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A Journey Before Sunrise
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The white minibus left Kitui before sunrise, puffing smoke into the cool morning air as it rolled toward Nairobi. Its doors rattled, its seats squeaked, and every time it crossed a pothole, the whole vehicle complained like an old goat.

Across the back, painted in bold blue letters, were the words: HONESTY IS THE BEST POLICY.

[image: Six men ride inside a crowded minibus at dawn, surrounded by bags of bread, bananas, bottled water, and groundnuts, with the Kenyan countryside passing by the windows.]

Kofi, Badu, Jengo, Sani, Musa, and Tuma set off for Nairobi before sunrise.

Inside the minibus sat six men: Kofi, Badu, Jengo, Sani, Musa, and Tuma. To anyone watching from the roadside, they looked like traders heading to the city. Their bags were stacked neatly behind the seats, covered with blankets and tied down with rope. They carried bread, bananas, bottles of water, and roasted groundnuts for the journey. They joked loudly, argued over music, and waved at children walking to school.

[image: The six travelers laugh and gesture animatedly inside the minibus, one of them dreaming aloud about owning a big television, as the bus rolls through the countryside.]

The men joked and laughed together as the miles rolled by.

But the six men were not traders. They were traveling to Nairobi with a dishonest plan. They had heard a rumor about a wealthy businessman, and they wanted to sneak into his house and take money that did not belong to them.

Tuma, the youngest of the group, sat quietly near the window. He had not grown up wanting to do wrong. He had grown up wanting to be a mechanic, maybe even the owner of a small garage one day. But work had been hard to find, and when Badu promised quick money, Tuma allowed himself to believe that one bad choice might solve many problems.

As the road stretched ahead, Tuma watched the countryside through the window. Farmers bent over their shambas. Goats wandered along the dusty roadside. Schoolchildren in blue and green uniforms walked in groups, laughing and swinging their bags. One boy ran beside the minibus for a few seconds, waving as if the travelers were important people.

[image: Tuma leans out of the minibus window waving to a smiling schoolboy running beside the road, with other uniformed schoolchildren and goats visible on the dirt path.]

Tuma waved at a schoolboy running alongside the road — then felt an unexpected pang of shame.

Tuma waved back. Then he felt ashamed, though he did not yet know exactly why.
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An Argument Over Money They Did Not Have

[image: ]


Around midmorning, Kofi stopped at a roadside café near Machakos. A sign outside announced: BEST CHAPATI THIS SIDE OF NAIROBI.

[image: The six travelers sit laughing around an outdoor table at a roadside cafe, with a hand-painted sign reading Best Chapati This Side of Nairobi, and their parked minibus behind them.]

The men stopped to rest at a roadside café advertising the best chapati this side of Nairobi.

The men climbed out, stretched their legs, and ordered tea, chapati, and mandazi. For a while, they behaved like friends on an ordinary journey. They argued about football, teased Musa about his dream of buying a huge television, and laughed when Kofi claimed the minibus drove better after hearing compliments.

[image: The six men sit close together at a wooden cafe table filled with tea cups, mandazi, and chapati, with a posted menu board and a newspaper headline about a wealthy businessman visible nearby.]

Over tea, chapati, and mandazi, the men behaved like ordinary friends — for a while.

Then Badu wiped sugar from his beard and asked, “So, how exactly shall we divide the money?”

Tuma answered at once. “Equally. Six people, six equal shares.”

Badu stared at him. “Equally? I brought the information. Without me, none of you would even know about this.”

Sani folded his arms. “And without me, you would all get lost in Nairobi before sunset. I know the city. That deserves extra.”

Musa tapped one of the bags with his foot. “I helped buy supplies for the trip.”

Kofi pointed toward the minibus. “And whose vehicle is carrying everyone? Mine. Fuel is not free.”

Jengo, who had been silent until then, leaned back in his chair. Jengo liked to think of himself as the brain of the group. He spoke slowly, as if every word had been polished before leaving his mouth.

“Planning is the most important part of any serious work,” Jengo said. “Leadership must also be rewarded.”

Tuma looked from one face to another. “If everyone takes extra, what remains for the others?”

For a moment, nobody answered. Then the argument began properly.

“I deserve more!”

“You only deserve more trouble!”

“Who bought the food?”

“Who found the road?”

“Who made you chairman?”

[image: The men point and argue heatedly across the cafe table while the cafe owner looks on from the doorway, shaking his head.]

What began as a joke about sharing the money quickly turned into a shouting match.

The café owner stood behind the counter, shaking his head.

“Money that people do not yet have causes the loudest arguments,” he said.
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Suspicious Maize
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Back on the road, the laughter changed. Earlier, the men had joked easily. Now every joke had a sharp edge.

When Musa offered roasted maize, nobody reached for it first.

“You eat first,” Badu said.

“No, you eat first,” Musa replied.

“I am not hungry,” said Sani quickly.

“You were hungry two minutes ago.”

“That was before the maize became suspicious.”

Tuma looked at the roasted maize, then at the men. He had never seen people distrust food before. It would have been funny if it had not been frightening.

[image: Inside the speeding minibus, the men look tense and wary as one offers roasted maize and another scribbles calculations in a notebook.]

Suspicious of one another, the men eyed even a simple ear of roasted maize with distrust.

The minibus continued toward Nairobi, but the air inside felt heavier. Jengo opened a small notebook and began doing calculations. He wrote numbers, crossed them out, and wrote new ones.

Badu leaned over to look.

“What are you calculating?” Kofi asked from the driver’s seat.

Jengo closed the notebook too quickly. “Nothing.”

Musa laughed. “A man does not hide nothing inside a notebook.”

Jengo smiled, but it was not a friendly smile. “I was only thinking. Suppose the money is less than we expect. Six shares may become small.”

“Then we must hope the money is large,” said Tuma.

Jengo tapped the notebook. “Or suppose there are only five shares.”

The minibus became quiet.

Outside, acacia trees passed in a golden blur. Inside, six men suddenly remembered that there were six of them.

Badu forced a laugh. “Five shares are certainly larger than six.”

The others laughed too, but their laughter did not sound happy. Tuma noticed that their mouths were laughing, but their eyes were not.

He shifted in his seat and looked again at the slogan painted on the back window, visible in reverse from inside the bus: HONESTY IS THE BEST POLICY.
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