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    For Sam & Ann

      

    


Holidays at Grandma's - those were the few weeks out the year I felt truly alive. Each day was an off-grid adventure: mud fights by the creek, forts cobbled from fallen branches, exploring neighboring dusty barns. Even chores felt like games, laughter echoing over fields as we chased chickens or toted water buckets.

The real magic, however, unfolded around the crackling fire, grandma's stories weaving around us like the flames. We'd huddle close, mesmerized by her voice, as she conjured feasts and spun tales of talking animals and hidden treasures. One story, though, held a different weight. Her voice dropped to a hush, a glint in her eye, "This one," she said, "comes from my own grandmother, Mumbi. And she always insisted," her finger tapping her chest, "every word was true."
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One: Shifts
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In winter of1860, a lone figure stood on the jagged slopes of the Great Mountain, his gaze fixed on the sprawling kingdoms below. With furrowed brow and a hoarse voice from days of ceaseless cries, he proceeded, "An Iron Serpent is on the horizon, its coil tightened, seeking the hearts of the young and innocent!". But the villagers paid him no heed, in the din of daily life, his words dissolved like echoes in the wind.

As the 20th Century dawned, strangers from afar docked at the Coast, bringing whispers of a world beyond the shores. With these whispers came steel serpents, devouring the youth and carving through the land. Lively sounds of drumming and joyful singing that were once the norm soon began to fade, all replaced by the incessant clang of metal and the rhythmic thud of forced labor. Now came the age of grim silence, of furrowed brows and downcast eyes.

Mumbi’s first cries echoed through the dull, heat-soaked summer of 1922 to little fanfare as was the case with her brother, Tai, two years later. In 34, their father, Rei wa-Mberia, a carpenter by trade, relocated the family to a fertile valley nestled on the western slope of the mountain to try their hand at farming. Coincidentally, the same year witnessed the arrival of 13-year-old Nancy Kojn, the daughter of Lord Kojn, at the prefecture.  

“Mumbi?” Tai came running to her sister one evening before dinner. Behind him was 10-year-old Rono, Tao’s friend, his home-made crutches firmly in his grip, equally excited. 

“Easy,” replied the less than thrilled Mumbi, “what is it?”

“We saw something... a strange person in Kojn’s garden.” Tai rattled off. 

“They had a strange mask over their face, the whole time!” added the friend. 

“What strange person?” she turned her gaze with raised eyebrows in Tai’s direction, “and what were you doing there? What if dad saw you...?”

“Tomorrow, Tai...” Rono rushed off. 

“You go straight home!” Mumbi instructed the boy. 

“Good night!”

In the months that followed, Kojn’s estate expanded, forcing Rei’s household and neighboring families to move further south of the mountain. Whatever objection, protests arose during this period, was quickly neutralized and the cycle continued. 

“Nancy... you in here? Nance!?” Florence, an old-fashioned housekeeper with the countenance and style of a strict school master, had been searching for the new comer in just about every room of the house. At last, she caught sight of her through the library room window, ambling along the perimeter fence headed towards a lovely flower garden. “Nancee!? Ugh...”

“Nancy, dear, how long have you been out here,” said the keeper, hurriedly approaching teenager, who merely stood at the edge of the garden gaping at her. “Come on, let’s get back inside, your father should be arriving any time now.”

With head bowed, Nancy obliged and followed her back to the house. 

“How would you like to grab a quick shower first, hmm? I have the water and clean clothes all ready, then some lovely breakfast. What do you say?” she urged the child with a constant smile. 

Nancy nodded and headed upstairs. Some thirty minutes later, she came back down, donning a white flora dress that flowed around her figure. 

“Doesn’t that feel better?” the keeper guided her to the dining room. Before she could sit, however, distinct chatters from outside caught their attention and the two stood in anticipation. 

“My word, look at you!” cried Mr. Kojn upon catching sight of his daughter for the first time in over 18 months, “Look at how much you’ve grown!” 

Casting his bowler hat aside, he felt to his knees with open arms and the two embraced. “Let me look at you,” he held her at arms lengths. “Almost as tall as you are, isn’t she?” he turned his gaze in Florence’s direction. 

“Yes she is,” answered Florence with a smile. 

“Oh yes, please fetch my bags in the car, will you, Florence?” He instructed. She nodded and rushed to do so. “And you,” he rose, held Nancy’s hand and led her to the dining table, “how do you like the house? Have you seen the garden? I had it installed just for you. Nancy remained silent. 

“Perhaps you can plant some more flowers. What do you think?” he leaned forward, scratching his thick, red beard. “Hmm? Talk to me.”

“I’d like to go back home...” A subdued voice emanated from behind the white mask. 

“Come, you haven’t even given it a chance, meet some friends... see the region, lions, elephants... At least give it a chance. If you still want to go back in a month, then we’ll talk. What do you say?”

“Ok,” she answered, adjusting the mask. 

“OK!” He smiled, “wait until you see what I got you... ever seen the Maasai people?”
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“I’ll carry the bag!” Rono insisted, approaching the entrance of the granary at Rei’s property. 

“No,” Mumbi objected, “let Tai carry the bag, you can carry the rope.”

“I can carry it just fine,” Rono persisted, “Look,” he stretched out his hand, prompting Mumbi to hang the sisal bag around his shoulder. “Tai can carry the rope... and seeds.”

“Alright,” Mumbi yielded. “I’ll fetch the seeds. Tai, get the rope in the shed.”

“She also said to bring the rake,” Tai added. 

All the items collected, the boys rushed off, pushing and teasing each other. 

“And keep away from Kojn’s garden!” Mumbi yelled before they walked out the rustic gate. 

“OK!” Tai replied. 

Ignoring Mumbi’s warning, the duo decided to take a detour through Kojn’s property. 

“See anyone?” Tai asked Rono when they got to the barrier enclosing the garden. 

“There is no one, go.” Rono whispered, looking around. 

Tai removed his sandals, handed them to his accomplice and looked around for a good spot through which to jump the little wooden fence. Before he could, however, Nancy, who’d been watching and listening to the two within the garden, rose, frightening Tai and causing him to run. 

“Hi,” said Nancy to Rono, her voice slightly distorted by the mask.

“Hi,” Answered Rono, slowly walking away, “Sorry.”

“Do you want some flowers?” she asked, “you can have some.”

“No... No,” Rono answered nervously, trying his best to catch up to Tai “sorry!”

Nancy shouted
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