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"There are men whom the country cannot bury, even after it has buried them. The earth refuses them. The lake refuses them. They walk back out through the mouths of their mourners and live again as a name."


Mahari proverb (attributed)


"For every child born by a great water, who was told the lake had a memory, and grew up to find out it was true."
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In the lake country of the Republic of Mahari, when a boy refuses to die seven times, the people stop calling him by the name his mother gave him and begin to call him by the names the country gives him.

This is the story of Owiny Amoth Onyango: the second son of the man who almost became the first president of a young nation and the woman from Alego who held a household of five children together while her husband was placed under house arrest by the very government he had helped to build. Owiny is born on the seventh day of a year of locusts, in a mission hospital at the edge of the Great Lake, and the midwife who pulls him into the world tells his mother that this boy has come with something extra in his hands. The mother, who has buried two infants already, only says: Let him keep it, whatever it is.

The boy keeps it.

He grows up between two worlds: the Anglican mission school, where they want to baptise him with the name of a saint, and the homestead of his father Jaramogi, where the elders still know the songs that brought rain. At sixteen, his father puts him on a ship and sends him north, to a Germany still cut in half by a wall, where he is to study engineering in a language he does not yet speak. He learns Marx and welding in the same winter. He learns that loneliness has a temperature.

He builds a small factory making gas cylinders. He marries a schoolteacher named Ida who will, in the years to come, walk into more courtrooms than most lawyers. He raises four children. And then, in August of his thirty-seventh year, a group of young soldiers tries to overthrow the president, and the police come for Owiny in the cold hour before dawn, and the rest of his life becomes the answer to a question the regime keeps asking him in a basement: Will you confess?

He will not confess.

They begin to call him Agwambo, the one who cannot be predicted. They begin to call him Tinga, the tractor that will not stop. They begin to call him Nyundo, the hammer. They begin to call him Baba, father. He runs for the presidency. He loses. He runs again. He loses again. He is robbed of two elections that he won. He swears himself in at a great park in front of a million people while the government switches off the national television. He shakes hands with the man who stole his country from him because the country is on fire and somebody has to put it out.

And on a morning in his eighty-first year, in a quiet town by a different ocean, his great old heart finally puts down its work and stops. The country goes silent for a week. The lake, the elders say, rose a foot the night he died.

The Boy They Could Not Kill is a novel about a man, but it is also a novel about a country and about every country like it: every place where independence came easier than freedom, where mothers stood at prison gates with smuggled letters in their stockings, where a single old man with a hoarse voice could fill a stadium just by walking onto the grass. It asks the question every great nation has to answer: What do you do with the man who would not die for you, when you cannot quite bring yourself to let him win?
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The Lake Remembered Him
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The morning they buried Owiny Amoth Onyango, the wind that came off the Great Lake of Mahari arrived an hour earlier than it usually did and stayed a day longer than anyone had asked it to. The fishermen of Asembo would say afterward that the water had risen in the night by the height of a child, that their nets, left in the shallows because they had not had the heart to go out, were found in the morning twisted around the trunks of the eucalyptus trees fifty paces inland, as though the lake itself had walked up to fetch them. The old women in Bondo said this was no mystery; it was only the lake remembering. The lake had carried Owiny when he was a boy. The lake had hidden his father's canoes during the bad years. The lake had taken his elder son, his youngest son, his elder sister, and now it was taking him. A lake that has eaten so many of one family develops opinions. It develops a face.

The first plane in the country was the small white air ambulance that touched down at the military airbase just after seven in the morning. The body had been brought from the coast of a foreign country, a thousand miles east, where he had gone in his eighty-first year for treatment at a quiet clinic among coconut trees. The clinic had not been able to save him. The morning attendant who walked with him every day along the white-sand path said afterward, on a television channel that paid him too much for the interview, that the old man had been speaking to himself in a language the attendant did not know, Dholuo, the attendant supposed, and had paused at the place where the path curved around a frangipani tree and put one hand against the bark and smiled, as though he had remembered something he had been trying to remember for a long time, and then he had taken three more steps and his knees had bent and that had been all of it. No struggle, the attendant said. No pain in his face. Like he was sitting down.

By nine o'clock the news was on every radio and every phone in Mahari and in seventeen neighbouring countries. By ten o'clock the President had cancelled all government business for the day and ordered the flag of the republic to be flown at half-mast for thirty days. By eleven o'clock the markets had closed without anyone giving any instruction that they should. The matatu drivers of Nairagie, who never agreed on anything, agreed that the matatus would not run that day; they parked them in long obedient rows on the verges of the great road and sat on the bonnets and listened to the radios and did not speak to one another for a long time.

At the fish market of Kondele a woman who had been gutting tilapia put down her knife and walked out of the market without locking her stall, and her husband, who had been arguing with her about a debt all that week, ran after her with the till money in a paper bag and gave it to her and walked her home. At the Mahari Polytechnic in Eldama a lecturer in mechanical engineering had been halfway through a sentence about the second law of thermodynamics when his phone went and he stopped speaking and looked at it for a long time and then he said, Class is dismissed, and the students filed out without a sound and one of them, a boy from Karachuonyo whose grandfather had been in detention with Owiny, sat down on the stairs of the engineering block and wept like a child of six.

The cathedral in the capital, the old grey one near the city centre with the bell that had not been rung properly since the colonial governors left, was opened at noon. They rang the bell sixty-one times, once for every year since Owiny had first been put in a cell, and the sound of it reached as far as the parliament building. In the parliament building the Speaker, who had once called Owiny a traitor on the floor of the House and had later, in private and over whisky, called him the only man in this country I have ever truly been afraid of, asked all the members to stand and to observe a silence of one minute, and the silence went on for three because no one could quite bring himself to break it.

Throughout the day, all that day, the country could not put itself back together. People asked one another what they had been doing when they heard. They told one another. They told one another again. By the evening, when the body of Owiny Amoth Onyango, wrapped in the green flag of the lake people and laid in a coffin of polished mvule wood, was driven slowly through the centre of the capital in a glass-walled hearse with an escort of forty motorcycles, the streets had filled with such a quiet, dense, unmoving crowd that the procession, which was meant to take twenty minutes, took four hours. The people did not chant. They did not sing. They did not throw petals. They reached out their hands as the hearse went past and they touched the glass with their fingertips, and most of them were weeping, and a few of them were laughing in that way that grief has of resembling laughter when it has reached the back of the throat and is trying to be a song.

A woman in a green head-wrap, very old, almost too old to be standing, was helped to the front of the crowd by two grandchildren near the roundabout at Westlands. She had a photograph in her hand: a photograph of her son, in a school uniform, taken in 1990. She held the photograph up against the glass of the hearse as it passed, and the people around her, who had not known her, who would never know her, made a small space for her to do it, and one of the policemen on the motorcycle escort, a young man in his thirties with his helmet under his arm, stopped his bike on a small instinct and saluted the photograph. The woman nodded at him as though they had agreed about something a long time ago. The hearse moved on.

That night the body was brought to lie in state at the great stadium that bore the name of the man who had once tried to kill him. The stadium had been built in the era of the long-rule. Owiny himself, as a young man, had stood in that stadium and listened to songs about the wisdom of the leader with his fists tight in his pockets. Owiny himself, as an old man, had stood on its podium and accepted a national honour and had said, in a small dry voice that the microphone barely caught: This place. I never thought I would come here on my own legs.

It was in that stadium that they laid him now, on a catafalque draped in the green and the white and the red of the republic, beneath the floodlights, with a guard of honour from the navy at his head and a guard of honour from the army at his feet, and the people came. They came through the night. They came on foot from the bus terminals of Eastleigh. They came in wheelchairs. They came in the open trucks of farmers from the eastern province who had driven all night with the body of a slaughtered goat as a gift to leave at the foot of his coffin. The line outside the stadium reached the next neighbourhood by midnight and the neighbourhood after that by dawn.

The foreign journalists were a problem for the government. The President's people had not understood that you cannot put a lid on the death of such a man. They had not been in the cells in 1982. They had not heard the chants at the rallies in 2007. They had grown up watching Owiny on television, and they had thought, because that was where they had seen him, that he was a television man. They did not know that he had become, by the long slow work of forty years of suffering and resurrection, something other than a television man. He had become a holding for the country. He had become a thing the country had agreed, without ever quite saying so, to keep alive in order to be able to look at itself.

On the second day, the President came to the stadium himself. He stood at the foot of the catafalque for nine minutes. They timed it. His hands were behind his back and the knuckles were white. At the ninth minute the cameras caught him moving his lips slightly and the lip-readers of the foreign press said afterward that he had said: You won this one too, mzee. You won this one too.

On the third day they took the body to the lake. It was carried on a Hercules transport aircraft of the Mahari Air Force, the same air force whose young privates had once tried to overthrow a president and whose mishandling of that morning had cost Owiny six of the best years of his life. There was a certain symmetry in this that nobody quite mentioned. The plane landed at the small airstrip of Kisumu on the shore of the lake, and the hearse drove the seventy kilometres to Bondo at a walking pace because the road was lined the whole way with people who had walked from their villages to stand at the verge for a chance to see the small green flag of the coffin go by.

In Bondo the road climbed the small hill to the homestead of Kang'o ka Jaramogi. The hearse stopped at the gate. The pallbearers lifted the coffin and walked it slowly across the red earth toward the mausoleum, and as they walked, the most ancient of the elders rose from his seat and began to walk in front of the coffin, singing. The song he sang was in old Dholuo, and most of the young people there could not understand more than a few words. But the few words they understood were: Lake. Son. Return. We give you back. We give you back. We give you back.

They lowered him into the floor of the mausoleum at three minutes past four. His wife Ida placed in his hands a copy of a small worn book about gardens, taken from his bedside where he had kept it for forty years. She pressed it into his folded hands and bent and kissed his forehead through the glass of the coffin one last time and said, in a voice nobody but herself could hear: Go and find your mother. The mason laid the slab over the grave at sunset.

It was just after seven, when the dark had come down on the lake and the first stars had cleared the trees, that the old fisherman from Asembo came up the road from the water carrying his lamp. He stopped at the edge of the crowd. The lake, he said, has come up by the height of a child since this morning. I have measured it against the post on my landing. The lake is high tonight. The lake is high.

A child of perhaps seven, who did not understand, asked his mother why the water had come up, and his mother said: Because he has gone home. The water has come up to receive him. The water remembers him. The child considered this. Mama, he said at last, will the water remember me? The mother kissed the top of his head and said: Only if you give it something worth remembering, my heart. Then she took his hand and they walked back down the hill toward the matatus, which had begun, very gently, to start their engines, because the country, which had stopped for three days, had at last begun to ask itself whether it might consider trying to be the country again.

This is the story of what he gave it. This is the story of what he was given in return. This is the story of the boy they could not kill.
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The Year of Locusts
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He was born on the seventh day of the first month of a year in which the locusts came.

Later, when he was a man and the locusts were only a story his mother told to silence noisy children at supper, he would say that the locusts had nothing to do with him; that they had come because the rains had failed in the Horn the year before and the wind had carried them down across the equator on a route they had been carrying themselves down for ten thousand years; that to read the omen of a child in the appetite of an insect was the sort of thinking that had kept Mahari poor. But the old women of Alego, who had been there, and who had stood at the door of the little stone hospital at Maseno on the morning he was pulled out of his mother, did not accept that explanation. The old women of Alego said: "The locusts came because something was coming. The locusts always come because something is coming. We did not know what it was. Now we know."

The hospital was a small one. It had been built by the English missionaries some forty years before, of cut stone and corrugated iron, on a low rise above the railway line, and it served the villages on the eastern side of the great lake. There were two wards. There was one doctor, an Englishman with eczema. There was one African midwife of the Anglican Church, who had trained at Mengo in Uganda and who in her thirty years of receiving infants had received perhaps four thousand of them, of whom she could remember by name perhaps thirty. The boy was one of those thirty. She remembered him because of his hands.

"This boy," she said to his mother, who was lying on her side after a labour that had taken the whole of the previous night and most of the previous day, "this boy has come with something in his hands."

His mother, Mary Anyango, the daughter of a respected catechist of Alego, who had buried two infants in the three years previous to this one and who was at this moment more tired than she had ever been in her life, opened her eyes a little and looked at the bundle the midwife was holding out to her and said, in a voice that did not really belong to her any more, "Let him keep it, whatever it is."

The midwife laughed and unwrapped the small fierce face. She showed Mary Anyango the tiny hands. They were balled into fists, as the hands of all newborns are, but they were balled, the midwife said, "with intention." They were holding on to something. The midwife had never been able to open them. "Even when I washed him," she said, "they would not open."

Mary Anyango took her son from the midwife and laid him against the side of her neck and said, "Let me try." She put her thumb between the first finger and the second finger of his right hand and she pressed very gently. The hand opened like a small flower. There was nothing in it. The hand closed again immediately around her thumb and held it with a force that astonished her.

"You see?" she said to the midwife.

The midwife smiled. "I see," she said. But what she meant by "I see" was not the same thing that Mary Anyango had meant.

The boy's father arrived in the late afternoon. He came in on the train from Kisumu, where he had been on a matter of party business, dressed in the dark suit he wore for such matters, with a fedora set back on his great square head. He was a man of forty at this time. His name was Jaramogi Onyango Owino, and he was already, at forty, one of the half-dozen most consequential men in the colony: though the colonial authorities did not yet entirely understand this and were preparing him a number of intricate humiliations over the years to come, which he would survive and which would harden him into the thing that would, ten years later, become the first vice-president of a free Mahari and then, three years after that, the founder of the first opposition party of a free Mahari, and then, the year after that, a prisoner under his own former comrades, and so on through all the strange weather of an African public life.

But on the afternoon of this particular January day in the year of locusts he was only the father of a new boy, and he came up the steps of the mission hospital with the fedora in his hand and asked for his wife. The midwife took him to the ward. He looked at the boy for a long time without speaking. Then he laughed, that great loud unrespectable laugh of his that the colonial governors hated and the people of the lake loved, and he said:

"This one is going to give us trouble."

Mary Anyango, who knew her husband, only said:

"Then he is your son."

* * *
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There was a difficulty about the baptism.

The thing was that Jaramogi did not want any Christian name on his son. He had refused Christian names for the two boys before him, and the two had died as infants: though there is no record that Jaramogi connected those events in his mind in that way. He was not a superstitious man, in the small sense of the word. He was an immensely superstitious man in the large sense. He believed that a name was the first thing the world taught a child about who the child was, and he believed that the name should be the name of the ancestors. "Why," he asked his wife when they had this conversation, "why should my son be called by the name of an Englishman? Why should he be called by the name of a Jew who died of a Roman execution two thousand years ago in a country my son will never see? Has he eaten the food of these people? Has he slept on their mats? Has he heard their songs? The name of a man is the song of his people. My son will be named by his people."

Mary Anyango, who was herself a devout Anglican and the daughter of a catechist of long service to the church, did not agree with him. But she had agreed to marry him, and she had agreed to bear his children, and she did not see, in this particular argument, any field on which she could expect to defeat him. She did say, mildly:

"The priest will not baptise him if you do not give him a Christian name."

"Then the priest will not baptise him," Jaramogi said. "He will be a good son of his fathers. He does not need water poured over his head by a man in a black skirt to be that."

Mary Anyango wrote a letter, in her steady catechist's hand, to the Anglican father at the cathedral at Maseno, and she explained the situation. She explained it in a manner so respectful and so reasonable that the priest, after reading the letter twice, sat down and wrote a reply in which he offered a compromise. The compromise was this: the children, for there were two by this point, the elder boy who had not died, and now the new one, could be baptised under their African names, but they would have to be given Christian names too, names that the church recognised, names that would be entered into the baptismal register at the cathedral and from there forwarded to Canterbury. The names did not have to be used in daily life. They only had to exist on the page.

Jaramogi read this letter, sitting in the long shade of the verandah of his house at Bondo, with a glass of water at his elbow and a stack of newspapers under his fedora on the small table, and he laughed.

"Then there will be no baptism," he said.

But Mary Anyango said: "There will be a baptism. We will go to the church on the date we have agreed. You will give him his African name in front of the priest. The priest, if he is a wise priest, will not ask. If he asks, we will answer him truthfully. And the boy will live whatever life he lives, baptised or not."

What happened at the church on the day of the baptism is something the family told different ways for fifty years afterward, and I cannot give you the version that is true; I can only give you the version that is most often told. The version most often told is this:

The priest had laid out the surplice and the water and the candle and the white shawl and the small silver cross on its chain. The boy was in his mother's arms. The elder boy stood beside the mother. Jaramogi stood a little apart, in his fedora, with his hands clasped behind his back as though he were already at the parliament he had not yet entered. There were three or four other families in the church for their own baptisms that morning. The priest read out the names: for the elder boy, an African name and the name "Andrew." For the new boy, an African name and the name "Peter."

Jaramogi cleared his throat.

The priest looked up.

"Father," Jaramogi said, and he used the word in the older Mahari sense, the sense of respect for an elder, not the church sense of address to a priest, "I have not agreed to those names."

The priest, who knew about Jaramogi by reputation and had been warned by the bishop to be patient with him, set down his book.

"Mr Onyango," the priest said, "we cannot baptise the child without a baptismal name. This is the rule of the church."

"Then," Jaramogi said, "the boy can wait. The boy is one month old. He has many decades to come into the church if he chooses. He does not need to come today, on a name that is not his."

The priest looked at the boy. He looked at the mother. He looked at the elder boy, who was looking up at the ceiling with the round wide attention of small children. He looked at Jaramogi.

"Mr Onyango," the priest said, "what name do you wish for your son?"

"His name," said Jaramogi, "is Owiny Amoth Onyango."

"Owiny," the priest repeated, "Amoth, Onyango."

"That is correct."

The priest closed his book.

"I will baptise him," he said, "with the name Owiny Amoth Onyango. May the Lord forgive me and may the bishop never know."

He poured the water and he said the words and he made the sign of the cross, and the boy, who had been silent throughout, began at the cross to cry, not the high cry of a baby in fear but the slow furious cry of a baby in indignation, and the priest looked at Jaramogi over the head of the crying boy and said:

"He is a son of his fathers, this one. Take him home and feed him."

Mary Anyango, in the years after, would tell her son this story whenever he asked her where his name had come from. She would tell him that the priest had blessed him not with the name of the man who denied Christ in the garden but with the name of his own grandfathers, and that this had been a gift from God, given through a priest who had been wise enough to see that God was bigger than the rule.

When Owiny was nine he asked his mother whether the priest had been punished by the bishop for what he had done.

Mary Anyango thought about it for a moment.

"No," she said. "The bishop made him a bishop himself, two years later. God works in His own way."

And then she laughed and went back to her cooking.

* * *
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The boy grew the way children of the lake grow.

He was tall early. He was thin. He had his father's head: square, very large for his shoulders, with a wide forehead that the women of the family said he would grow into and the men of the family said he had already grown into. He had his mother's eyes: long, brown, very patient. He did not speak much in his first three years. The grandmothers worried. The grandmothers, who were already deep into their conversion of every other child in the homestead into a competing prodigy, told Mary Anyango that something was wrong with the boy. He sat too still. He watched too much. He did not babble. He did not point. He did not laugh at the things the other children laughed at; he laughed at things they did not understand. He would sit on the verandah at sunset and look out toward the lake, and he would laugh, all alone, as though somebody had told him a joke. The grandmothers warned that he was being addressed by the ancestors and that one had to be careful about a child who was being addressed by the ancestors at the age of two.

Then in his fourth year he began to talk, and once he had begun, he did not stop for the rest of his life.

He talked at meals. He talked between meals. He talked through the radio broadcasts of the BBC Africa Service to which his father listened in the evenings. He talked through the political meetings his father held on the verandah. He asked questions of everyone. Most of the questions were "why." "Why is the priest's hat round? Why does the train have wheels? Why does my grandmother cough at night? Why is the lake big? Why is my elder brother called Andrew at church and Omuoda at home? Why does Father not work for the government like Uncle William? Why does the white man have a separate hospital? Why does the white man's hospital cure white people of things that kill our people? Why is my mother tired? Why am I called Owiny?"

The last question he asked his mother and not his father. His mother thought about it for a while. Then she said:

"Owiny was the name of my own grandfather. He was a brave man. He killed a leopard with a spear when he was twenty. He lived to be ninety-two. He was a man of peace, but he did not let himself be eaten. That is why we have given his name to you."

"Why did you give me his name?" the boy said. "And not to my elder brother?"

"Because your elder brother came at a time when we needed a peaceful name. You came at a time when we needed the name of a man who would not be eaten."

The boy considered this. He was four years old. He said, with the great seriousness of small children:

"I will not be eaten, Mama."

His mother smiled at him.

"Good," she said. "I am very pleased to hear it."

She did not know, neither of them knew, that this was a promise the boy would be required, by the country, to keep many more times than was reasonable.

* * *
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In the year that Owiny was six, his father stood for the colonial Legislative Council and was elected. This caused a great deal of trouble. The colonial governor, a man with a thin moustache and a habit of treating educated Africans as though they were waiters who had wandered into the dining room, called Jaramogi to Government House and warned him that if he intended to use the council as a platform for inflammatory speech-making he would find his career a short one. Jaramogi listened politely and then made an inflammatory speech in the council two weeks later. The governor banned the publication of the speech. Jaramogi printed it himself, on a small press he had bought from a Goan trader at Kisumu, and distributed it in the markets. The market women hid copies of the speech in their baskets of fish. The fish were sold all up and down the lake. The speech was read aloud in the dukas of Kondele and Nyalenda and Migosi. The governor sent the police to confiscate copies of the speech, but the police, being mostly of the lake themselves, sometimes confiscated the speech with one hand and folded a copy into their breast pocket with the other.

In the year that Owiny was seven, his father became one of the founders of a political movement that the colonial authorities described in their internal reports as "seditious." In the year that Owiny was eight, the governor declared a state of emergency in another part of the country to deal with another, more violent movement, and during that emergency some of the political men of the lake were put under restriction. Owiny's father was one of them. He was forbidden to travel outside a radius of twenty miles from his home in Bondo. He was forbidden to make public speeches. He was forbidden to publish.

For a year, Jaramogi obeyed.

That year, Owiny saw his father, for the first time, in the position that was to become so familiar to his son in his own life: a great man penned into a small geography, walking the verandah of his own house with his hands clasped behind his back, looking out across the lake, thinking.

Owiny watched him.

One evening, when the sun was going down behind the hills of Uganda across the water and the lake had turned the colour of beaten copper, Owiny went out onto the verandah and stood beside his father. He was eight years old. He was nearly tall enough, at eight, to put his hand on his father's elbow without standing on his toes. He looked up at his father's profile against the last of the light. He did not know how to ask the question he wanted to ask.

Finally his father, without looking down, said:

"What is it, my son?"

"Father," Owiny said. "Are you a prisoner?"

His father thought about it for a long time. The light on the lake was almost gone. Somewhere, very far away, a fish jumped.

"I am a prisoner," his father said at last, "in a country that does not yet know it is a prison. When the country knows it is a prison, my son, then I will not be a prisoner any more, because the country will be free."

Owiny did not entirely understand what his father had said. But he kept it. He kept it the way the midwife had said he kept things, in those small clenched hands she could not open.

When he was a man, in a cell with water up to his knees and the cold of a Mahari August coming into his bones, he would remember that sentence. He would remember the lake the colour of beaten copper. He would remember the great square head of his father against the last of the light. And he would say to himself, very quietly, in the dark:

"The country is the prison. I am only inside it. When the country is free, I will be free. Stand up. Stand up. Stand up."

And he would.

* * *
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Chapter Three
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The Boy Who Asked Why
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The school at Kisumu Union was a long whitewashed building with a tin roof that boomed in the rain and a hibiscus hedge that the gardener could never persuade to grow in a straight line.

Owiny went there from the age of seven. He was sent there because his father, who had been to mission school himself and who had no illusions about the colonial syllabus, believed that the children of the lake had to know everything the colonials thought they knew if they were one day to take the country back. "Learn their language," his father said, "so that one day you can argue with them in it. Learn their mathematics. Learn their history. Learn their God. Then learn ours, on top of all that. They have given us four hours of school a day. They are training us to be clerks. We will use what they have given us and be something else."

Owiny, at seven, did not yet know what a clerk was, but he understood that he was not to become one. He understood that he was to become whatever it was his father had not been allowed to become.

He was a difficult pupil. He was difficult in the particular way that intelligent children of strong-willed parents are difficult: not by laziness, not by dullness, not by mischief, but by a slow patient unwillingness to accept anything an adult told him without being shown the proof. He wanted to know why. He had always wanted to know why; he wanted to know why now in school, and in school it was a kind of insult.

When the Englishwoman who taught the lower grades, a tall thin person named Miss Allen who wore the same grey cardigan in every season and was kinder than she allowed herself to be seen to be, told the class that the equator passed through Mahari and not through England because England was farther from the sun, Owiny put up his hand and asked, "Why is England farther from the sun?" Miss Allen explained that the earth tilted on its axis and that the northern parts were farther from the sun for half the year. Owiny put up his hand again and asked, "Why does the earth tilt? Did someone push it?" Miss Allen, who had not been trained to teach planetary mechanics to seven-year-olds, said, "That is a question for older boys, Owiny. We shall come to it later." Owiny put up his hand and asked, "When will we come to it?" Miss Allen said, "Owiny, please put your hand down." Owiny said, "But why, Miss Allen?"

Miss Allen kept him after class.

She did not punish him. She had not been a teacher long enough to have decided yet which of her instincts she would follow. She sat him on the chair beside her desk and she looked at him for a moment in the late afternoon sun coming through the louvre windows, and she said, "Owiny, you must
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