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One
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Horns bleat, and a clamorous covey of uproarious matatus and boda bodas hurtle recklessly down the bleak road from the direction of town in a frenzied, vulgar scramble. The Hustlers is a silvery-blue nganya with chrome highlights that shimmer in the sunlight. Its wide wheels and the burrr-ing sound of its exhaust lead one to believe that it is some sort of hot rod. In the hustle and bustle of the African throbbing city of pulsing energies, this glittery matador, this menacing manyanga, is cutting through Nairobi implacably with the weather sunny and warm, in the high twenties. Surely, surely, surely, with these beastly, marauding PSV things, Kenya’s youth could easily become a mobilized Gen Z army. There is an insidious charm, a fey decadence. You’re really in another world inside these metaphorical theaters which reverberate with the wacky beats of genge rap music, drawing everyone in a cadence that buffets them. The garishly glowing fluorescent interiors with large LED screens are made for immoral purposes. You wonder how come everyone around you looks so beautiful. Colorful, flashing hairdos, studied gestures, stylized voices, enchanting smiles, and perfume flooding the air. It is an odyssey in a fantasy trip in which you lose yourself, and your mind is drugged and lulled to a sweet slumber. It is a parody of the unreal and the imagined, of sanity asunder, of stolen private moments and short-term love affairs. 

The Hustlers twirls, jerks, and jolts in the blazing sun, roaring like a demented buffalo chasing a lion in the scorched Maasai Mara. It screeches its brakes and blares its horns, kicks up dirt and dust, then hoots more. A sweating policeman stops it, checks its licenses on the wide screen with pictures of a smiling Barack Obama. The driver hands him his driving license booklet. He opens it, plucks out a one-hundred-shilling note, and waves it on. The driver meshes gears and noses the minibus down the turbulent thoroughfare with a high-pitched laboring of the engine. Then, holding the beast on the road with a barbarity of manner and custom, he works his right hand furiously on the horn buttons to blare the trumpets while the manamba, a thin, sneer-faced, chicken-breasted boy wearing dreadlocks, yanks open the door, swings his frame out like a monkey, and, while hanging on the rails, whistles manically and squeals furiously, his hand fluttering in the air like a broken wing. The Hustlers kicks a storm of dark diesel exhaust fumes and slews off the road at 100 km.p.h. like a tailspin, pulling down everyone in it and around it in the avalanche as it cranks to a stop at a stage near the culvert, a few inches beyond the culvert on the roadside, where nonchalantly sit the roadside mama mboga vegetable sellers—women of toil from Soko Mjinga bogged down on the primal mudflat of survival, brazenly done. Weary commuters alight, and the manamba bawls out—“Beba, beba!”—ushering in new ones. Matatus roar past like Safari Rally cars, and their backwash hits the hot rods with solid blows. Taking people to Eastlands. Eastlands. 
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A demented karen—a bitchy businesswoman in a foul mood—sat slouched in the matatu like a redoubtable battle-axe, brittle with hopelessness, trying to ignore the peril closing in. People stared at her vaguely. She was of Eastlands, the dark jumble of the city. She was of its texture, its patchwork patterns, its fractured bones, its steel pulse, and she was fragile in it but strong. She was a descendant of the damaged cutthroats and the doomed saints. Eastlands was the menacing, hostile, horrendous world she was born in, too. 

Foul mood, exactly, for she was feeling utterly hopeless about her mysterious trouble. Her buttocks dug with bulldog defiance into the dirty seat. Her Toyota was in its death throes, and so matatus were her only way of getting around. It has been said that: to live in Eastlands with dignity you need to be able to take a matatu. But inside the matatu, she was just another wrench in the gears. She wiped her hand on the edge of the seat and clicked her tongue with maringo, with a fifty-shilling note curdled and stuck between her fingers like spent tissue paper. She gnashed her teeth at the beats of the genge music, made a fuss—“Mazee-jo! Hizi ngoma zenu—can’t you play your music at half-volume when I’m in this ma-three! Or better, can’t you play some Gospel music?” It was, she knew, a piddling complaint. The ignoble manamba, whose pallid sneer had so long epitomized the menace of the matatu men, regarded her with a bright, sardonic knowingness. He was more conversant with the moods of this capricious and narcissistic madam. “Madam, hii ni matatu hapa Kanairo, hatupangwingwi,” he said philosophically—“Si you just drive yourself in your Toyota instead of talking fuaa?”—with unmistakable intent. He saw a face of bizarre complexity: a mask of determined yearning painted onto another mask of mature-woman melancholy. The gargoyle drilled in, ending her parliamentary protest. “Aya, kanja doo. Chwani. How’s your business? I hear you got a new tender to supply toilet cleaners.” His stink was so close to her made her feel sickish in the heat. Armpit, fetid breath and sweat. She felt no claustrophobic oppression. She pursed her lips, the strong woman she was, and winked at the dumbbell, all dignity in place. A matatu tout’s words can be abundantly strong, vile, and reckless to decry grave insult with unintended vulgarity. Exchanges become unnecessary wit-fencing. Deliberate barbaric whiplashes that merit more painful impudence. She tsked almost contemptuously. Fala. Ngwete. “Nye nye nye! Nye nye nye! Shika doo. Take your money, hustler.” The manamba laughed merrily at the insane order. Surely the poor lunatic needed humoring. She held out the money. He snapped it up with a hand like a rat trap. Her appearance: her super-mama size, her figure, her attire—an expensive Turkish designer women’s wear with a hat, a Louis Vuitton bag, earrings, an iPhone, and a necklace that turns an ordinary woman into a make-believe character—caused heads to turn, eyes to gape, lips to purse, tongues of females to tsk, violently—venomous tempers to flare around her.  

To be in a matatu was not to demean herself—status-wise. To be in this part of the city, this part of the city that politicians and dumb elites talked negatively about on TV: as the sink-hole of the city.... was to be in the proverbial hell—to some people. Still, in all the years you, hustler you, have lived your life in Nairobi, you get used to just sitting ndee on the comfy back seat of a matatu with your face glued to the screen of your smartphone like a zombie while you say how much you hate this part of the city. 

You mutter with exasperation. Eastlands, mazee, Eastlands. The most obnoxious part of the city, as the saying goes. A newcomer, like some wayward drooler who knows almost nothing about the place, will say this is the place, yaani ‘ii ndiyo Eastlands, while you and your friends, who were born here, long to split, to disappear, to dust off. You stare at your hopes and chances as though peering close enough will abracadabra things, making you appreciate Eastlands and smile at the mtaa ghetto of your past and future and reconsider whatever new self you want to become in some new place. 

You know you can’t leave Eastlands, of course. Here life is sweet, leisured, profitable, syncopated. This is the best of all possible worlds. And you’re not exactly too big. You’re only standing with your hind legs in a miserable life on yet another morning of what will be a vaporously hot day, waiting to board the matatu and go to your nerve-rattling hustle, with frustrations about the high price of unga, to feed your demanding family. You look up the road and sigh. It’s a never-ending fiction, this life. In this sun city, a person like this woman in the matatu had been very established, professionally, and extensively proper. She has lived all her life in Eastlands, and it is always very big. Yes? Yes, Eastlands, in the east, is one big sprawl, certainly, but not big enough for the woman in the matatu who saw herself as a not-small person—a big fish in a small pond. 

The trouble with Eastlands is that its underground economy is very frequently run by hustlers. It’s a hustle for each person who wakes up each day and who lives through the day and must eat. You meet people who are windblown and oppressed, who must be accepted on account of their hustles above anything else. The hustles have much to do with street and second-hand goods capitalism—whether it is matatu hustle or nduthi hustle or mkokoteni hustle or mitumba hustle. Or shady “wash-wash” deals or bootleg rackets or hawking stuff or carwash or jua kali or entertainment or legitimate or criminal—must have the best of you in them; mostly with the aim of serving you to make a break in the cutthroat struggle, sometimes with a more generous aim; but, whatever the aim, some days are just awful, and the hustle ends up in appalling agony. By circuitous backstreet hustling, many racketeering dealers in contraband managed to acquire some wheels by sanctimoniously cutting cool chora mpango deals. The aim of the hustler, after all, is merely to go on hustling and withstand the molestation of Nairobi. In their hustles are their shields against the world. But to live is to be adversative to those who dream, not who hustle. Those who dream big things—so big they wear thick skins and sharpen their teeth and brave it all with bravado and dare the elephants in their path and go into bigger hustles like political hustles and end up elected into office, into Parliament—mostly with low education.

The matatu creaked to a stop. She pulled her queenly self to her feet. The manamba opened the door, smiled with ineffable pride at her, saying, “Dondoka pole pole, mami, na uende ukiendanga, nitakudungia waya, wewe ni sonko.” 

In Eastlands, to step out of a matatu is to disembark from a plane. She was the madam boss (in the jargon). She knew how to dondoka because a matatu never stops; it just slows down. So she dropped her feet in a running motion on the sun-scalded tarmac, and the bikers in fluorescent jackets sitting astride their boda bodas under a freaky tree—boda boda, by the way, or nduthi, is a Kenyan trade term for cycle taxi—gave her a standing ovation as she sashayed majestically with grace and modesty like an anointed lady, her nose in the air and her fat digida waggling indignantly under her offending kitenge skirt that flared from the hips and ended promptly three inches above her knees—one that seemed to shout, “Hey, I have good legs.” Pulchritude, she was— she had a fresh and wholesome quality that contrasted with her voluptuous figure. A big well-formed body, with full African legs, ripely swelling breasts, and a set of hips with a nice sexy wiggle, even though she tried to restrain it.

The rough-looking cycle taxi men eyed her lecherously as if she were in dishabille. One of them whistled. “Oyaa! Mathee! Lady Tosha! You are no ordinary slay queen; we ni mama wetu—you are our mama of the mtaa. You should be the Nairobi Woman Rep!”

She waved. “Mambo ni mengi, masaa ni machache. Mazee-jo!”

The boda boda men cackled with obnoxious laughter like a pack of drunken walevi. This was the mtaa, where the locals talked Sheng, saying “Mazee-jo” always. She was a pedigreed Eastlander, very provincial but with dreams that were different—thinly and brutally and feloniously different. With make-believe prestige and public approval all around her, propriety and respect were embroidered on her outlook. In the office, she was menacing in a way that her workers found intimidating, and it was perhaps her foul moods and the demoralising effect that compelled people to move away from the poisonous doom of her paths, which accounted for the effect of the intimidation, increasing with her years in business, which stretched the competition between herself and her contemporaries.

Atieno Mary Bella, she was—the CEO who ruled the Atieno Mary Bella Advertising roost. In her office, in the reign of AMBA, she sat at her desk in the company of her bitter regrets, checking her text messages, her email, and her tweets, feeling burdened and not absolved. The office was small and her staff of four occupied most of it. The copywriter, a Bible-reading type with a short Afro and raw dark skin, had the sole function of helping her: typing documents and sending emails. The marketer was an owl-eyed, surly, buxom woman of portly size with knock-knees and a pouty mouth. She was also a church person with contrition absolutely false and deadly. The account executive, a dapper old man who wore white shirts with suspenders, red ties, polished black leather shoes, and a shiny black shiny belt, had hypertension and always swallowed painkillers with tea. They called him buda. He had elephant ears, and he chain-smoked and gossiped with the pettiness of women, backbiting Atieno in abstract tones, witch-hunting, or complaining about salary delays. The graphic designer was a sickler who also had ulcers. He would groan in the office when the ulcers burned, which happened after he quarreled with his wife. Lately, his sickle-cell disease and ulcers had gotten so bad that he was constantly on sick leave, and Atieno found herself doing most of the design work. She had never had a hankering for doing design work, which she enjoyed very much, confined in the tiny studio and immersed in Adobe Creative Suite.  

She was stressed, struggling with a mysterious affliction, but now malevolence brewed within her, fueled by her indecision. She was trying to get her rattletrap out of the sea of tender chasers—with little success. A few months ago, at the end of a very stressful period with no work coming in, her marketing team experienced a windfall of inspiration and designed a crazy and outrageous concept around sharp images of physically handicapped children shot in horrifying poses. It was the rankest of sneak horrors.

She shook with shock at the thought of it. She had said it was gloriously ghastly. The marketer Akombe Bosibori—“Hi, I’m Bossy Bori”—was hyped about it. She was a streetwise and chip hustler who knew at once how to sell the concept, and she suggested bringing on board the gregarious Tutu Kulundeng, the crippled genius. Then she took it up herself, entirely herself. She said it was the only chance she had to slake her thirst, push the distance and meet her deadlines. This wasn’t another bean bag; it was the grove bag. It made the golden shimmer in her brain. Like momentary flare-ups of tiny suns. Bottom line? New business. And in the frantic chase of her set of deadlines, she was now building it into a campaign. She was overly certain it was a good prospect, so she pushed the buttons and looked for “directions”. 

Directions? A means to cut through the snobbery and make headway in the marketing bottleneck. Nairobi could sometimes be directionless for thirsty professionals. One could never adjust oneself to the city’s rush, the tension, the nerve-wracking tempo that seemed to move the earth. The streets were bright as always and hot, teeming with men and women putting brains, guts and shoe soles to good use. The dusky faces of the passersby were drawn as they marched in the African sunlight, their complexions ranging from brown to black. She looked so severely at the hardbitten faces of the city nomads—more undifferentiated than Maasai herdsmen—as she deftly walked with fortitude along Kenyatta Avenue, feeling good about her grand new title (as brand manager) and the good salary that now kept her more targeted with the new client account. 

2-Help Walemavu, she named it. She coined the name in patchwork Kiswahili flavored with Sheng like nyama, sembe and sukuma wiki made by a bad cook with too much salt and spices. All the colors of AMBA’s kaleidoscope were on it. All the swirly patterns and bright, shiny glass shards were in it. The client FGK—Feel Good Kenya—was an NGO that spoke for the endangered members of society—homosexuals, the disabled, etc., and advocated for women’s issues in matters like female genital mutilation. The strategy behind the campaign was to challenge the thinking of parents, teachers, healthcare workers, and policymakers who thought polio had been eradicated. She had designed the campaign in a way that subscribers to their emails were more likely to see polio-ravaged bodies instead of product shots. This was a way to grief-stain the people’s brains, making them interact with the 2-Help Walemavu images in their emails and embark on grief-striking educational safaris.  

But Atieno had a turn of mind. She normally didn’t pay much attention to concepts unless they were decidedly juicy or about something new. After studying the project thoughtfully; much too thoughtfully, she was undecided. It was the untiring emptiness of her gut that told her to put this aside. She looked at her last WhatsApp text, sent to Bosibori earlier: can you bring me up to speed on this? Bosibori had blue-ticked her and not responded. She typed out another: Let’s meet and discuss this pliz Quick-quick. 

Bosibori had seen the text when her phone buzzed against the glass tabletop, and she stumbled out of the toilet for it, pulling down her skirt. She read it and smiled with her slightly lopsided smile. Her hands trembled as she sent a smiley-face and a thumbs-up emoji, as though she were scared to type out “sounds good.” 

And the smiley-face emoji was meant to remind Atieno that she was the king-queen and that she was progressing forward. This progression and this progressing was not what Atieno was looking for in 2-Help Walemavu. It felt like a set-up. She suddenly started flinging her head as though she were having a convulsive fit. It was like a bad taste in her mouth, but it was actually a “bad taste” in her head. This campaign’s scare-them-and-make-them-act approach was more irritating than effective. 

And even social media pundits scowled. Digital marketing guru Ochieng Konyano didn’t make the matter any better; he was as fleeting as a Tweet and briefer than a poor man’s eulogy in a post at the SokoKoso marketing blog where he pointed out that AMBA’s messages—sent over three months—had no solution to Kenya’s inability to deal with its physically disabled citizens, and they had nothing related to polio. The images were ugly and disappointing. Who could design such things? Which insane artist could create these zombie-like graphics? The story, told in different variations, was about the same pathetic or embarrassingly emaciated disabled twerp showing a lot of bony legs in crutches; nothing happy. 

Bosibori had designed the campaign to target the reactions of Kenyan men and women, pointing to their casual inclination to ignore the physically handicapped (typical), and to get them moved to tears by the stark images. People must not ignore the disabled; they must be forcibly reminded that the polio story was not an absurd fiction. It was still trapping kids with disabilities. Added to the fact that normal people couldn’t understand the bodily distress of walking with crutches, or pushing oneself in a wheelchair, or asking to have things done for them. 

The selling point? The 2-Help Walemavu campaign presented three things: Problem. Reaction Solution. It carried a brand promise that was personalised and spoke straight to the consumer. It said: Are We Culling The Undesirables? That was supposed to be the selling point. But SokoKoso blog had some hard questions: why does the campaign make one think polio vaccine is some government bio-weapon they purposely release to cull the Undesirables? It feels as if a plague is raging. Who are these Undesirables? Such questions made Atieno Mary twitchy. So she schemed. She had to satiate her dream even if.

Today was the last day of the campaign’s third month. Bosibori was researching her favourite blog, BA&M Magazine. Atieno, impressive and broad-shouldered, looking every bit as big as she was, had walked into her office with the confusion and indecisiveness of a businesswoman losing business on maandamano day of protests in the city. Calves bulging below the short denim skirt and above the high heels, she strode up to the desk, nodding to Bosibori. 

“Mazee-jo! Bosi!” she enunciated crisply, “what a lousy day—it just feels congested like a maanadamano day.” 

Bosibori turned away from her computer, not bothering to hide her game of Solitaire, when she saw her boss coming in. She stirred the sugar in her tea and sipped. “What’s stressing you, Madam Boss? My guess—ah? Yeah, that. That.” 

“Yes. That.” And this was not a trivial answer. Because you already know it is something, as opposed to nothing. It was a teaser to a bigger conversation, which had the effect of elevating an opinion similarly held by Bosibori’s part to the status of fact.

Atieno regarded her deceptive junior with misgiving. She was short, plump, and in the coarse fashion of a mama mboga, far from pretty with everyday dressing. A vindictive woman whose thoughts were dreams; whose actions were extreme; who was neither noble nor humble. She wasn’t even a woman a decent man would look at twice—eyes that were like two brown circles with big black dots in the center. A brown face littered with pimples. But the battered face was a cover calling for sympathy, only betrayed by those pairs of intense, almost smoldering eyes. A doomed struggling woman.

When Atieno first interviewed her, Bosibori had introduced herself as the force behind the toilet cleaner commercial that was so popular on TV, in magazines, and on social media, and she made some rather vague allusions to the future of branding as an alternative to advertising. Atieno saw a marketer whose gift for social adeptness was very bright and who produced a very impressive curriculum vitae. A vague feeling that she made a bad decision by hiring her gave Atieno a headache. She sucked her teeth like a whore. Here she was, the CEO, the confident, the cocksure, the unbwogable bootstrap capitalistic businesswoman in an expensive matching brown knit suit and a red Maasai scarf who could dance a mean rumba, scream her head off for Gor Mahia, front a harambee fundraiser, and drive herself home to Donholm C at midnight after hard swallows at Tribeka. Yet, somehow—somehow, she couldn’t decide on a life-affirming task that lay ahead of her, and her head couldn’t think straight. She had mixed feelings regarding the design elements of the campaign. When she checked into the meeting with the FGK and Social Services Ministry executives yesterday, they didn’t have a badge and lanyard for her. But for her embroidered AMBA shirt and the way she schmoozed and shook hands like a man, she could have been a franchisee eager to learn about the next great designer apparel permutation rather than a marketer here to think with others, think aloud, and advance view. Now she looked ahead with hesitant anticipation to her tie-breaking meeting with those Ministry executives tomorrow afternoon. 

“Anything wrong?” asked a curious Bosibori upon seeing her boss’ adverse reaction. She looked up at her with an air of injured disdain. “You think it can’t work?” She slurped her tea.

“Anything right?” Atieno inquired of her colleague, seeing her blank, uncomprehending stare and her tight grip on the tea mug. “Bosi, how did you conjure up this great idea? Ama you went uko to the Net, found some good stuff; you fell in love. Now what?”

Bosibori tried to sound logical. “It’s a novel idea.”

That was a statement of non-commitment. Atieno needed something a little more solid and reliable. She was dejected. True, she wanted to unravel the skein of days, especially these days when the business world in the city of Nairobi was a black cyclone of dry winds revolving around her company, solving nothing, bringing in no revenue, and putting no pattern of even the most febrile of lights in her mind. But not this.

“Novel idea? Mayie! This gory stuff? These horror films?”

“Aki woyee. The thing is... they speak loudly. Look closer.”

“It’s absurd.”

“It’s meant to horrify. To provoke. To solicit a reaction.”

“2-Help Walemavu? Let’s help the disabled, isn’t that it? And then you coin this controversial brand promise—Are We Culling the Undesirables? It is easy to see that the campaign has been organized by an agency unaware of the persuasive power of its graphics and the perversity of its wording. Who are these Undesirables? I’m not sure that’s what those horrifying images want to convey. They are ugly and scary. I start to think you have a twisted mind. This is not you. Who put this in you?”

Dumb query of the day. A knife of fire sailed into Bosibori’s heart. She knew she was on the right track. She had no words for her boss; she didn’t want to be shocked/electrocuted, especially at this time. AMBA was lucky, with her buds for cash, that she brought them business in these tough economic times, because she was a limitlessly hardworking girl, and this was a ticket to get them out of Eastlands to higher ground in Nairobi, and that was just her inoro buds, not meant to awaken her real buds. As the real of her buds was her zest for work, for that was the life of her all the way around; it was just the blood of her and made her the taskmaster and the skullduggerer of all the hustlers in this city in the sun. Which had Atieno’s eyes getting bigger on her. Her big brown eyes stared into her boss—there was a feeling of hopelessness along with hopefulness. Right this minute 2-Help Walemavu was everything that counted. To her. For her. This new business was a world of itself to her more than AMBA was to Atieno a world of herself. And it felt soothing for Bosibori, with her eyes tired and the mind sighing, that the whiff of money, like garlic with lemons and onions, now killed her stresses.

Atieno found herself in a swath of confusion. She numbly strummed her fingers along the length of her strand of braids and blew out her breath. She had never felt so negatively about a new deal like this. Never-ever. Then, she was glad she had a solid reason to turn this one down! She got her famous frown on, though in the back of her mind she thought that maybe it was still a setup or something—like she would get a good reason to put a stop to it before Bosibori pulled a fast one on her and pushed ahead and presented her with handsome figures, along with realistic charts and projections and so forth, until she saw money and salivated like an inoro. Like any Nairobi businesswoman, Atieno was a sucker for money. Right now, for her brand manager’s convictions, she could make a guess. Desperation? Striving? It was wishy-washy. 

It was like Bosibori’s grade point average couldn’t net her a bigger salary elsewhere in the private sector. Her marketing career was her passion. She had worked hard through the years and gotten nothing but a one-bedroom keja and a tiny bed, and lived a sweat-soaked life as a single lady; a life suffocating like breathing through a T-shirt of grime, working like an elephant and eating like an ant. The fact that she was stalled as a junior marketer year in and year out had bothered her, and that was why, for her, it was necessary to use this new account to get a takeoff point. As an Eastlander, she was acerbic, salty, nasty, pushy, and kimbelembele. Her work was her life. She had experience and played the part of the hippie marketer and was great fun around the agency, but no one thought of her as a great prospect. And to cap it all, she had a reputation: she was known to switch sides before you could blink. At AMBA, she was destiny’s child. She had come up with 2-Help Walemavu during one of the dry months when the economy was rougher. Now with it, she could define who she was. The initials “AMB” in AMBA for Atieno Mary Bella had a unique connection with her own “AMB” —Akombe Malkiya Bosibori. It was no coincidence that she shared the “AMB” initials with her boss, she believed. Atieno liked to call her “my co-wife” to mean they were married to the same man. The same breadwinner. AMBA was a husband to them both. 

Atieno turned and walked out without a word. Bosibori’s heart kicked up a new notch. At ten o’clock she was still sitting—still brooding. Drinking tea. Waiting. Time was tick-tick-ticking away. 

Time expanded and contracted rhythmically. She shifted in her seat and changed position. She emptied her tea into her mouth and tongued the dregs. The cracked leather seat had etched its pattern into her thighs. She tried to vary the imprint. It seemed like things were moving at a snail’s pace. With all the dramatic buildup to this assignment, the reality was almost a letdown. More painstaking minutes were absorbed before her boss reentered her office with still mounting indecision. Atieno wanted to ask one thing before okaying the campaign: how was email and social media marketing going to work here? The design approach used the same old photo hook, with each concept having the same monochrome image of crippled children. What was new apart from the horror and ugliness of the world? Interactivity and social media, she was told. Something was wrong with the new approach. 

“Eight hundred thousand emails every week of the same thing over and over,” she cried. “It’s like watching seven episodes of the new season of Zombie Returns!”

This ambivalence annoyed Bosibori. She remained steadfast in her tracks—with raging emotions. She looked up six feet six inches at the volleyball player-sized CEO with a gauzy half-smile as she gathered her thoughts, which were as clear as Kenya’s economic models after Anglo Leasing. 

She patiently explained her proposal to the boss on wavering lips. “We’re making money, aren’t we? I know we have used the images again and again, and they appear in everything, even in the e-shot, but the client is happy. Now I have fresh images. Previously, I was trading on perfect consistency; now I am working on variety. Variety as in diversification, unaona?”

Atieno tsked. She was bumfuzzled. Getting this woman to see things your way was like trying to outsmart a Flamingo Casino slot machine. “Hapana, Bosi, I don’t agree. Look at the route of the design. I know you want a vintage feel. Lakini it doesn’t feel right or even powerful enough: it’s black and white. It’s as common as a house for sale. We are doing this as a way to maintain continuity in a message announcing, aren’t we?” 

Bosibori was vexed. Atieno Mary could be sassy at times. “It doesn’t feel right for you, and I know why. Using the same images in secondary slots, again and again, may not be creative, I know, but I prefer it as a way to maintain continuity in a message announcing; say, repeating over and over to close a sale. I know the practice does, in most cases, cause nothing but confusion but...” 

Atieno almost blurted. “It does confuse because it gives subscribers the impression that you’re sending the same email to thousands of other recipients. And why would I bother to open your emails if they’re probably the same?” 

Bosibori closed her eyes in despair. “Yes. Sawa basi.”

The voice became more importunate, even a trifle petulant. “Do you get my point? Unaget point yangu?”

“Naelewa. I get your point, but do you get my point too?” 

“It’s not a single idea, Bosi, ni nini?” Atieno almost blurted again with her bossy tone. “Don’t hustle me.” Bosibori felt like she was talking to a psychiatrist or something. Being probed. Analyzed. Atieno’s tone of voice made her lower her gaze. She knew she shouldn’t be enjoying the humiliation of the situation. Whenever lady boss Atieno Mary used that tone, you snapped your mouth shut. Arguing with her at such times was like duelling with hand grenades. Apart from her magnificent height, the other boss thing about the kick-ass boss was her voice. High, metallic, and without inflection, it fell on your ear with a hard monotony, irritating the nerves like the relentless clamor of the pneumatic drill. Bosibori knew the woman’s reputation. She was ruthless. She was reckless. She was focused. Her focus was undivided. She would have no sympathy for screw-ups, no matter how minor. 

Bosibori managed to hold her composure. She wouldn’t concede any point, however small, right now—not while she still had the upper hand. “How, pray, tell, are we going to make 2 million per month?” she asked icily.

Atieno touched her fingertips to her lips. She mulled.

There it was. 2 million every thirty days? 

Atieno breathed. Mayie! Now she was interested. Hooked.

Two million per month? Even the bank would love you.

But still... Atieno yawned in the weariness of it. “Aya, Bosi, my mke mwenza, sikiliza, listen, I have no problem with the idea, but the method of execution. Sitaki tujimix. Some of the activities you’ve planned haven’t been tested here in Kenya...” 

Bosibori paused with a shocked look. “Ni ideas mpya lakini ziko poa, Madam Boss. New thinking is required in advertising.”

Atieno evaluated, then resumed. “New thinking? Such as yours?” she asked in a scoffing tone. “I don’t think so.”

Bosibori set her jaw determinedly and said, “They’re novel, but they have worked for many agencies in South Africa. Plus they are cost-effective. We are saving money by using social media. It’s powerful, and it works well with our target group. We’re doing great. 124 shares and 1.7k likes the last time I checked Facebook.”

Atieno stuck a finger up her nose. After a while, she found something and looked around for a place to wipe it. “Facebook. I saw the post.” She wiped her finger under the chair.

Bosibori nodded. “I’m about to post a public status update.” 

“Seems you’re up and running.”

Bosibori smiled, her eyes twinkling wisely. She felt she was on the wrong track.  

Atieno eased the gears and said, “Bossy Bori. Well, it’s too late to go back to the drawing board again. I need to see your strategy report before I make any decision. Oh, and I have the Lolando board meeting tomorrow, and I have a sick feeling.” 

“Ati what? Sick feeling? Si you tell me.”

“Imagine. Oh, I was thinking aloud. That’s bad for a CEO. Your strategy report? Before I forget.”

Bosibori looked nonchalant. “Hakuna shida. I will email it. Also, you can download a brand activation manual I published on our website. Or I will attach it to the email. Did you want to suggest a big idea? Why are you not saying it?”

Atieno flashed, appreciatively, her strong white teeth. She leaned forward. “Co-wife, don’t work too hard. Imagine you baffle me to the point of confusion. Haki imagine. I must say your approach to things is professional. Your branding approach is always so different. That’s why this agency creates a team of brand ambassadors who are completely aware of the product and its benefits.” 

Bosibori smiled stiffly. “Are you flattering me here, Madam Boss?”

Atieno frowned and took a breather. “Kwa nini?” Then she switched to a different subject. “Bosi, would you mind terribly if I brainstormed here?”

“Hapana, sita mind, big girl bazuu,” she said exuberantly. “Go ahead.”

Atieno belched, her hand to her breast. “The 3G sampling, it’s the third week. I’m looking for some creative ideas for the activation. I need out-of-the-box ideas pretty quick.”

Bosibori made an about-face, looking utterly sure of herself. There was a slight quivering smile on her lips as her head began to whirl with a glare in her eyes. Her brain switched to its creative gear. It had to be like that in advertising. One was always wracking their brains for creative solutions and was ever ready to tussle in the mud for ideas. Things were done so fast and efficiently with brick-and-mortar brutality. Thoughts tumbled in her head, making and breaking alliances like thundering typhoons in Rusinga Island waters. She said, “The best place to sample your drink is in the sports venues where people need thirst quenchers, like football. Like barroom halls where guys cluster together to watch football. Like rugby or cricket or basketball grounds where different teams play different games at different times.”

Atieno nodded. “I thought so too. Any interesting, or even interactive, suggestions about a way I can carry out a four to five-day roadshow or outdoor activation where my product’s spark-plug objective is to raise brand awareness and fight cheap alternatives in, say, car owners’ bazaars, shoppers in a mall, matatus, commodity stalls, workshops, or whoever the hell, or the businessmen, the politicians, or the two-bit hustlers... even the industrial-strength hustlers, or the beer drinkers, or the betting maniacs, et cetera, et cetera. Not just young people and sportsmen but even jua kalis. Even the SMEs. Assume it’s a condom you’re selling.”

Bosibori pressed her lips together, searching for the right words. “I would suggest some in-store promotional activities that will attract Sec A and B+ for a product relating to roadshow promotion. Besides the sports places and jua kalis, that is obvious. You need to define your target consumers. Looks to me like it’s everybody.”

Atieno stood up and picked up her bag. She rearranged her braids. She made up her face and lips carefully. “It’s everybody. This is a soft drink. Anyway, thanks for your suggestions. Aya, keep steaming that smart brain and see what clever ideas you come up with, sawa? I am meeting the client in two weeks.” At the door, she turned around and asked, “What’s the other activation?”

“The activation strategy for BigEat—a maize flour project that came in on Tuesday, the power ugali ad from Unga Mix, unakumbuka? The copy for this brand is “Eat Like A Man” and the activation must be related to the brand essence. The target market age is from ten. It’s progressing well; I’m happy.”

“Happy?”

Bosibori smiled. “That’s the word, I dare say.”

Atieno mulled it over and wondered. She didn’t believe there was any happiness in this advertising racket, only pressure and pain to meet constant deadlines. She glanced at her watch. She will make it for her next pitch meeting in good time. Then she remembered that the head honcho must always represent the entire company, and that was a lot of pressure for a married girl. CEO by day, wife by night! As a director, you must always stay on top and be seen that way. In this case, some parting words were necessary. “Bosi, I know 2-Help Walemavu campaign means everything to you right now. Is it worth everything?”  

Bosibori nodded. “Two million a month,” she said a little more earnestly. “That’s worth everything, don’t you agree?”

“Oi.”

Bosibori got up, matched slowly and defiantly toward her boss, and searched the woman’s face. “That means what? Is this all I get? For doing my job? Ei yawa!”

“Tell me, who put this in you?”

Crap. Bosibori took a deep breath. “I don’t just do things fuaa, this thing was designed by the smartest brain in Nairobi.”

Smartest brain in Nairobi, heh? Aya. “Who is that? Ama it’s that cripple? Oh—it’s that Abandu? The industry-strength hustler?”

“Aki woyee. Look, that Abandu has a bigger brain than yours and mine. Besides my pastor blessed it. I fasted and sowed a seed.”

Atieno watched her with a bemused look, sympathy struggling to overcome the relentless purposefulness in her face. “Bosi, I’m not going to argue about your faith again; whatever cult leader you believe in, it’s all up to you. Eastlands is full of these smart Bible-wielding sadaka-harvesting conmen in suits. Hustlers, predators! Ati you sow a seed, and you freely give them your hard-earned money! Kwanza, wewe umesoma, ngoja tu, utasota! You’ll be hustled. You’re losing your focus! I like your work, and you certainly drive business, but stringing yourself up with this church will ultimately be your biggest undoing. But what concerns me is this... this one... I don’t know why I am reluctant to take this account. Maybe it’s because that crippled thief worries me.”

Bosibori flushed indignantly but thought better of replying. Her personal life was her own, and she knew very well that if she were a man, her boss wouldn’t be making such remarks. “I’ll handle everything the way you wish, Madam,” she chanted, with ardor and solemnity, as would befit a less awkward occasion, “and please, call the man by his name. Tutu Kulundeng. Tuts. I don’t like the man but—give the devil his due—he is incredibly smart.”

Atieno held her nostrils together and sniffed crudely, long and rugged. “When I was a little girl, my mama told me never to have anything to do with crippled people. They have baggage and they are mean and nasty. I can’t have any dealings with them. I am only supposed to either sympathize with them or help them.” 

Bosibori shook her head. “Listen, my co-wife, 2-Help Walemavu marketing strategies are hinged on email. We don’t have that capability in-house. BA&M has expertise. Besides, let’s be clear: Tuts is not a thief... technically he is not. I know you’re referring to the housing mortgage scam. Ama?”

“That Baluhya stole public funds and used them to build his business empire! Aii! How naïve are you?”

“Hapana, he didn’t steal. The idea he proposed to the technocrats in the housing ministry on how to implement the housing fund was good. He offered solutions that helped, and the high-risk loans were easily bundled into anonymous investment cabs.”

“Which newspapers do you read?” 

Bosibori felt frustration rising in a tight knot in her chest. Cut the crap. “His ideas were used by shady technocrats to influence the minister of housing to concede to launch the scandalous scheme. They benefited from the scam. The meltdown must have been triggered by something else; I don’t know.”

“So he was responsible for the housing-fund scam, right? It was an absolute grab-bag of financial madness. Tax payers’ money!”

Bosibori looked doleful and damp. The confusion in her head riveted her. Feeling browbeaten, she bit her lower lip, closed her eyes, and squeezed her forehead, knowing that the woman had won. She tried her best innocent voice, but her grin said it all. “Aya. You can say so,” she said helplessly, and sat down.

Atieno was watching her. “Bosi, as conscientious as I am with my work, I am indecisive about this. Tread with caution. Kulundeng is a twisted man with no scruples. I don’t want anyone sapping with the devil in my company. Let me get a second opinion on this 2-Help Walemavu thing before we can proceed. Are we crystal?”  

Bosibori beheld a lost look on her face, torn between siding with her boss or her convictions. She was more than surprised by what was turning out to be an acrimonious lecture, and how it was turning around on her. She floundered in her shackled restraints. “Madam Boss, that’s my whole month of testing thrown out of whack. Two million a month ni doo mob, I daresay. Doesn’t that make your mouth water? I can’t deliver on my monthly targets and deadlines if...”

Atieno arrested her protests by raising a lone finger. “I am not saying you stop. Do your research. Go ahead with your engagements, but let me have the final word on this. In other words, cancel tomorrow’s meeting with FGK, sawa?”

“Yes, mama,” Bosibori replied, but not audibly. It was more of a “thought.” She nodded stiffly, feeling like a chastised student. Her eyebrows rose sharply, twin arches disappearing in the mass of honey-brown skin. 

Atieno observed the woman’s reaction. She felt as though she were smothering. There was a real difference, she knew, between the single flush of anger that came naturally from a confrontation and the near panic that came upon an ill-prepared employee when hit with an ambush. Of course, the whole point of putting down an employee was about asserting authority. 

She left the room, chirping on her way out, a steamroller on spike heels. “Two million a month does more than make my mouth water; it turns me on. Sexually.”

The corners of Bosibori’s mouth twitched downward painfully. She sniffed a well-tamed “sawa.” Her teeth serrated her lower lip as she watched her boss leave the office. 

She was ready to scream in frustration.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Two


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Bosibori realized that for the first time in years, her immediate future was intriguing. Boiling with rage, she retreated to her desk and began pulling drawers open and banging them shut, slamming her stapler on the desktop and shuffling papers with a seething, helpless fury. Two years of hustling had taught her never to brood over her incongruous boss’ brash and strutting order in the sublime manner of a scene-stealing Eastlander, but to tailgate her directive. Atieno owned the company. So what? Bosibori couldn’t stand being treated like a dumb bimbo by people who lacked her intelligence and education. As a shrewd marketer, she always felt torn between trying to be honest while, at the same time, selling the fake products she created ads and television commercials for. Commercials that made so many Kenyans rush to their neighborhood stores and buy everything from toothpaste to cooking oil, from detergent to toilet paper. It was a tough job. Sometimes she wanted to chuck it all, damn it. Many times, she ran out of ideas—went dry. To an advertiser, ideas are golden treasures. 

She’d grown to accept Atieno’s snaps of irreverence in the two years she had worked at AMBA, never failing to communicate her annoyance at it through grumbles or heavy tsks, but there wasn’t the slightest hint of doubt in her mind about the confidence she felt that Atieno would relent... at least, bend a little with time once she realized that 2-Help Walemavu was actually the company’s savior. Bosibori would do nothing, stick out her thumb, and wait.

She knew she was a smart, streetwise, and equally deceitful hustler. She was a snob, not a true over-the-top out and out snob, but a snob nonetheless. She was a force of nature, a down-to-earth Eastlands girl who had honed the art of survival through the trials and tribulations of hard life. Her spirit, forged in the crucible of suffering, burned with an unyielding determination. She had weathered storms that threatened to consume her, emerging stronger with every battle fought. Life had molded her into a formidable warrior, armed with a relentless drive to overcome any obstacle that dared cross her path. Her high IQ was the ticket; more than college diplomas, awards, and whatnot. Her boyfriends—the men she slept with—called her an ugly duckling. She had long accepted that her looks were nothing to go by and always counted on her brain to do the trick for her in this life. That is to say, she affected a somewhat cool manner and often gave others the impression of aloofness, and perhaps even conceit, but this was only a defense, a rein that held her frustrations in check. It was only in her eyes that one could perceive the fire that burned inside her, could even guess at the wild animal that lay imperfectly concealed. 

It was this combination of aloofness and yet the hint of some insatiable desire that served to make her irresistibly magnetic to men who thought ugly women were cheap, who flocked to her like flies to honey. From her choice of dress, she liked people to underestimate her, and from the way she spoke, she liked to remind them that she was from Eastlands. And the more they flocked to her, the more admired she felt, and the more she became a sexual commodity, her defenses barely able to hold in check the intensity of her inner passions. As a professional, she was intelligent, focused, and ambitious. She knew that things worked well if she displayed nervousness and uncertainty, too. It was a psychological precept that she didn’t want her true colors to be seen or for anyone to know about her burning ambitions. 

Now she seemed strung up—seemed to go ablaze, nearly, with some outrage, barely contained desperation as she suddenly and quite strangely thought about her downsides. Her preacher boyfriend had not returned her texts and was not picking up her calls. It just came to her at that moment that she was a cynical dope and Pastor Otodo was, at heart, a small-time carny hustler who was pushing her to do the impossible. It depressed her to think about it—Otodo was not her “boyfriend” per se but a man she was keen to have. People said he was a suit-and-tie-wearing conman. Fela Kuti was right. An African who wears suits and ties has jeepers to hide—he cannot be trusted. He was a sweet-mouthed preacher who stood up in his pulpit, said Halleluya, and declared, “All people of Eastlands won’t go to Heaven unless they repent.” He did! He had a church up in Jerusalem and held weekly revival meetings in the open field near the Nairobi River, and from there he preached and performed miracles, healing the sick and promising fortune to the folks. If they believed. He was the one who prophesied to Bosibori that AMBA would be hers because her boss, Atieno, was a non-believer, and the Bible said that the wealth of the wicked will be given to the righteous. 

She wiped away the small beads of perspiration that had appeared on her perpetually pouting lower lip and wiped away the misty droplets with a long, tapered finger, inwardly upset with herself at her weakness for Luo men. Her Luo man.

She loved him! She loved him! Heck, he was a conman and a womanizer who screwed that tall and dark chorister in the church pantry, but... she loved him. And that was the answer to all of it, she rationalized... but this afternoon she was distressed, frustrated... even frightened... with nowhere to hurl her rage at. The accumulating emotional strain was simply getting the better of her. Oh, Toddy, Toddy... I’m so frustrated... my boss is not biting the bait... I’m so pissed... Kulundeng is waiting for an answer. I don’t want to fail you... She had to get hold of herself, shake this rage of frustration, and do what had to be done. There was no time for self-pity now. She had only one month. Kulundeng had made it clear. 

Her phone chimed. It was her Mpesa answering tone. Not one of those anonymous motherfuckers clients stuffing her with money to forge documents, hell no! Du! She checked. 50,000 shillings. From Opus Media. This was a legitimate side hustle, and it reduced her stress. She normally got Kiprotich—her puppy dog—to do the designs while she pocketed fat commissions. 

Kiprotich was cheap, gifted, and worked fast. She straightened herself up and called him.

“Hi Puppy Dog.”

“Hi Ugly Duckling

“Yaani I’m stressed, mazee,” she said, with equal ambiguity.

“Oi. You mean screwed?”

“So screwed. My boss, as you can imagine.”

“Oi. Your mboss can mbe very difficult sometimes, eeh? Does she know I want to run off withi yuh?”

“She knows I have been putting you off for a long, long time.”

“Heeh? But she knows I have rav’d yuh for a rong, rong time.”

“I’m telling you. I think labda she was ready to fire me on the spot. It was about 2-Help Walemavu—I couldn’t get her to bite.”

“Atieno is your blazing bazenga. Release nthe mpressure.”

“How now?” Rhetorical question. “Ama you have plans for...?”

“Why ndon’t yuh ngive me a ndate, nthe wey I rav yuh, my ndear. I’ll ngive yuh ngood twa twa.”

Bosibori made a face of distaste and shook her head vigorously, passing the offer of a carnal gift. She was trying her best to resist him, especially after she began to date Otodo, because he had a thick tongue and he lisped, and his breath was bad. She lied to him that some new infection had befallen her poor little pussy. But Kiprotich, who was ten years younger than her and who shared the philosophy that a vagina was not as perishable as a piece of dwindling soap had, these past months, became stupidly possessed with her. He said she was his woman, more or less exclusively. Not that she hated being possessed any more than she would want a car or a house from a man if being possessed had such an ambivalent meaning. She wanted marriage—that he couldn’t give her.

Now she had to open the wound in their relationship if she had to break up with him. She had to admit that he was too young. She had to admit this without pleading guilty to her heart but had to put the boy off firmly, not defensively, for the slightest slip of sympathy, and she would permit no doom in the back of her brain—her doom, her confusion over the two men—and be bold and proclaim no more games. She had been polite to Kip, waited for the right moment, thanked him profusely, and told him she had met somebody else and couldn’t continue seeing him since he was married, and she never wanted to be near him again.

But Kiprotich merely rebuffed her threat, assured her that he wouldn’t let her go. He was accustomed to the rough-and-tumble way she talked, and despite it, he could feel himself getting turned on every time the forty-year-old came within three feet of him. Of all people, to his everlasting credit, he never found her ugly. He loved her. For him, she was thoroughly adequate.

She sighed. “Oh, you horny Kalenjin, why are you always full of wasiwasi? Not now. I’m working on a project!” she declared. “Mimi sio tule tusichana twako, I am a self-respecting professional woman. And you—you’re a married man, wewe hustler wewe.”

From the way she was breathing on the phone, Bosibori was nervous enough as it was. Bothered and unsettled, she drew up her laptop and thought about her affection for her pastor and smiled in her fantasies.

Kiprotich asked, “Unakam? Are you coming?”

“Nakam. I’m coming.”

“Aya. Kam.”

Apparently, Kiprotich’s dark-skinned wife, Chemutai, wasn’t enough pulchritude for him because the sly graphic designer was using more than his creative finesse when he entertained his “clients” in his Luthuli Avenue office. When she learned of her husband’s escapades with mamas, the down-to-earth village girl made up her own rules—she drowned her sorrow in church and never stopped praying for the Devil to stop destroying her marriage.

Kiprotich was a backstreet graphic designer and Nairobi’s master of forgeries who fooled himself that he was an artist. He was the owner of a shoestring operation with a fancy name that he dreamed of turning into a creative agency, and from the cramped, vanished corner of his den on the third floor of a nondescript block along Luthuli Avenue, hunched over a battered PC, he used Photoshop and CorelDraw to forge documents for dark-faced prosperity thieves, embezzlement accountants with worried faces, less-than-gala agents of tax evaders, and shady conmen. This was the bond of friendship between him and Bosibori—he forged documents for her anonymous clients, mostly to evade tax and rob the government. He was also a broker and, to his everlasting credit, it seemed he had this tremendous gift of bringing people together—from struggling businesspeople to government tender hawks known as “tenderpreneurs” in need of design and print services. His business dealings made it mandatory for him to have the ability to join hands, not his, but others’, and to stand back and let the bloody miracles happen. He was always a small cog in the wheel of the laborious printing game in downtown Nairobi, and he was always cutting deals and eating from both sides. 

All this was happening in the days when acts of forgery had no criminal consequences in Nairobi, when the government was the cash cow every businessperson milked, and nothing was legitimate. But Nairobi bore through it romantically, and life was simple, business less competitive, and even the pain of struggle had the dignity of enduring forever. 

Nairobi is a city of tempestuous streets, of shouting hawkers and touting men in the din of matatus, rushing masses of money chasers, the honking of cars, and the jangle of feet on concrete. A living, thrilling city of tall buildings, escapades, and business deals; a city of throbbing vitalities, the center of boundless business connections; a place of commerce with East Africa, Africa, and the world, a world of stately businessmen with showy cars and recklessly mouthy politicians on TV. A captivating and inviting metropolis with crowds of enthusiastic people hurrying from the matatus and parked cars and walking fast on teeming sidewalks to the huge blocks, to confidential business houses, to offices on the remarkable thoroughfares such as Kenyatta Avenue and Moi Avenue near the national relic—the Kenyatta International Convention Centre. A city where typical Kenyan faces are apparent on all its streets, a competitive and aggressive town with more courtesy in its life and less of the discourteous clamor. A city of contrasts—of diverse ethnicities; of the Luo and the Maasai and the Kikuyu and the Luhya and the Kalenjin and the Waswahili—all forty-two. Of modern architectural masterpieces and ancient colonial relics. Of smartly dressed office men and women striding purposefully along, and Maasai women in their traditional beaded jewelry. Of smart men sitting on shoeshine shelters reading Daily Nation, and talking politics. Of quiet corner cafes with people seated at the tables, drinking chai, eating, and opening up their newspapers to catch up on the day’s news. In bars as the night folds over the city, it is a place of music and romance, with bands of Congolese musicians singing shrillily and doing their best to be the phantoms of dark pleasure. At the old dukas downtown, on the teeming River Road on sweltering days, you suddenly feel inconspicuous in the jostle, the throngs, the bustle, the lines upon lines of matatus and minibuses, the hustle, the downtown restaurant where cute maids usher you with smiles, swift glances from the shifty chaps, vivacious movements of people, the exciting hum of voices that tells you how richly lucky you are to be alive—the joy of being alive—undulations of matatu touts, shifty Somali chaps selling you fake wristwatches, eruptions of laughter from chokoraas, of the blaring music, of being robbed even, of being approached and loved by the shimmering prostitutes in broad daylight, prostitutes with demonic shins in their bold eyes, overdone with mascara, scanty dresses, torn jeans, cheap wigs, and little jeweled handbags, the tired eyes and tired arms and shoulders of cart pullers. In a street corner, shady hawkers stand in knots. A too ferocious kanjo askari (the Nairobi city council officers) strolls by menacingly and, in fact, rather arrogantly, conveying his pissed-offness that these particular cretins are nothing but trouble in the butt of the city. The hawkers then split or swagger or scatter off with the goods they sell to passersby, their faces full of fake smiles, which are more calculating than curious. The downtown shops sell everything you need. Hardware, textiles, electronics, kitchenware, beauty products, fertilizers, computer accessories, chemicals, machines, foodstuff—all the cheap stuff China dumps in Africa. Then night comes and silence yanks in, brightly lit darkness—and music and twilight mamas and chokoraas, and life goes on in a city that never sleeps, in discreetly dim beer and choma zones, in anonymously notorious bars, lively in brittle liveliness, with easy female company, guzzling beer and eating nyama choma. 

Bosibori put a smile on her face, took her bag and walked out of the office. She wanted to be in crowded places anyway, to feel the pulse and rhythm and the vibrations and the pressure of humanity. In the city centre. In a bar dancing to Lingala music with Luo men. She took a matatu to town and engaged Kiprotich in his crummy office for hours. That night, after emailing the creative work to the client, they went clubbing. Amused, boozed, and carnally used, she’d had a glorious evening.

Sunday was always the hardest. She rose burdened by the week’s transgressions, determined to repent before God, yet dreading the moment she would have to look her drill pastor in the eye, as though he could read every stain her soul carried.

In her office on Monday, while she battled a hangover, her computer beeped. New 2-Help Walemavu email or just another admini-spam? She opened it instinctively. It was her puppy dog. 

Fixing the glasses on her nose with a ruthless stare, she read: 

To: ambosibori@gmail.com

From: patrick.kiprotich203!@gmail.com

Subject: (No subject)

Hi baby, Thanks for a wonderful night. Had a great time, and that ka little... the plan is on... In a few days from now, you will

assume responsibility as the CEO  of AMBA, make me your chief designer. You know dreams come true. Keep that in mind. 

Love you, Kip

Her face lit up with a malevolent smile. She felt something happening in her face, and her heart—her heart skipped a beat in wry panic and regret. She quickly recovered and held her hand to her chest, to her heart. She quickly wrote a reply: thanks but we agreed not to take things too far. i have somebody i’m pursuing now and you have chemutai. let’s not get too attached, okay? She clicked her tongue and wondered. What happened when two people had such an awkward friendship of sex and business? One could never know the power of sex, and it annoyed her to the very end why she went to him for carnal fulfillment, hiding behind closed guest room doors and between the sheets, and swearing to herself that that was the last! To her, he was always the worthless Luthuli Avenue graphic designer whom she used as a means to her ends for business and pleasure. She felt justified that as long as Pastor Otodo stood her up, she would always end up in bed with the creepy Kalenjin. In a second, Kiprotich and the email were out of her mind. What was she thinking about? Oh, yes. She flipped back to BA&M blog and resumed her reading “...it’s OK to sing a little. By adding testimonials or positive stats to your sign-up page, you could boost your opt-in rates.” She sat back to ponder. Excellent write-ups... food for thought. BA&M was so reliable, and did offer useful caveats. It pointed to a significant weakness existing at AMBA. Here they had positioned themselves as a white-shoe advertising club. Even their email marketing approach lacked essential tools like social media and was not working for 2-Help Walemavu.

Another email informed her that a new subscriber had signed up for their mailing list and newsletter. That meant they now had 6,300 subscribers. Good so far. Pretty good. She minimized Chrome and brought up Facebook. The numbers on her recent post climbed, and the comments multiplied.


You’re doing a good job.

This is what we need... to help our society

The images are scary but good. I’m touched. 





So far, 200 shares, 1.9k likes, and 720 comments. Even as she read with awe, three dots flashed—someone was typing a comment right that second. She posted a public status update:


DISABILITY IS NOT INABILITY. LET’S CHERISH 

THE WORK OF THE DISABLED IN SOCIETY.





An inspiring thought came to her when she remembered one doohickey she had learned at the British Council business counseling seminar: test every new addition. Seek expert advice. 

She straightened herself up to call Kulundeng. At that very moment, her phone buzzed. A message from Pastor Otodo: YOUR LIFE IS ABOUT TO CHANGE. GO AND MEET KULUNDENG. PROPHECY IS ABOUT TO BE FULFILLED. She replied with a blessed emoji.

––––––––
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Something touched her heart. She was waiting for this message. The prophecy was that the wealth of the unrighteous would be taken from them and given unto you. Quite startlingly, at that moment when she felt her life was about to change, she recalled her sordid past, the testimony she had bugged Pastor Otodo with. Her first husband was a drunkard and a drifter who later left the country. Her second husband was a good man; he died. Her third husband left her pregnant in the middle of her marketing course. She was jobless and in the trenches, so she sold her things and moved back to her mother’s house for a few months. She later took up a crappy job and rented an apartment in Jerusalem. The job was an appeal to her social nature and vivacity. She became a sales team leader for Indigo Marketing in Nairobi West, where from noon till midnight five days a week, she led a team of salesgirls with packs of condoms and wine samples, moving from bar to bar promoting the stuff. She would paint her face and wear a tight black suit and a very short skirt. She would smile and flirt with drunks, move the stuff, and feed cash into the company’s Mpesa accounts. The shitty job helped her eke out a living.

In the bars, she did rounds among men and had a good time. In all that hustling, she only met class climbers like herself. That she was not aesthetically appealing was a good enough excuse to make her drown herself in booze. She acted like a whore, got drunk, bombed, and blasted. She would get stupidly inebriated, bubbly, giggly, and concede to admitting she was, yes, a bitch with an incandescent love for sex. Men took her to the rooms to stick it in her. Men ignored the hostility of her attitude because all ugly girls had bad tempers.  

Her Jerusalem house was behind a bar that was behind a small church. It was no bigger than an ordinary Eastlands “extension”. In the course of that time, she got used to the near-squalor Jerusalem gave her, always indirectly comparing it with the beautiful home of her parents in Kimathi Estate. The bedroom was tiny, and immaculately clean as if it belonged to a nun. Her small bed was centred in her bedroom, the headboard against the pale plaster wall. Above the headboard was a framed photograph of Odhis, her late husband, with her son Mito and daughter Sharon. Her landlady was a little old mokoro lady, like one out of a witch’s tale. On the landlady’s coffee table was an open Bible. Mama Ian, she was called. She owned the property, around which she’d put up a stone fence. She had once been a mang’aa—raw, potent, and unforgiving. Time had taken its due. Her face bore a map of creases, scaly in places, freckled with dark spots that spoke of sun, strain, and years unkind. Her hair was done in an old style—hot-combed and curled into a stubborn Afro that refused to surrender to the present. Her body still held a trace of youth, a defiant silhouette—yet her skin told another story, one that judged her long before she could speak. Bosibori felt safe there because the landlady acted like a bulldog umbwa kali and a guide in the flurry of events that followed. She asked Bosibori which church she went to, and she launched into a long soliloquy about her Christian faith and how her life of prayer had brought her peace and good fortune. She was glad to rent Bosibori the house and hoped she wouldn’t bring alcohol and men onto the premises. 

One time, when Bosibori was down and hurting from her stresses, she said, “My daughter, you need to be prayed for. I will introduce you to my pastor.”

And so she took Bosibori to a tent revival meeting. That was where she saw Pastor Peter Otodo for the first time. He was clad in his dark green ecclesiastical robes. While the others were having a rousing prayer time, she had sat transfixed, being converted... not her religious convictions, just her heart. He had looked at her. Not bad looking, though she is a bit older than I like them—pushing forty, he judged. Heavily made up eyes, and false lashes. A widow or divorcee. She saw the lust drool from his eyes at the sight of her sumptuous cleavage. And when she was introduced to him, she was presented as a poor misfit, a pitiful, broken, undeserving, unattractive sinner.

She began to talk, to confess. “I am a damned and pitiful sinner, and I’ll be fried on Satan’s hot jiko like mandazi if I don’t tell you this. And by my sins, I most emphatically say I was deceived by Satan, that wicked adversary plainly in control of this benighted pagandom.” She elaborated with tears. “I was always a whore, but I didn’t know it. How can I not help wondering at my submissiveness to worthless, undeserving, unattractive, impecunious, selfish men? Men who took advantage of me, especially when I was so broke. Men who are only after my most cherished asset—my sex. Not that good men don’t want me; I know my worth. And I have my dignity. I have had three husbands; all of them left me in different circumstances. I have attracted mostly married men, whom I don’t want, who see me as a high-class whore. Now I lack a man in my life, and I’m
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