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Childhood Memories

I was gripped by a mysterious terror of white men and women. Their pale skin, so starkly different from ours, seemed to belong to another world entirely. They were ghostlike figures, like apparitions from a dream—or worse, like the masalai, the spirits of the dead that haunted the edges of our existence. In my child’s mind, their ghostly pallor blurred the line between the living and the shadows, and the thought of sitting in their presence sent shivers cascading down my spine.

[image: ]

They said I arrived with the dawn, a child of morning, born as the village stirred from its slumber. The sky had only just begun to redden, its edges kissed by the faint hues of the sun’s awakening. Around me, the world was quiet yet expectant, as if holding its breath for my arrival. The midwives, guardians of ancient wisdom passed down through time, encircled my mother with their steady hands and steadfast resolve. Through the long, arduous hours, she labored—her cries, wild and unbound, carried off by the breeze, dissipating into the stillness of the highland morning. Then, as the first birds began their song, I took my place among the living, my breath blending with the chill, fragrant air of the mountains—a whisper added to nature's symphony.

In our remote corner of the world, hospitals were as distant as stars, their promise out of reach. My birth unfolded within the embrace of tradition, where knowledge lived in the hands of women who had seen life blossom a thousand times before. They wrapped my mother in care, in fortitude, and in gentle reverence for the act of creation. As I crossed into the realm of existence, they celebrated my arrival with quiet grace, welcoming me with rituals honed through generations.

The misty hilltops enveloped us in their unrelenting cold, their breath sharp and unyielding—a constant reminder of the stark simplicity we called home. In this world, comfort was earned, and creativity blossomed amidst scarcity. My mother, ever resilient, swaddled me in her most treasured possession: a laplap bursting with color, gifted to my father after he cleared the tall, rebellious grasses of the mission station. Its vibrant patterns were not just fabric but a symbol—a defiant joy against the muted palette of our humble existence. Hung alongside our rough grass skirts, it shone like a quiet beacon, infusing our modest hut with warmth and life.

That hut, small and weathered, stood firm against the biting winds that prowled through the night. Its walls, though rough, were a sanctuary, enclosing us in the protective embrace of love and resourcefulness. The laplap became my cocoon, a fragile yet determined shield from the world’s chill. It was no cradle of luxury, no blanket lined with softness, but it carried the weight of intention—my mother’s love, my father’s toil, and the fierce beauty of survival. It was the warmth of her arms and the strength of their spirit that cradled me, teaching me that even amidst scarcity, there could be abundance in love.

Life in the village pulsed with the timeless rhythm of community, an intricate dance of shared resources and unspoken care. Cash, with its strange and foreign power, had no place in our existence. Instead, we leaned on the generosity of neighbors, bound together by the harmony of ancient traditions. My earliest days unfolded within this web of interconnected lives, my world tethered to the hut’s humble walls, the vibrant laplap that cradled me, and the unfaltering love of my family—a love as essential as the air that filled my lungs.

As the firstborn, my arrival was more than a family milestone; it was a celebration that rippled outward, touching both my father’s clan and my mother’s people. I was given the nickname “Sinemile,” a name borrowed from the resplendent Bird of Paradise. Its dazzling feathers, a dance of gold and fire, represented worth beyond measure in our culture—a living emblem of beauty and honor. To bear its name was to carry the weight of the clan’s pride, to embody their dreams and hopes. Even now, as I whisper the name “Sinemile” to myself, it glimmers in my heart, a talisman of my identity, a timeless reminder of where I belong within the unbroken tapestry of my people.

News of my birth traveled quickly, borne aloft by the mountain winds and etched into the well-worn paths that wove our village to neighboring hamlets. Soon, our modest dwelling buzzed with life, its walls brimming with the gentle chaos of visitors. Friends of my parents arrived, their faces marked by years of toil under sun and storm, yet softened by the warm kindness that defined our way of life. They did not come with gifts of frivolity; there were no toys, no trinkets to decorate a nursery. Instead, they brought the gifts of survival: towering bundles of firewood, destined to keep the hearth alive and the night’s chill at bay, and stacks of soft bush leaves, lovingly gathered to serve as nature’s perfect offering for a newborn’s tender skin.

These humble gifts were more than mere tokens of practicality; they were threads in the fabric of our shared existence, a testament to the resilience and strength of the community that surrounded us. The visitors came not just to meet me, the newest life among them, but to encircle my parents with their unwavering support. Their presence wove a protective cocoon of solidarity and care around our small family, a silent promise that no one would journey through life alone.

From my mother’s family came a steady procession of relatives, their arrivals like waves of warmth washing over the early days of my life. Among them was my maternal uncle, a man whose stature carried weight in our community. As an interpreter for the Kiap, the colonial government official, he was a bridge between worlds, his role cloaked in respect and privilege. In a time when even a modest income was a rare blessing, his position made him a figure of admiration and influence. Though his duties kept him from visiting in person, he sent his wife in his stead, her hands cradling a small bag filled with wonders.

Inside that bag lay treasures of immense value—not for their monetary worth, but for the comfort they promised. A soft baby blanket, tender as a whispered lullaby, to wrap me in its warmth. A bottle of golden-hued baby oil, its touch soothing against the highland air’s chill, to keep my newborn skin supple. And a delicate powder, perfumed with a scent so gentle, it felt as though the breeze itself had carried it from some distant place. These were not the mundane trappings of daily life; they were luxuries, rare and sacred, a glimpse of ease in a world defined by simplicity. For my mother, they were nothing short of miracles, small blessings that brought warmth, cleanliness, and comfort to her firstborn.

In those early days, enveloped in the love of my family and the enduring support of our village, the world felt safe—strongly rooted, like the towering trees that framed our home. Life was anchored by tradition and enriched by the unyielding bonds of community. Those gifts, and the hands that delivered them, are etched in my memory like carvings on stone. They remain vivid reminders of how generosity and connection were the lifeblood of our
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