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The story is so beautifully told that it constantly keeps you on edge. The author portrays tragedy vividly, making the reader transcend into a deep emotional trance. Merely stating that the book is excellent would be a gross understatement. It surpasses all expectations with a unique flare of a narration style that flows seamlessly. It is a must-read. 

Mary Wanja
English Literature Teacher
This novel is one of its kind as the author portrays a soulful story with words that profoundly touch the reader’s heart. The narration is so powerful that almost anyone can resonate with the concepts presented. The simple yet elegant style poised with smidgens of complexity gives the book a wide range of audiences. Ultimately, all aspects of the text are copacetic. 

Collins Kaumbuthu
Law Student
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To all the innocent girls whose lives were cut short early
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ROSE TERRI’S HOME WAS A few ridges away from Eliza’s, her cousin. The four-year-old Eliza could never tell the number of kilometres between the two homes. Walking to Rose Terri’s house with her mother, Betty Isaka, was fun. Rose Terri, the firstborn of her six siblings, had never known a better place to call home besides the simple three-bedroom semi-permanent house. Standing two hundred metres from St Stephen’s Catholic Mission, the structure was nothing close to the near-perfect girl. It was as if the church was an extension of Rose Terri’s family house, and none of her family members seemed to set the boundary. The old Mission was part of their home. When the children came home to find their parents away, they would immediately rush to the old church, only to find their parents in prayer.

Rose Terri’s parents hardly missed a church service. The mighty church bell would ring every morning and evening, and the neighbourhood would come to life as believers thronged the church in their hundreds. Greg’s family was always the first to show up at the church. At a very tender age, Rose Terri understood her dad, Greg, well, and by and by, she became a committed Christian in her own right. Her father was ready to punish any of his children who would violate this old family practice. 

Greg’s wife, Adriana, was brought up by a fanatic Catholic dad. She, therefore, enforced this family practice to the letter. However, Adriana was not as staunch a believer as her husband. Sometimes, Rose Terri thought her mother was an unwilling follower. 

As an adolescent, Rose Terri would play hide-and-seek with her siblings at the Mission compound. The children would not miss a day during the holidays to play before sundown at the Mission. They would hide in the flower bushes behind Mother Frances’s house. Tired and worn out, they would pick flowers and pin them in their hair. Mother Frances seemed not to mind the noise outside, and whenever she was around, she would welcome the little ones into her beautiful, spacious house for tea and biscuits. “Thank you, Mother,” the children would say as they woke to leave. Mother Frances would walk them outside and wave them goodbye. 

They would then laugh at the top of their voices as they ran down the narrow road to their home. In the morning, the family never required an alarm clock to wake. The mighty church bell woke the neighbourhood. It was also a mark of dinner time, after which Greg led his entire family in reciting the rosary inside the living room. 

Everyone dreaded the towering bell because it was rumoured to have crushed a man to a pulp many years ago. None of the children dared to go near it, and they would look at it from far. From Rose Terri’s simple home, one would see the priests and nuns drive back and forth. They could even see the smoke from Mother Frances’s chimney as she warmed water and cooked meals for the missionaries. Right within the mission, the boys’ secondary school noise was deafening, especially during evening games. At times, the children would cheer for the volleyball match whenever there was a friendly match or a competition from neighbouring schools.

At the far side of the house was the Mission cemetery where tombstones of fallen missionaries and the faithful stood. As Greg’s children walked past the graveyard, they would suddenly become afraid, imagining that the dead would come to life. Rose Terri remembered the middle-aged man who would bury his stillborn every year in shallow graves right at the cemetery entrance. She recalled the old woman who had died a week before being carried on a stretcher by her two sons. They had entered the graveyard and dropped her into a deep hole, shoving the red soil back. That night, she did not sleep a bit. Memories of her mother’s lady friend who had died of cancer a month before came rushing back again. Gripped with fear, she held her finger across her lips and whispered, “Shih! Shih!” A long silence always followed this as the children joined hands, running to their home as fast as possible. 
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OVERGROWN TREES OF ALL TYPES and sizes surrounded the small structure in Sunset Village. Close by, three little children played the jump rope game. Two brown cows grazed on the fields nearby, raising their heads occasionally as if they were sharing in the children’s fun. Some chickens were in their coops incubating eggs, while others laid eggs at the far corner of the compound under the family granary. Behind the house, five or so goats fed on sweet potato leaves as their kids jumped up and down, oblivious to what was happening around them. Rose Terri had visited the usually quiet homestead in Sunset Village, making the day memorable for Eliza.  

Mrs Betty Isaka was a young woman approaching her thirties. She was of short stature and always wore her hair down straight, signifying her conservative nature. Betty was the quintessence of motherhood. Most of her actions were motivated by cultural norms and practices that demanded ultimate obedience. Her children knew crossing Betty would earn them two or three strokes of the cane. Even so, Betty had a soft side for her children. She seemed to fit two sides of a coin, displaying the perfect balance.  

Being a December holiday, there wasn’t much for the children to do those days besides running simple errands for the overworked tough-talking lady of the home, Betty. The children would climb guava and apricot trees to pick fruits. Satisfied, they would come down to play ‘Mum, Dad, children and visitors’. They filled tins of all sizes with soil and water, stirring them with sticks as they pretended it was food for their families. Their innocent minds were slowly emulating Betty’s hospitality and work ethic. How she had raised them was both adorable and admirable. Even while playing, they managed to maintain respect towards each other as they frolicked in the mud. All this time, Rose Terri sat near the door of the family house, keeping a watchful eye with a smile on her face. She thought her cousins were yet to grow up. Tired of endless play, the children moved towards the nearby trees and lay their little bodies on torn brown gunny bags carelessly. Before she knew it, they were all dead asleep.

Late in the evening, exhausted and hungry, the little children entered the kitchen of the old timber house, patiently waiting for dinner alongside their honourable visitor, Rose Terri. They did not even remember to wash off the mud from their dirty little legs. They hoped to get away with it. 

“Eliza! Eliza!” Betty called out loud. 

Eliza could hear her mother calling her, but she did not answer. She sat on the floor with her sisters next to a foot-high stool where their guest sat.

“...and the three wise men came to where Mary and Baby Jesus ...” Rose told them the whole Christmas story as the children listened attentively. Eliza’s mum sat a few metres away, looking on as she prepared their favourite dish, chapati and chicken, on a charcoal stove. “...on the first day of Christmas, my true love sent to me ...” the children sang along at the top of their sharp voices as Rose Terri put her best foot forward. Done with the singing, she told them about heaven and hell, and they were frightened as they held on to Rose Terri for protection.  

“Eliza, go and bring the plates from the rack outside. They must be dry by now,” Betty said. 

“Yes, Mum!” Eliza answered as she ran as fast as she could towards the door, hoping to continue with the singing soon after. 

However, this was not to be. In a fraction of a second, she lay flat at the entrance with blood oozing from her torn lips. 

“Sorry! Sorry, Eliza!” Rose Terri comforted a crying Eliza, as she came and picked her lovely young cousin up, wiping off the blood with her handkerchief. 

Betty did not move from where she was. “Stop it already,” she scolded her daughter.  “Why are you disturbing your cousin? You are never careful,” she went on. This made Eliza sob even louder. She was getting rare attention from her only life mentor, Rose Terri. 

The older girl held her cousin close as the latter calmed down, her upper lip swollen four times its normal size. Rose Terri then warmed a glass of milk and gave it to Eliza. Eliza drank it slowly, looking up at her cousin as Mum Betty looked on, shaking her head. Betty had complained many times to her husband Isaka that the elder daughter was getting careless and that she, Betty, was tired of fixing her wounds. Eliza appreciated every minute that her cousin came to visit. With a sibling being born annually, she had little attention from her mother. Rose Terri would visit when she was much older, accompanied by an older cousin, Patrick. Those were Eliza’s crowning moments because she would have one more person to defend her whenever her mother threatened to teach her a lesson.
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GREG, MEDIUM HEIGHT WITH A slightly dishevelled look and short kinky hair, usually wore khaki trousers with old black leather shoes. He loved his family more than anything else. He rode his bike daily to the district office, where he worked as a junior supervisor. Though his income was barely enough, he provided for his family. He was a man of principles, embracing family values above all else. His wife, Adriana, had little to do besides caring for their seven children, born in quick succession.

Little Eliza was a frequent visitor at Greg’s home. She was attracted to the family’s lifestyle because her uncle would relax most of his rules. It was as if her uncle Greg had a special place for her in his heart, given that she was the firstborn of his only sister, Betty. Eliza was assured of well-prepared meals in this home, usually rice, beef, and green vegetables. She was free to break all her mother’s rules, like eating dozens of sweets from her grandfather's small shop. She was also free to decide not to wash her dirty legs before dinner. In her uncle’s homestead, she was considered too young for any duties. At the end of her visit, she dreaded returning to Sunset Village, where she was considered a grown-up, doing uncountable errands. 

Eliza noted from when she was young that Rose Terri always looked grown-up way before she reached her teens and that everyone felt empty inside whenever she was not around. Rose Terri’s unique character was pleasantly refreshing. She was of medium height, light-weight frame, and had a chocolate skin colour and long black hair. She was thorough in whatever she did, her walk seemed calculated, and her eyes had a spark that ignited every room she walked into. She had such an infectious smile that it complemented her already appealing countenance. Almost everyone was attracted to her charm and charisma. Eliza had not seen anyone nearly as perfect as Rose Terri. She was a star in the vast sea of darkness, a rose amongst thorns.

Eliza had learnt about guardian angels sometime back when her mother used to tell her and her siblings endless folk tales about giants and monsters who were believed to be looking for little girls to devour. She likened Rose Terri to one of the guardian angels because of her care and protection. Rose Terri wore a permanent smile and was always there for her younger siblings, who kept their peace whenever she was around. As Rose Terri became older, Eliza wondered why her cousin never joined the convent, as was the case with some of her friends in school. Some of Rose Terri’s relatives believed she would make a top model. However, Rose Terri was her own young woman and concentrated on her studies.
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TOWARDS THE END OF FOURTH grade, Greg came home one Friday evening with the most exciting news Rose Terri had ever heard. Though exhausted, he could not wait to talk to his daughter.

“Rose Terri! Rose, where are you?” Greg shouted from within the living room as he sat on a chair at the far end of the room.

“Rose Terri! Your dad is calling! Didn’t you hear him?” Adriana called her daughter, who was nearby, peeling potatoes for dinner outside. 

“No, Mum. I didn’t see him coming in.” The girl ran towards the small living room, the only place she likened to a throne room, where rules could not be broken. From the throne, her dad would state what he required from each of his children. Nobody dared to disrespect the occupier of the throne.  

“Sorry, Dad. I didn’t hear you calling me.” 

“Sit down and listen to me carefully,” the tough yet gentle voice ordered. “Early tomorrow morning, you and I are going to the Little Angels Boarding School for an interview. I have noted that your grades do not reflect my little girl’s genius. I want what is best for you. We will leave by 7 am.”

“Thank you, Dad!” An elated Rose Terri shouted, jumping up and down uncharacteristically. 

“I promise that I will not disappoint you, Dad,” Rose added, then ran out to share the great news with her mother. She was relieved that it was not a disciplinary matter. Greg had entrusted his wife with handling most of the matters about their children, including discipline. Adriana, on her part, perfectly knew how to handle wayward behaviour. 

From then on, Rose Terri knew her father had great plans for her. She could not find words to thank him enough, though deep inside, she was proud of him. She entered the bedroom and shared with her siblings the great news as well, as she reached out for her Sunday best dress. With the beds so closely squeezed in the small room, she could hardly reach the straw basket where she used to keep her clothes. She managed to pick her only light blue, floral cotton dress. Those were the days one had few choices in the ‘closet’. She then rushed out with her simple brown rubber shoes and wiped them thoroughly. The girl rushed in once more and placed the shoes near her bed. Rose Terri knew at a young age how to be presentable for an important matter such as this. That night, she did not get much sleep. She knew that from then on, her fortunes had changed permanently.

Early the following morning, Rose rode on the back seat of her father’s bike to catch a bus in Oakwood Town. She enjoyed the fact that this was one of those days she felt special for getting personal attention from her hard-working father. The only problem was that she was bending towards her left side as they hit heaps of soil on the narrow road. She would almost fall off, but her father would pull her back, and she would feel safe. Two-roomed houses with rusty roofs stood on both sides of the narrow bushy road. Outside the houses, she saw children with running noses playing while occasionally wiping the mucus with the back of their palms. Even though she was barely a teenager, Rose Terri was bothered by poverty in her neighbourhood.

Poorly maintained old cars would pass them, almost dropping off doors and other metals as occupants squeezed inside. The dust was unbearable, barely allowing her to see her friends from school waving at her. She waved back and smiled at them as she noted they were sweeping the compound and picking leaves from under the trees. She had a lot to tell them that coming Monday. Rose Terri felt on top of the world as her father whistled all the way to town. 

What a great Dad I have. Rose Terri knew the sacrifices her father had to make to afford the top boarding school in the country. She was proud of him and would never wish for a better father.

Little Angels Boarding School was ten kilometres away from Oakwood Town. Very few public service vehicles plied the zigzag, narrow muddy road, especially during the rainy season. The pair boarded a box-like bus. Rose Terri did not find anything wrong with this mode of travel because this was a privilege to her. Her father was her world
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