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            I didn't just survive the river. I learned to dance in its currents.
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To my father, John Karanja, who carried me when I could not carry myself.

To my mother, Jecinta, whose quiet strength was the soil I grew from.

To my son, Keith, a reminder that tomorrow can be brighter than yesterday.

And to my stepdaughter, Leen, proof that love makes family, not blood alone.

This book is ours.
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Preface
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I should not be here. Malaria nearly took me before I learned about long division. Poverty chewed at my feet with jiggers, and shame hung me out to dry—literally, in the sun, when wet trousers betrayed me. Betrayal split me open twice, and depression whispered that silence would be easier than breath.

But life refused to let me go. Or maybe stubbornness did.

This is not a neat story, and I won’t dress it up. It is raw, sometimes bitterly funny, sometimes unbearably heavy. It is about rivers that nearly drowned me, ridges that nearly broke me, and the small mercies—an aunt’s prayer, a father’s hands, a teacher’s faith—that carried me further than I thought possible.

I am not unbreakable. I am living proof that you can be broken and still keep walking. This book is my way of saying: survival is rarely solo, and sometimes the scraps of mercy are enough to build a life.
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​​Chapter 1: Ridge and River
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I was born on a slope where the sky seemed to lean a little, as though even heaven had grown tired and rested against the ridges. Kigio is the name of that slope, a stubborn corner of Kiambu County where mornings arrive carrying mist like folded laundry and evenings leave carrying away children’s laughter and chicken squabbles. In Kigio, you do not measure time by clocks. You measure it by shadows lengthening over maize stalks, by the clank of cows coming home, and by the way gossip travels faster uphill than downhill.

It was here that I almost lost my life before I had much of it to spend. Malaria, that sly thief, entered my blood like a conman with too many tricks. At first it knocked politely with a small fever. Then it brought body aches, as if the bones inside me were being rented out to a gang of mischievous tenants. My head swelled with heat, my vision blurred, and by the time the grown-ups realized what was happening, I was dangling between this world and another.

My parents were not home that day. Life in the countryside had a way of scattering people across farms, errands, funerals, and church meetings that lasted as long as sermons in Revelation. In their absence, my aunt became my reluctant Moses, dragging me toward a promised land of medicine that lay across the ridge. She hoisted me onto her back, a scrawny ten-year-old who had already outgrown being carried but who, at that moment, had no business walking on his own.

Her breathing was heavy. Not the dignified sighs of a woman accustomed to hardship, but the short, panicked gulps of someone bargaining with God in every step. I could feel her heartbeat thumping through her thin dress, a frantic drum that seemed to argue with my slowing pulse. She prayed as she walked, the kind of prayer that wasn’t polite or theologically neat, but more like a desperate shout through a locked door: “God, please! Don’t let this child die on my back.”

We staggered downhill toward the river. That river — muddy, mischievous, forever gossiping about anyone who crossed it — became the stage for my first rehearsal with death. By the time we reached its edge, my aunt looked at me as though I had already started slipping away. My eyes rolled back; my body was limp, a puppet whose strings had been cut. She later confessed she thought she was carrying a corpse by then.

And that’s when the woman appeared.

She was kneeling at the riverbank, dipping a calabash into the water. Her turban was tied high, proud, as though it held secrets no one else could handle. Some people fetch water as though it’s a chore; this woman fetched water as though she was entering into a covenant with it. She looked up, saw us, and something in her eyes flickered — not fear, not pity, but recognition, like she had been waiting for me all along.

Without hesitation, she began to pray. Not softly. Not shyly. Loud, commanding words that shook the air like stones rattling in a calabash. My aunt froze, clutching me tighter. And there, between the weight of malaria and the weight of her words, something in me stirred. Maybe it was the power of her voice. Maybe it was oxygen slipping back into my lungs. Maybe it was the stubbornness Kigio children are born with. Whatever it was, I twitched, coughed, and let out a weak sound that was neither living nor dying but a strange negotiation between the two.

If you had been there, you might have said it was coincidence. If you were my aunt, you would have said it was divine intervention. As for me, all I know is that one minute I was on the edge of being remembered, and the next I was being dragged across the river toward a dispensary that smelled of kerosene lamps and disinfectant.

At the dispensary, they poked me with something sharp and poured bitter liquid down my throat. First aid, they called it. To me, it was like being yanked rudely back into a body that had already started rehearsing its funeral. Just then, my parents arrived, faces stretched with panic. They listened to the nurse, then carried me out again. The district hospital was still miles away, and my condition was worsening by the minute.

That is how my father became my second stretcher.

He scooped me into his arms with a firmness that denied the possibility of failure. My father was not a man to waste words, but I could hear the silence of his fear louder than any prayer. He carried me for four, maybe five kilometers toward the bus station. Kilometers in which every step was a chapter, every breath a cliffhanger.

And here is where my story takes a strange biblical turn. Because several times along that road, my father set me down and stepped back, as though to see if I would keep breathing without his arms cradling me. He would stand there, watching me from a distance, like Hagar looking at Ishmael dying of thirst in the wilderness, unwilling to watch too closely in case the child didn’t make it. My father loved me enough to carry me, but feared me enough to test whether I had already slipped away. Imagine the torment of a man who cannot bear to watch his son die, but also cannot stop carrying him toward life.

I did not die. Not then. Not on that road. Not under his gaze.

Some people will tell you that miracles are neat, golden events sung about in church choirs. I disagree. Miracles are messy. They are a woman with a turban yelling prayers at a river. They are a father setting down his son five times on the road, half expecting to walk on alone. They are a dispensary where kerosene fumes sting your nose but
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