yusuf?"

Yusuf (thinking): "To have been chosen and never possessed." Thus, "to be known without being cataloged." To be around without being supervized."

Admirer (naive): "Isn't that merely . . . freedom?"

Yusuf (a laugh almost sad): "Freedom is expensive and commonly misunderstood." People mistake freedom and selfishness. They forget that being free is also oftentimes being faithful to oneself."

He sips again. The whisky Is warm and comforting; it slurs The sharp edges of long memories, makes themlong enough For him to enjoy the company. Trauma for Yusuf does not come manifesting itself in the form of some drama scar but in the form of a practiced inability to let another in too close for fear of being re-fashioned. In his mind, control looks a lot like love because in so many cases that was disguised as such.

A woman across the way calls his name- Imani. She walks in slow progression, book to hand, the eyes the ledger of expectation. When she sits down, Yusuf easily offers her the seat, yet his hand lingers close to hers - he is rich enough to pay for many things, but not impervious to the nervousness of being truly known.

Imani (firm, not accusing): "You once told me that you would read whatever I gave you."

Yusuf (smiles fingers brush the book): "I did. You gave me a story. I owe you the rest.”

Imani (steady): "Stories are not possession." Don’t make them into one.”

Yusuf (a pause; softer): "To control masquerading as care is to thieve. I am so careful as what I would allow you to keep.

The baraza is redolent with the talk of old men and the bets of young men. Yusuf's leaning into conversation is like the inability to hold back a conversation. His wealth makes him comfortable but not calm with an unmeasured past. To him, control is the scab of relationships unhealed - when someone is trying to stop him from moving, he moves faster, not out of malice, but self preservation.

Lights dim slightly at this, as the group breaks into laughter and Yusuf's laugh is the loudest, but on the edge of it, there is an ache - like one that money can't quite pay away.
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Scene 5—Nera on the Shore
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The shore is long and honest. It leaves no room for hiding. Nera is sitting in an overturned canoe. The wood is warm from the sun. Like a faithful altar he propped his guitar against his knee He is a youthful man that quietly possess good wealth. A small lodge, a fleet of fishing boats gang redden, with men who had been hired in. He has a reputation for causing trouble only if it sounds like fun. He is well enough off to purchase comfort. That comfort however he treats as something to be cheated from the world, not embraced.

dusk. Children are running in the background. A lantern should be swung gently on a pole. Nera sets her fingers against a chord, then stops. His face charts hapless pleasure tempered by the pain of the desire to be better.

"I wrote a song last night," he says into the kind of silence into which confessions are accepted. "It’s about anchors. I thought anchors were cowardly until I have seen a child tie an anchor properly and how careful he was with it. Honor was in that care."

Again there is a testing of the note to see if it will hold when he plays the chord. He enjoys an affection like rare coins and handles it carefully, but carries it lightly. The island taught him to laugh fully and promise stingily. His wealth polishes the guilt like varnish; people see the shinning not the kernel. He fears (sometimes with strange tenderness) a life being measured in terms of novelty will make him weary and weak.

Nasimiyu (applying, voice firm): "You sing songs of bridges Nera, but you act like a breeze." Bridges need maintenance. Breezes don’t."

Nera (shrugs, smiles): "Boring to maintain things." Boring is the enemy of story."

Nasimiyu (sits by his side, no pretense): "Is that what you are afraid of? That marriage is just a beginning autobiography - all about grocery lists and romance that pays the electricity bill?"

Nera (honest, not bragging like he usually does): "Maybe. I like the label of dangerous as I hear myself referred to as dangerous. But dangerous doesn't throw out the trash. It delivers good anecdotes and bad mornings."

Nasimiyu (laughs and then looks serious): "And if the trash is part of the story?" If drab, little things are where love wears it serviceable"

Nera (the guitar resting between them): "I'm afraid of dying in a routine." Long, same mornings to end all mornings suffocate me. I like storms and the possibility that something can alter my whole day. Monotony destroys - slowly - the joy I first loved

Nasimiyu (takes his hand, surprising him with steadiness): "Monotony's a wear oh your dice if you let it."" His response to the question was "Rhythm is music if you learn to play it." You're not the only one who is fearful of sameness. People are fearful of boredom and refer to it as freedom. But it is fear of being ordinary that is often avoidance of the work that makes one worthy of being ordinary."

He listens on trying to translate a dialect which never studied. Wealth taught him to acquire instead of hold; he confuses novelty for vital. He believes locking himself to predictability is a betrayal of a novel self that he gambles on as his identity. Nasimiyu's hand is warm and real; it feels like little gravity.

Nera (confessional, quieter): "I want to be free enough to be able to change my mind." I want to go to sleep under a new sky every year."

Nasimiyu (shakes her head): "You can change your mind and be married." You can be restless in an inside household, which makes room for restlessness. The question is do you really want someone who will punish restlessness by guilt, or do you want to draw it into conversation?"

calling rooster; boat horn in the distance; children playing tag. Nera strikes the beat of a man who wants songs to keep interesting.

Nera (sud terroring): What if marriage were a contract to make something interesting together? Not a box but a workshop?”

Nasimiyu (smiles then serious): "Then you would be promising labour." That’s the real commitment. Do you want to put on the work to keep life from being a museum piece of some past you?"

He stares at water. He thinks of storms and the appetite of the sea. Marriage has always appeared like a drab uniform, but he is able to think of another fabric. Being a partner to someone industrious at love - some who sees love as craft - stings and comforts him. He puts his guitar carefully down and stands up preparing to practice constancy.

He walks with Nasimiyu towards the lamp, joins the kids at the edge of the canoe, and they make a small boat out of palm fronds - an exercise in constructing something that might survive a small wave.
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Scene 6—The Promise & The Door
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Stage action: it is getting dark; the house on the island is brightly lit by oil lamps from the interior. A mother puts a small bowl with five pebbles on the low table - one for each son. A hush falls when it is a decision for a family to take stock. Dogs yelp for a second and then settle. City lights twinkle on the horizon like distant stars.

"Come," simply says the mother to no one audible but to the ritual itself. She lifts the bowl. Palms shape around the pebbles, like they were holding little beats of a heart. "To-night, we are commemorating what we said and did not say."

The sons are not entirely present physically. The island doesn't make any physical need for them to call them in. Nairobi, Mombasa, Kisumu, Nakuru thread communications back by letter, messages, the occasional late night visit. The mother utters aloud their virtues and evasions. The air is fuggy with the taste of salt and the metallic tang of the taste of truth, long bottled. Tonight's promises are near weight because the mother knows what kind of covenant was struck when boys were taught to hold their environments as significant based on their self-preservation rather than on their surrender to the world.

Mother (soft, steady): "We have taught you to keep yourself." We taught you how to be clever just because men were cruel. But if cleverness is not in repair of it you will make a habit of leaving.

Toby (voice from the distance, coming through the phone speaker on the table): "Mama, I-

Mother (cuts gently): "No speeches." We listen. Tell us one thing you will not do differently if any.

Toby (hesitant): "I will not write so much and show more." I will not hide behind nouns.”

Sam (on the line, memorized): "These are the things I will answer to avoid; Even if I am silent I will not let silence protect me. I will be present even if that presence is clumsy."

Yusuf (a slight laugh, guilty): "I will quit taking stories from the cost of people." I will be chosen on purpose.”

John (soft): "I will no longer plan perfect selves, and just be the imperfect man that I am."

Nera (quiet, from the shore): "I will try to make the small things, meaningful; and" I will no more romanticize novelty as an excuse."

Each voice is different; each one careful like the man who stepped into a room which he might once have run away from. Listens with her scenario carved by moonlight. She knows promises are not miracles, they are contracts that demand daily hard work. She imposes one ruling: one practical and within a month's time for each promise. No platitudes, no poetry - something to measure. A call, a visit, a roof that is repaired, a promise that's been logged.

Mother (firm): "Words console; work provides." Bring me proof, not promises.”

the buzzing of a phone. A message comes from Atemo - "I will attend the island meeting." The mother's eyes soften but remain stern looking. An undertow of expectation opens, leads politely written.

The men wind up and the island sighs. The mother repeats the names, but with a different cadence - less plea, more instruction. The air has a quality of being a threshold. Nothing the slam of a door will sound like a theater tragedy, instead a little domestic sound that will mark the inaugural test to be made: closing of a letter, lock turning at end of day, not getting swayed. These are the doors men do daily have to learn to open and shut.

Mother (to all, voice like a bell): "This is no demand for Saints," Mother This is an ask for attendance. You have been applauded for liberty today be famed for fidelity. Red where 'No ourselves life rather disappointment you and you still keep what is important.'"

Toby (ashamed, honest): "I was afraid of being normal". I thought ordinariness is becoming dead to my craft."

"Ordinary", "is not death Mother (sharp, tender): "The ordinary is not death. Ordinary is the soil which bones and books grow out of. Do not exchange your harvest for the exhilaration of the wind.

light is reduced to the bowl of pebbles. Each pebble glints as if it were waiting for a hand to plan its meaning out. The scene doesn't end with an exit, but rather with a litany of tasks-a roof needs mending, a promise to be returned, a call needs to be made. They come off the altar not slamming with theatricality but with homework; that kind of ordinary things that will measure if a man has indeed changed.
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EPISODE 2—The Covenant
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Scene 1 Contact Anxiety about Commitment
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Night is sitting gently over the island, the kind of soft darkness that feels woven, instead of fallen. The mother's compound is illuminated by two lanterns - one by the doorway and one hanging on a low branch and cast an amber crown over the yard. The breeze moves like someone pacing and is not restless, just thinking.

The gathering of the five sons is done in spirit and not in body as with the family called with intent. Toby's voice goes first through a speaker phone on the mother's stool. Sam's low breath is from Mombasa, Yusuf's laughter cuts through from Kisumu, John's nervous greeting is from Nakuru, Nera stands just outside the threshold feigning that he only came for the breeze.

Mother (settling the bowl full of pebbles again, voice precise):My sons, eat well and wear exquisite garb and thrive in cities and towns." You are not boys anymore. You are men with houses, incomes and reputations. But your hearts...”

(She lifts one pebble.)

"Your hearts are like tenants, and not like owners."

Toby (clears throat from the capital of Kenya):Ownership is complicated, Mama. Commitment is - a long corridor. And sometimes I don't know what's there in the end.

Mother (gently amused):“At the end? A woman who loves you and wants you to be there," A life. A rhythm.”

Toby:"for I promise" and "because the promise is a cage What if she wants me to be the same as I always was? What if committing means doing perfection until i collapse?"

Mother:"One thinks dedication requires perfection?" Commitment requires being present without performing.

mother pours a little water outside (symbolism of cleansing). Nera changes his mind, with his arms folded, rebuffing that it is too warm for the night.

Sam (voice smooth but far off):“I have the same fear. Not of being caged . . . but of failing. If I commit, the weight comes to be real. I’m good when stakes are low. But if a woman is dependent on me - I feel I'm standing on a tall building with no rail."

Mother:“Fear is not a prophecy, Sam. It’s a sensation. It is impossible to outrun feeling by avoiding life.

Sam (soft laugh):“That’s rich, Mama. You say that like as fear looks upon logic."

Mother:Fear hearkens only when you cry louder than she." You are wealthy men and you are courageously poor. That imbalance troubles me.”

Yusuf slaps a lighter somewhere in the distance; the light spark is audible through the phone. The mother's eyes become small when she hears it, but he does not see.

Yusuf:Mama listen, some of us grew up learning love is for a little while. Girls left, we left, people changed cities like they were seasons. "Why should I commit myself to something the world treats as loose change?"

Mother:"Because not everything which is not permanent, is worthless." Commitment is not a gamble, commitment is cultivation. Your fear of being wrong blinds you to being right.

Yusuf:“Cultivation is planting. Fine. But what if the soil dries? What if the love fades? What if in a day or so, she wakes and looks at me with boredom? And what if I ruin her life because I stick when I'm not right for her?"

Mother (smiling comprehending):“Ah. So this is not about her. It's about you not trusting yourself.

A beat. All sons fall quiet.

John (slow, gentle, voice broken):Unlike one of the men, John, who is a parent, "I don't commit because I don't want to disappoint anyone." I keep telling Chebet 'soon' because I am afraid, if I marry her and fail, she will look at me like I ruined the destiny of her.

Mother:"You ruin her destiny more by delaying her present,

John (painfully honest):“I know.”

Nera comes to a full stop inside the doorway no longer pretending anymore.

Nera (youthful voice but carved with truth):Commitment is not scary because of women." It’s scary because of us. Because one 'yes' turns into a series of follow ups: give, come, help, listen, stay. And all of a sudden everything I love, like freedom, spontaneity, have to fit into someone else's calendar."

Mother (nods, deeply knowing):“Yes. Commitment involves surrender. The one currency men hate to spend."

Nera rubs his chest, as if the truth found a reedy already tender.

Mother, with finality:"But hear me, my sons, commitment is only and always felt like surrender when you choose the wrong person-or you have not properly chosen yourself first. Anxiety cannot be an excuse. It must be a diagnosis. And diagnoses require treatment.

She puts the final pebble down and folds her hands. The lantern is flickering like witness adjusting his seat.

Mother (soft, resonant):"Were commitment easy, no one would be unfaithful." The fact that you are fearful of it is something that means you take it seriously. That is the beginning. But beginnings entail steps."

The line hangs like incense - sweet, stinging, unforgettable.
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Scene 2—The Oath Tested
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Lights fill the mother's yard like an old photograph. The bowl of the pebbles are on center stage; each one of the stones takes in the light and sends it back to you, like a small promise. A breeze kicks in and the phone speaker on the stool crackles with other, faraway, city sounds - the rustle of Nairobi, the sway of the palms on Mombasa and the hum of Kisumu night life. The men have been truthful as men can be when asked directly. Now the mother wants details. Vague vows cannot make a life to stand. She wants detail, and detail terrifies them much more than the idea of love itself.

"Give me one thing" she says plainly, and leans forward so that the phone captures her gesture. “Not a poem. One action that I shall see within thirty days is one youtube that I will work on your fear.

Stage direction: Nera jumps on his feet; Toby inhales and closes his eyes as if counting down for some kind of courage meter. Sam clenches his jaw; Yusuf smiles with a part of the confession, part deflected. John takes in a breath like he is willing to climb out of himself.

Toby (voice first, softer than sea): "I will come home. I will stay a full week. I will do nothing but allow myself to be there - no meetings, no readings, no excuses. I will sit at the table and be responsible for my time."

Mother (leaning back and measured): "That is specific." Are you going to bring Atemo to eat with us too? Will you have her in the week as a part of your proof?"

Says Toby (a beat—longer than heartbeat): Yes. If she will accept.”

Such admission lands as a coin dropped into a well. Its weight registers on the mother's eyes. A week on an island is a temporal unit as well as a crucible; the little things of everyday life: sweeping the porch, helping to get water, etc., will tell us whether his sojourn is a cameo or a conversion. For a man who's loved in margins - a week's a measure heavy enough to be telling.

Sam (low, precise): "I'm going to attend Zaria's community meeting." I will not excuse myself on the basis of work. I will sit and listen, and volunteer for 3 Saturdays at the clinic. I will project myself where I am useful."

Mother: "Useful is a different thing from present."

Sam (soft laugh, shamefaced): "Then I will sit after the clinic and talk for twenty minutes on something real." You can record it. Proof is the friend of accountability."

Yusuf flicks the lighter once more - nervous habit - then snaps it shut. His voice comes in like a man investing words in words.

Yusuf (smiling ruefully): "I will return Imani's book - unread, if she indeed insists - and I will give a charity reading I will read from hers and hers only." My nights I will not speak of, I will create room for her voice all alone."

Imani (off speaker, quiet but firm): "You will show her respect by making her larger rather than using her for the sake of your amusement."

Yusuf (acknowledging): “Agreed. The reading will be public. I will invite people that matter - publishers, critics - so my platform is used, not abused.

In Yusuf, who trades in fantasies of admiration, making a platform into an experience of service is an expense of ego. He takes the levy-which is an admission that sometimes the price of his gifts must be paid in restitution. He knows that this is going to sting because it makes the spotlight a tool, not a stage. It is a small, practical humiliation which might work as repair.

John (voice tentative, like one walking on hollow boards): "I will stop saying 'soon' to Chebet." I will set a date for proposing or making a decision within forty days. If I cannot go with marriage, I will have a plan honourable and dignified. No evasions.”

Chebet (soft intake from wherever she listens): "Promise me dignity." I don't need a ring. I need clarity.”

John (small laugh, bitterly brave): "Dignity." I have hoarded it poorly. I will try.”

The mother nods, making little notes in a dilapidated notebook. She is one magistrate of minor actions. She knows the difference between intention and action because she has repaired too many torn hems not to be fooled by clever stitches.

Mother (to all): "promises are skinny things without any fur". You give me actions and I will give you the grace of trust."

Nera (loud, youthful, honest): "I'm going to stop with all this romanticizing of leaving as a form of adventure." I will buy a corner of land on the island and build something useful on it, a library, a workshop, something that Nasimiyu and the children can use. I "will have here [in the sedentary life] physical establishment for six months at least."

Nasimiyu [voice catching]: "That would be a miracle."

Nera (light, but steel underneath): "I will make a plan and show you receipts." Niet laste mi charmen / is de monna waxat (not my charms but my presence will permit me to plead)

Phones buzzing confirmation texts, mother waits until beep dies out before speaking again.

Mother (firm, tender): "You shall make these small things public." Private promises are easy to keep - and easy to break. Publish them- So your friends know- so your networks hold you accountable. Then we will come back after thirty days and check what you did. Not for punishment, but for flourishing."

Toby (quiet resolve): "I'll take Atemo with me. I will wake and sweep. I will cook if I must.”

Imani (soft, perhaps ironic): "And I will read in a room where I am the only one to talk."

Sam (short, clean): "I will be there and I will be talking."

John (measured): "I will set a date to do it."

Nera (grinning despite himself): "And I will buy some ground."

The mother closes her notebook. The evening rhythm is identical to the slowness of the mechanical certainty of accountability. The pebble bowl reads less like a relic and more like a checklist. The island night sinks around them like patient teacher. The men have exchanged high-sounding excuses for realizable deeds. The proof will be in the small work - the week of breakfasts, the three Saturdays, the reading, the date, the deed purchased. They hang up with a motley of fear and relief - fear by virtue of promises now having weight; relief by virtue of weight being a form of honesty.

Mother (final, a stitch of humor in her voice): "Remember, boys: Change is not the work of grand gestures, it is the work of habit." Do the small things.”

Lights dim to blue as the call ends and mother is left alone with the pebble bowl and a watchful moon. The scene closes on the mother humming the old tune, a little stricter now, a little more hopeful - the covenant tested, the ledger opened. The play does not progress on the basis of proclamations but receipts and returned books and dates circled out in calendars. That is the measure of men that choose to try marriage as practice and not as prize.
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SCENE 3—The Market Warnings
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The market in Mfangano throbbed in the rhythm that was older than politics and money and even regret. Smoke was rising from fish grills like prayers. Children frisked in between stalls with tiny dreams in their bags. Old women sat on crates, juggling produce and opinions equally easily. The sun angled itself so that dust became gold, and the day seemed as one for confession.

Nera walked among the stalls with the careless grace of a young man who knew that he was loved by the island. His leather sandals were expensive, the sort that tourists buy to approximate to the authenticity of the island. His shirt was soft linen, which was imported from a Nairobi boutique, and not locally made to measure. His confidence was casual but definitely wealthy. Children ran toward him, and taking two at a time, spun them round until they squealed.

Old Woman 1 (pointing with a chili pepper, Voice loud, amused):"There is he—the boy promising to always like one handing out flyers."

Nera (laughs):"I only promised you one forever, Shosho."

Old Woman 2 (raising one brow):"Eh. That's one too many if you do not mean it."

The crowd laughs; some of the fishermen taunt him openly. Nera smiles, accepting both the admiration and the indictment.

As he passed the fruit stand Sam's voice buzzed through his phone. Nera had answered with the ease of men who never have to worry about running out of airtime.

Sam (steady, background seagulls audible):"This sounds like a man in trouble."

Nera (grinning):"I always sound like that. Comes with being charming."

Sam:"No. Troublesome, not charming."

Nera (mock gasp):"Same thing."

They laughed, but the laughter of Nera sounded like a laughing crack with varnish on it. Fear of monotony nibbled at him quietly: the notion that love made life monotonous, adventure made it grey, the fun sucked out of it until every morning was porridge. He had seen men become predictable, settle down into schedules, forget how to spark. It terrified him more than a heart break.

Nera stops in front of a stall of brightly colored losos, touching the designs with his fingers as women make a sound as if whispering behind their hands.

Woman Vendor (loudly to her friend, but Nera can hear):"He will marry one day when he gets tired of hopping like a grasshopper."

Friend (shaking head):"No, when a woman finds how to keep him entertained every year. Men like him die in silence when the days grow too - same."

Nera feigned that she did not hear but the words struck her like small truths.

He walked on until he got to the mango stall, where a very old lady, her skin creased as the shoreline, called him over, using a bent finger.

Oldest Woman (voice textured with prophetic tone):"Young man. You hate the sameness of days; don't you?"

Nera (startled, defensive):"What? No. I fear... large animals. And poverty. And "

Oldest Woman (cuts him with the authority):"You fear routine. Eh! Don't lie. Thy eyes are shifting like one who is not able to stand still in the same morning twice."

Nera laughed, but softly."I love unpredictability. It keeps life alive."

Oldest Woman (scoffs):"And it keeps your heart immature." Listen."

She holds his wrist lightly, the gesture being so unanticipated that indeed the market noise seemed to draw back.

Oldest Woman (quiet, potent):"Monotony is not death. It is a rhythm. Dance music + sexism : "Rhythm is not boring unless you refuse to dance."

Nera blinked, caught.

Oldest Woman continues:"You think that being married will make you chained. Hah! It might. But a good woman will chain you with a discipline but not with a boredom. The problem is not marriage. It is that you want an exciting day every day. You refuse to make excitement with your hands.

Nera (struck):"Excitement with my hands?"

Oldest Woman (taps his chest):"Yes, weave your own storms! Make the common wild by the way you touch it. Men like you think adventure is from the outside. That is the first lie of youth."

Nera opened his mouth to reply but could not think of any clever retort. The old woman looked after him with the assurance of one who has outlived three husbands and two dictators. She knew the anatomy of fear better than he knew of desire.

From phone, Sam said again, voice low:

"She's right, you know. Monotony isn't the enemy. It's the canvas."

Nera (shaking his head):If every day is the same, I succumb to forgetting who I am.

Sam (firm):If who you are depends upon chaos then you have no identity. Just motion."

Nera totally stopped walking. A fisherman laughed, and as he almost bumped against him.

Nera (slow, honest):"I just don't want a life where I get up and everything is predictable." Where I will know exactly how she'll smile, how breakfast will taste, how the day will go. That is like becoming a ghost."

Oldest Woman (final blow):"Then marry a person who surprises you. Not because she is as chaotic - but because she is growing. A woman in the process of growth can never give you the same morning twice."

The words came into him like warm arrows, disturbing old assumptions. He stared at the mangoes, feeling his pulse in his wrists. Maybe monotony is not a sentence? Maybe it is a script and it is possible to rewrite it. Maybe the real fear is not monotony - but the labour to make life interesting.

The old woman gave him a mango.

Take. Free. Sweet as a silent life."

Nera took it. And for the first time in years, it tempted a woman to be quiet.
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SCENE 4 – The Early Trick
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Evening settles on the island with the tranquility of one who has spent a long, honest life. Lanterns blink one by one down the thin paths tiny promise lit Children's laughter is floating in the air: soft yet insistent - here, childhood never complies with curfews. The smell of fish frying (tilapia in coconut oil) mixes in the late sunlight and nostalgia. The scene is intended to be soothing, but Nera has a restlessness edge against his ribs, something moving inside that won't lie still.

He stands by the wooden table under the mango tree, with the fresh dough spread out, as well as two cups and bowl of marinated fish. His linen shirt is folded to the elbows; his wristwatch gleams - an expensive and elegant piece of understated but worn-without-apology wealth. He is making Nasimiyu's dinner-but routine - cutting onions, turning fish, setting the table - causes a twitch in him. The simplicity threatens him more than some danger did ever.

Nasimiyu enters on soft steps, her dress noiseless on the darkening earth. She pauses to watch him, her arms crossed, a half smile on her lips.

Nasimiyu (teasing):  “You? In the kitchen? Are you ill or is this yet another charm trap you will forget tomorrow?

Nera (drama flare, hand on chest):  “I am a man of many surprises.”

Nasimiyu (laughs softly):  "No, you are a man who is afraid of being predictable."

Nera freezes - his smile dims, not in offense, but because she has struck the one nerve he didn't want touched.

Nera:  "Predictable things sound like a punishment."

Nasimiyu (getting nearer the table, smoothing the dough):  "Only if you think routines are cages is it punishment."

He puts the pan over the fire, the flame rises briefly.

I was growing up with men dying routinely. Wake. Fish. Drink. Sleep. Repeat. Their lives had faded like ink into water through the days."

Nasimiyu:  “That’s not routine. That’s resignation.”

Nera (shaking head, turns the fish):  “It all looks the same to me. Things repeating to the magic melts

Nasimiyu (soft, firm):  “Magic doesn’t melt. People just quit doing the work."

She moves next to him and adds some salt to the pan. Her presence calms the air—nothing demanding, nothing dramatic. Just two young adults, sufficiently wealthy to choose any life, standing over a fire like ancestors, making a meal. Nera feels the burden: this may be a life. This is the exact moment - the warmth, the closeness, the work together - that terrifies him.Because if he loves it, he may necessarily keep loving it every day. And that repetition, that commitment, that familiarity, that's like one mountain where he doesn't have a map.

Nasimiyu (gets closer, lowers her voice):  You think love becomes boring? It doesn’t. People become lazy.”

Nera:  “What if I become lazy? What if the thrill dies? What if one day I wake up and all this - he makes a gesture to the table, to the food, to the domestic scene - it means nothing?"

Nasimiyu:  “Then we sweep together.”

Nera stopping, loud sizzling of the fish. He staring at her in the simplicity. “Sweep together.” Two words that threaten to destroy a lifetime of excuses.

Nera (quiet, almost whispering):  The question that always comes up for me is, "What if I fail at being constant?"

Nasimiyu (smiles warmly):  “Then fail beautifully. Fail honestly. But don’t run.”

He puts down the spatula.  You make it sound as though routine is . . . desirable.

Nasimiyu:  “Not desirable. Reliable.”

Nera (laughs lightly):  “I am the opposite of reliable.”

Nasimiyu:  “You can learn. You learned how to flirt. You learned how to charm. You learned how to lie very well. Why not learn how to stay?”

The words struck him as small stones - soft truthful projectiles, aimed at the precise parts he guards. She reaches over and dusts flour off his arm, a touch that is not in the least dramatic, and is full of familiarity. It is the sort of gesture that makes him feel more frightened than any declaration, since it serves as a suggestion of ownership - of his presence, not him.

Routine. Rhythm. Small gestures. Making this occur on a regular basis He has always run from the idea.But tonight, the domestic stage - two cups, fire, shared dough - feels less like cage and more like whispered invitation.

Nera moves closer to her, on purpose The sort of step a man takes when he chooses to push the limits of his own fear amongst

Nera (soft):  "What if loving you everyday makes me not be so special any more!"

Nasimiyu (leans her forehead to his):  “Then be ordinary with me. And extraordinary in ways other than that.

Nera:  “I don’t want to lose myself.”

Nasimiyu:  "Routine does not weaken personality; it is the personality that is strengthened by the routine."

The fire crackles up, the sky turns as dark as indigo, and Nera's a strange warmth rises within him, the curiosity that he's never let bloom. The idea that routine is not equivalent to death, but instead devotion.Maybe repetition is not erasure  .Maybe repetition is inscription.  Maybe the joy is not in the newness . . . maybe it is in choosing the same person again and again.

He lifts her hand to his lips.  “I fear monotony,” he admits.

She kisses his forehead.  “I fear dishonesty.”

It is a perfect balance - afraid of each other and stepping forward anyway.

They finish cooking together, silently. Nera puts the food on the table with gentleness he's not known for. As they sit, the lantern gets brighter, and lights up an version of him that's possible but fragile - a version that could have someone's name without wavering.
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SCENE 5—The Night Vow
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Night drapes the island like a soft shawl, full of stars. The compound of the mother shines faintly, but most of the island shuts down. The lake is a breathing body of something ancient. Crickets tune the air steadily in rhythm. It is the kind of night when the truth is closer than language.

The five sons - scouring the earth in Kenya - are once again tricked into the one invisible room. The mother is sitting by a small fire pit in her yard warming her palms. She has put the bowl of pebbles by her again, the stones of each shining in the starlight like tiny constellations she can hold. She knows her boys are listening, even miles away. She calls them in a voice that's soft but distinctly ceremonial.

Mother (quiet, resonant):  "This is the night of the second vow."

Nera sitting alone on the canoe by the shore with phone against his ear; Toby standing by his Nairobi window overlooking city lights; Sam leaning on his balcony rail in Mombasa; Yusuf sitting on a rooftop bar in Kisumu surrounded by untouched whisky; John on his knees by his bed in Nakuru, fingers so tight they are laced. Five men and one mother's voice as a binding of an old fabric re-stitched.

Mother continues, voice warm but deliberate:  "Today you feared monotony. So we're dealing with that fear tonight. Listen well."

The fire crackles lightly, as if warming between her words. She picks up one pebble, rolls
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