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Dedication

Thank you Uncle Austin for you nurtured and illuminated my world.
For your evening stories embellished with warm laughter, | gained the
footing and irresistible urge to write.

Thanks to the late Joewart Kagumbas whose inspirational words
remain the cog in my life’s wheel.



Contents

D=l [ o= U1 o] o ISR ii
CHAPTER ONE ...ttt 5
CHAPTER TWO ..ottt 15
CHAPTER THREE .....ooiiiiic s 25
CHAPTER FOUR. ...ttt 41
CHAPTER FIVE ...cooiiiete et 46
CHAPTER SIX ...ttt 65
CHAPTER SEVEN ....oooiiiiiiietce et 80
CHAPTER EIGHT ..t 90
CHAPTER NINE......coiiiiiieieiceee e 97
CHAPTER TEN... oot 104
CHAPTER ELEVEN......cooiiiiieeceee s 121
CHAPTER TWELVE ...t 126
CHAPTER THIRTEEN ..ottt 131
CHAPTER FOURTEEN ......ccooieie e 136
CHAPTER FIFTEEN ....oooiiiieeececeee s 140
CHAPTER SIXTEEN ..ot 146
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN ......cooiiiieietce s 149
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN........ccii i 156
GlOSSAIY .ttt 159



CHAPTER ONE

She sat on the verandah of her smooth mud walled hut. Life to her
had become a jeopardizing dream. Everything had seemed to turn
against her. She sobbed as her intestines rolled indiscriminately in her
tummy like ocean waves. Her moist eyeballs bathed in sweat of
disparity, worry and other miscellaneous misfortunes. Beside her sat
Dorie, a figure of blend, curiously observing swaying trees in front of
their house.

Clementina had nothing for her little ones. She looked at her
daughter and asked her if midges were disturbing her. In reply she just
nodded; a sign of satisfaction. Her inquisitive and remonstrative nature
had not yet left her.

“Mama, when will dad be back? He went away without my notice.
He never said bye to me and...... ”?

“He will be back soon, he went for treatment,” she interrupted her.

Nelsen had succumbed to an illness that had long caused him
discomfort a few years after getting employed as a clerk in Wages
Section at Sukari Sugar Company. He had ever since complained of hot
searing stomach pains and unusual bowel responses. As a result, he
continued to lose weight drastically despite his more than regular visits
to the company dispensary.

All tests he had undergone revealed nothing serious other than mere
stomach pains. So, they injected and loaded him with medicine of
which sometimes brought him temporary relief.

Being an artisan cadre employee, he did not enjoy medical privileges
that would have entitled him to seek medical attention beyond the
company dispensary. He could not.

His one bedroomed staff house defined him more than he would
himself. It stood in the midst of the artisan quarters facing Dr Wardi
Way. It was the most conspicuous house when one entered the estate
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with its whitewash disappearing beneath a dark wall that appeared to be
a century old. The house had no window with the peeling grey painted
door as the only opening and an electric bulb hanging precariously at
the veranda extension. The roofing asbestos had been reduced to a mass
of black mould. It was frighteningly grim with its darkening floor and
rotting door frame.

Feeling he could no longer persevere in that state of health, Nelsen
applied for voluntary early retirement on medical grounds under then
newly introduced Voluntary Early Retirement Scheme. The company
accepted his request thus after a month, he was given his retirement
benefits and left the company for Itemo his ancestral home.

However, since then, Nelsen never tasted a cup of relief. He lived in
and out of hospitals trying to find a cure for his illness. Finally, as fate
could have it, after much persuasion from his younger brother Mukuba,
he reluctantly accepted to be accompanied to Kenyatta National
Hospital.

And this is where hell broke loose. Nelsen had colon cancer
otherwise known as colorectal cancer. He had undergone colonoscopy
and the doctor had relayed the sad news with a blank impassive face.

“The disease is in its fourth stage and it may not be cured,”” he
paused for a while and then continued, “however, there is hope. There is
hope. You can still manage it for years.”’

“What do you mean doctor?
How long?’’ Nelsen asked.
“Mark my words. You can manage it for years,’’ the doctor replied.

Nelsen and his brother were shocked that it had turned out to be that
way. When they left the hospital, the two did not reveal the outcome to
anyone. They were too shocked if not scared.

Nelsen was adamant that he would waste no more money on himself.
He firmly told his brother that whatever little he had was to be
bequeathed to his children since he had lived his life. He added that
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whatever happens, he should not waste the resources but to boldly let
fate take its course.

Nelsen never went to hospital again despite numerous advices and
pleas that he should go and not give up. Mukuba had done some ground
work and floated a more appealing suggestion that at Mulago National
Hospital in Uganda many had been cured of the disease and it was
relatively cheaper but Nelsen stuck to his guns that he would not go.

But a year later when he was overwhelmed and could not make
decisions anymore, he was wheeled to Pelua District hospital. A father
to three had left his family in abject poverty. His adroit provisions had
hit the walls and doldrums now occupied the hearts of his dependants.

The lit fire was burning profusely and round they sat. The middle-
aged gastronomical synthesizer was no more storytelling woman she
used to be. The quadruple appeared to appreciate their situation. No
murmurs, no complaints except the young Dorie who constantly got
worried of her little tummy.

“Mum, I am feeling Stomach pains,” she exclaimed.

Her mum knew exactly that paracetamol could do no good. What
were essential were stomach fillers. Anything in the name of food
would render a remedy. Carillon rattled within her head as she posed to
answer the question. She poked the burning fire blowing up flames,
flying and dying in the air.

“I have no medicine for it, Dorie. Just keep cool. | am going to stir
for you porridge. Do you think you will feel well after the intake?”
“l want to eat mother!”

Clementine sighed. She untied her headscarf and rocked it afresh.
She then looked through the door.

“Let us wait for sometimes, it is quite early. We have a long time
before we go to bed. Noah, why do you look so weary? You have
always been a zany and zealous child. Don’t let thoughts to accumulate
in your chest. Revive your spirits. Your dad will be okay soon.”
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“But mum, | am very worried of him. The way | examined him; his
health wasn’t promising. I cannot conjecture if at all he will be all that
right. Can’t you imagine how weak father has become? A grown up,
tears trickling down his cheeks; it is disturbing. Any way | wish him the
best from the mishap. The school demands a lot from him in relation to
my promotion to standard eight next year. Think of all demands that
come with it. My pair of shorts is torn and...? It is of my great concern
now mum. You being a mere peasant farmer with no financial backing
and the burden of raising us having clung to your shoulders, you cannot
extent your help any longer. I am sure mum you cannot...”’

” Son, however penurious | might be, that does not mean that all
exits are closed for you. Keep on with your ambitions. Never lose hope.
Luck does not dwell in hearts full of despair. For unfortunate ones you
have to struggle tirelessly. You have always been attending sermons,
where you are told that God’s mighty powers are beyond human
understanding. You cannot tell the nature of tomorrow. Therefore,
remember that God who created you has a purpose for you being on this
world. Our God is a God of purpose. Fulfill that purpose. Each
morning comes with its tidings.

“But mother, you have had people say, a say of our fore fathers that
when a big tree in the homestead withers, birds have reasons to get
scared. Mother, my grandmother died when you were still a baby. How
does it look like to grow up without one parent?”

“Life was difficult son. | remember your grandfather humming tunes
whose songs he never sang. Son, he used to do that even in the midst of
the night. But then, do you crawl back into nothingness and deny it
never happened? Do you cry and blame yourself when your peers talk
about their mothers? Do you steal for sustenance? No. We worked hard
son. We supported your grandfather in all ways possible. It is a painful
long story riddled in anger, confusion and bitterness... Now that you
have raised it, 1 will soon tell you the story of my life. So, all in all, life
had to continue. Anyway, your father is not dying. He is a strong man.
He will live.”



“This reminds me of my religion teacher, Madam Jane. She used to
tell us in class that we were not captives of circumstances we found
ourselves in and for that reason we had to work hard and pray for
fulfilling lives. That anything is possible before God. | think she used to
talk to me in particular.”

“Mum! Mum! I want to sleep. I am now feeling alright!” Dorie
exclaimed.

“Can I add you another cup?”
“No thank you mother.”

Noah, somehow alarmed was not pleased by her sister’s request. “It
is quite early. Have you taken narcotic? It is not a prerequisite that you
stay awake. You can go on napping for a while.”

“Sleep is a mighty thief once it attacks you, you must sing to its tune.
Let us go to bed Dorie.”

Outside the house, the full moonlight glowed and a cool sensation
caressed their faces. Christmas was approaching. Children yodels were
heard like warblers. The night runners were vexed by the vicissitudes
while the innocent ones were happy as if they were having their siesta.
Stars were tiny flickering pieces perhaps reluctant to produce to the
fullest as they envied the moon. The world was at peace.

Noah had insomnia. What a life of misery to repeat standard seven
with all that self-sacrifice for a promotion? What a detriment to this
valuable moment for my future. Why has God neglected our prayers? Is
this family cursed? What a future ahead? He breathed heavily. His daily
narration of paternoster had shown no positive feedback. He wished he
was a physician to try and restore his father’s health.

Trees were busy whispering in low tones not to be mistaken for
wanton misdemeanor. Cool wind breeze swept across the land to soothe
the already asleep and to celebrate the oncoming birth of Christ.

The morning dew was very heavy. Larry had to go to the bank to
withdraw some money. He had ridden for quite some days operating
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from Itemo his home village to hospital twenty kilometres away on
daily basis. An obligation he assigned himself. Agile nature, a lifestyle
of his admiration now seemed to irritate him. Radiance on his face had
turned to ashes.

“Yesterday | had a very bad journey. Just on my arrival at the
hospital, my front bicycle tyre flattened. | was scared for | had nothing
in my pocket. It was just mere luck that I met Yela, the daughter of
Nyakisumo, who offered to mend the puncture for me. That is why |
arrived very late.

“Mum, | am developing a boil for your information. I am feeling
some pain in the lower abdomen,” Larry said.

“What! A boil? What is boiling in you?

That is wonderful mummy, Larry is just creating fun!” exclaimed
Dorie as she smiled and moved around her mother.

“Don’t be a fool you little pony. You are laughing at problems!”
reprimanded Clementina.

“Aah, leave her alone. She doesn’t know what she is saying. She
sees no problem,’’” Larry said.

“I shall check if I have some medicine for it. Eh, our house is a
chemist you know. Just go where you have been sent first.” She held
Dorie’s hand and led her to the kitchen. She had to prepare something
edible for her to chew or drink.

The sole decrepit cow had not been tethered. Noah rushed to the
shed and untied it. Slowly, it moved and started grazing on the
compound as he waited for the sun to rise high enough to take it to the
grazing field. The rains had been quite irregular for the past one month
and the grass had shown signs of drying up. The blue palace had
resisted any sort of distortion and had dissipated even the tiniest
causative of rain.

Larry had rushed to his father’s commercial bank account. He had
withdrawn some money and now he was at his bedside at Pelua District
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Hospital. His father, who appeared asleep opened his eyes and stared
into his face. He breathed in heavily and sighed then forcefully opened
his dry mouth.

“Come close my son,” he said in a low tone.
“My son you are a man now, aren’t you?’’
“I think so father.”’

“Alright!”

My son, | am grateful for what you are. That is savior fare. Keep it
up. I know you are exhausted. Aah! What | wanted might fall beyond
my perspective. My son never should you become lazy to be a
scapegoat. | will always be with you. I will always stand by your
ambitions and give you a guide. Always remember to sweat for the
betterment of your siblings. Don’t be greedy nor an obliterator, as that
will only digress you from blessings. But in case they don’t listen to
you, don’t be disappointed. They would have rejected my voice which
dwells in you. Move on my son. | have to go for an operation tomorrow,
even though | am feeling very weak. For the last one week I haven’t
been eating solid food. | have been surviving on milk and water. So, |
don’t know if I will come out successfully. But let us hope it will be
therapeutic.

Another thing when you go home, keep the compound clean. It
should not mean that the home can shout my absence. Remember to
clear the extension around mama Musava’s grave. Keep it clean. She
was my beloved mother.”

“Father! Why do you think and talk of graves?”

“Don’t you love your mother son? Death does not stop one from
loving. Go and tell your mother and brother that it will all be well in the
theatre. 1 am going and | am confident | will soon be back after
treatment.”

Nelsen’s modulation was terrible. Modus operandi had hit the
terminals. He exhaustibly rolled on the mattress and faced the walls.
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“You can leave for home. If possible, come and check on me
tomorrow afternoon. The operation will be over.”

Larry reluctantly left the ward his eyes warily fixed of his dad. He
was in dilemma. He wished he would spend the whole night to monitor
his progress. His mind was lost in the confusion as he uttered farewell.
He had to go to the land of fascination.

He had to explain fluently what was transpiring to the eager ears of
the home-based relatives.

Larry arrived home early but fell asleep before he talked to anyone.
His mother was nowhere to be seen as well as his brother and sister. He
was tired. The memory of his conversation with his father kept flashing
in his mind even as his eyes were tightly closed.

Clementina arrived with a bucket of water on her head followed by
Dorie with a small cowboy tin of water which looked to rhyme her size.

“That is enough of you,” Clementina said as she moved forward to
take over Dorie’s tin. “We shall go back again tomorrow to fetch more,
shan’t we?”

“Yes, in the evening, isn’t it?”’
“Of course, yes at such a time.”

“Now go and bring me a matchbox from your brother’s hut. We have
to prepare supper. Run quickly!” Clementina ordered as she remained
behind collecting kitchen utensils from the rack.

Dorie came back quickly as instructed and said to her, “Mum Larry
has come back and has fallen asleep.”

“Let me talk to him. Before he left, he was complaining of a boil,”
she said as she placed the cutlery at the door.

She slowly moved in and called out,

“Larry! Larry! Wake up!”
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Somehow jogged, Larry awoke squeezing his eyes indolently. You
could content he had kept vigil the previous night.

“How was the journey?” Clementina asked.

“It was all well except for indefatigable agony at the hospital. It is
disturbing. He will be taken to the theatre tomorrow; early in the
morning.

It is a must, he said. I will try my level best to revisit him.
There was a dead silence in the room for a while.

“Aah..... and I have been forgetting something of necessity to advise
you. Please do not disclose anything about your dad’s state to Noah. He
looks to be so much psychologically discommoded. Most of the time,
try to placate him to deliver him from pathos. Do not scowl in his
presence, you will be hurting him.” Clementina whispered.

“Have a rest. You can come to the kitchen when food is ready.”

As she moved out of the house, she saw Noah flustering lando, the
brown cow, into the shed.

“You seldom enter the shed without closer supervision you silly
cow,”” he murmured to himself. “Grass will be available tomorrow.”

The once radiant sun had been reduced to a large orange feeble ball.
The birds were happy and audibly enjoying their last tunes of the day.
The cool winds from the east were sweeping the land making the tree
leaves to wave in unison to the off going sun. What a beauty with a
spotless sky, the beautiful green grass, conspicuous mountain ridges
shrouded in fog in the west- all these plunged in dismay memories.

Nelsen underwent operation successfully. This created a sigh of
relief to his family at large. At the hospital, most of the time, you would
spot him reading the Bible which was his hobby before the rueful
malady struck him.

Back home it was a season of harvesting groundnuts. The period
when people’s stomachs rumbled like thunder in an open land. Men,
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women, children and the old worked amicably on the farms as stories
accelerated the pace at which the work was done.

This kind of job was shied off by many as it was labour intensive
while on the other hand it also attracted passersby who fell in the trap
with an objective of filling their stomachs.

At cockcrow parents could awaken their children, gather the
necessary farm implements and off they could go to the farms. They
usually got worried of the blazing sun and thus they always tried their
level best to evade it.

Clementina was a regular participant in cultivation of groundnuts.
Her small square plot and well weeded was among the farms under
cultivation.

Early they could rise except Dorie who was allowed to enjoy the
luxury of her age. Even though their work could not be pronounced as
colossal, they made it to their best. Plaudits could be heard geared
towards Clementina but her reception was always cold. She had other
serious matters to ponder over. Her charitably brought up sons did not
instigate her mind into inquietude. Most of the time silence was
preferred. There was no gaffer, even if he was to be, he could have just
existed figuratively with no role to play. The industriousness that
prevailed could consummate away this. The future still hung
irredeemably bleak. There was no need for retrospection but to face the
reality of the moment. Prognosticators of gloom held their breath high
but were they sages?
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CHAPTER TWO

Nelsen was showing traces of improvement and signs of exuberance
were showing on his face even though the family had been pushed into
an economic abyss in their preparation to offset the medical bill. This
had a great impact on the family investment extending to the family
regalia. All in all, life was more precious and refulgent registered on the
faces of the family members. The bucolic dwellers had deferred their
awaited apprehensive death menace. Obviously, by then very little was
talked about him and their attention was drawn to something else.

Life went on as if there was nothing amiss. The devil had given the
family a short rest. The reports from Pelua hospital were remarkably
fair and sentiments promisingly worth to be listened to.

But this peace and hope was not to last for long. Pain softens and
lulls before it hits hard. After two weeks, as usual, Larry revisited his
father. On arrival at the hospital, what met his eyes made him to be
induced into a chilling pain and dread. Nelsen could no longer sit
upright. On his lips were rivulets of blood.

“My God! Daddy what is wrong!” Larry called out. Despite his
wide-open eyes, Nelsen did not utter a word.

Beside his bed was a stool. On it was a medical card and the nurse on
duty was quick to tell him that Nelsen had been also diagnosed with
dyspepsia three weeks after the operation.

“Alas! What a misfortune.”
Larry was shocked. “Dad! Are you determined to die?”

His teary eyes rolled in bitterness and confusion. He felt hot air build
up in his nostrils and his throat tightening on a lump.

Nelsen had run short of senses only of late to realize that there was
somebody at his bedside.

“Who are you?’
15



“Father! You don’t know me? I am your son Larry.”

“Ok! So, you have come my son? Thank you, my son. Sorry, shake
my hand.”

Larry stretched his arm. His palm was cold and rigid and his eyes
immutably pale.

“I have been waiting for you dearly, son. You have done a good
thing to come at this moment,” he said gasping for breath.

“Now, I have a few points to pass to you. Set your ears attentively.
Point number one! You have to know that after all these sufferings |
might not live with you again. When | was being admitted, | had
undergone colonoscopy which confirmed that | was suffering from
colon cancer. Now dyspepsia has erupted from nowhere. Doctors have
tried to give me the required treatment but | have not felt traces of
recovery. Instead, | have undergone deterioration. Therefore, | can see
that it is a must... | must go to the land of my great grandfathers. If any
spirit thought that | could fear then it is devoid of sense.

I am a Christian and | will fear nothing. So be strong my son,
whatever lives must die. Do not cry so much for me. Secondly, you are
my elder son. | am leaving a legacy to you. Take over the spear and
forefend your family from lack and evil of the world. | gave you
education to Form Four level but Noah has not been educated yet.
Therefore, keep my investments safe so as to help him to be uplifted to
your standard and beyond. Never should you be a squanderer for | will
monitor you. Be whom you are right now; a responsible strong man. Do
not stultify your family into mendacity.

Thirdly, remember to live low. Watch every step you make and sieve
every word you speak for the world may not be what you take to be. My
son | know it is an enormous responsibility but do not despair for 1 will
everbe ....”

Nelsen had finally been dumb stricken. His lips moved but no words
were uttered.
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It was a horrible moment beyond comprehension. The malignant
malady was fulfilling its ambition.

Larry remained standing at the bedside. His teary eyes perceptively
forced on him. He was not a stoic. He could not reconcile his minds if
had to go back home and inform his mother or to remain at the hospital
and watch over the ailing father. Well, he decided to spend the night at
the hospital.

There, in the electricity illuminated rooms, idiosyncrasies were
scandalous. Some were quiet and peaceful sleepers while others ended
up in mélange of purrs. They had forgotten their misfortunes. Even the
masqueraders were invigoratively doing it well. It was lucid that satan
was more serious with his mace trying to ensure that there was a direct
proportionality between birth and death rate. Quite a number of times,
within a short period, Larry had heard people wailing an indication that
they had lost their beloved ones. Inauspicious atmosphere was
becoming the order of the night.

It did not take long before Larry fell asleep. He could no longer let
extra noises penetrate his ears. Everything was now serene as if he was
at home. Truly, he was exhausted both in spirit and strength.

An hour after midnight, the seventh of March, Nelsen’s strength left
him. Nobody would have imagined that that was the last night of the
former artisan Sukari employee. He had to leave the life he so cherished
for the uncertain eternity.

At dawn when Larry awoke it dawned upon him that Nelsen was no
longer in the world of the living. He could not believe his eyes to see
his father lying too close yet too far.

“Dad! Dad! Daddy!” Larry called out madly.
There was no response.

He touched his forehead; it was cold. His left breast; the heartbeat
was no longer pulsating and the whole frame was rigid.
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“Daddy! So, you are dead?” Larry broke into tears. He dashed
himself onto the floor and wept bitterly. Though weakened when he
woke up, he had nothing to wait for but to avail himself at home to
deliver the message.

He rode lackadaisically as he sniveled all the way. He did not know
how he could break the message to his family. Diplomacy had dropped
out of him.

The weather was tolerable despite being too chilly. The murram road
was extremely busy. Private and passenger service vehicles were in
hustles and bustles- the season when drivers were mistaken for conceit
by the law and pedestrians. The villagers were in a rest eagerly waiting
for rain to start ploughing their farms for the next planting season. The
previous harvest was not good as it had been expected; therefore, it was
vivid that hunger was a foreseen problem. Mass media was at forefront
in campaign against food vandalism. This was like daily vespers before
people went to bed. But the unchallenged went on dispossessing their
stock surely and gradually enjoying their sweat; the lot that referred to
itself as politically correct. The marquis who operated under the
principle that whatever enters their tummies and gets embedded in their
bowels overnight; is what they were proud of as well as theirs for
nobody was sure of tomorrow and furthermore it could fend for itself.
Happy pedants!

Larry arrived home past midday. From the gate, he saw her pensive
suffering mother seated under a mango tree shade. She faced the gate
wearing an apprehensive may | know face that had become her
trademark. It was hot and Larry could feel sweat trickling down his
backbone trench.

To see her son, Clementina’s heart throbbed terribly as her mind
turned into a band of blues musicians singing at cross purpose. She
watched his pace as he approached. She could have asked a question but
fearfully resisted the urge.

As Larry neared his mother, he was unable to hold his tears back.
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“Larry, is he dead?” Clementina asked forcefully. You could easily
content that she kept vigil the previous night. Her eyes were red like

ripe pepper.
“He is no longer alive,” Larry replied in tears.

Clementina passed out a wail strong enough to shake the whole
village. The cruel sun was blazing furiously. Noah who was in their
house enjoying a plateful of boiled cassavas rushed out in shock after
hearing the wail. He ultimately knew that his father must have died.

“Larry what is wrong, is daddy dead?”
“He is dead!”

The atmosphere was now filled with chaotic wails. Neighbours
flocked into the compound impetuously who in turn helped to raise the
cries. Dirges were more pronounced as old women moved around in
their tunes promulgating the tragedy far and wide.

Noah had nothing to say nor did he believe that the family progenitor
had passed away. “The reports we have been getting have shown some
signs of improvement. How comes the situation has turned worse so
quickly? I don’t believe it.” Noah murmured to himself.

At the verandah was Dorie who was more worried of the viragos.
She did not understand why people had come obstreperously to
interfere with her peace. She often looked at her mother and wondered
what was wrong. Screams of people especially women had become a
nuisance to her.

At once she called out, “Mum! Mum! Mum!”>> But her mother
neglected her call. The scowled face threatened her not to repeat the
mistake. Clementina was a reputed disciplinarian whose tongue was
allergic to nonsense. She trusted in a cane than in anything else.
Impunity was a forgotten vocabulary in her children. You had to harvest
whatever you sowed.

At dusk everything was calm, wails and dirges had subsided. Elders
had gathered and round they sat on Manyakanya, papyrus-made chairs,
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next to the cowshed. These were the days when country men were at
crossroads with foreign cultures being adopted by the country men.

One of their own, an illustrious son, had been cremated at Kariokor a
few months before. Cremation? This was a culture associated with
Indians but of no bearing to them. For their son to put it on paper that he
wanted it done to his body upon his death was quite disgracing in a
community that people paid tribute to graves. How would they hold
memorials? Why had he to deny them his bones? The ones who sired,
clothed and sent him into the larger world? Yes, he had freedom of
choice, but not freedom to run away from them. His spirit will never
rest because he was not put to rest. It is this belief that left the old men
scratching their heads and biting their lips. What would they do suppose
he thought otherwise and demanded for a decent burial? If he were
buried somewhere, it would be very easy. But what of bones reduced to
ashes and discarded? This was a unique problem.

The old men talked and talked. They did not have answers to
numerous questions they had. But that was the society- it was changing.

The night was quite cold that one elder sustained a burn in the bid to
warm himself adequately. An injury that was believed to last for long
before it healed according to traditional observances.

At crack of dawn a few members among the family of the deceased
set off for Pelua hospital. By then very few people were awake in the
home and thus the majority only came to realize after their departure.

Everyone held their breath high in preparation for a dejection
moment that awaited them upon the arrival of Nelsen’s body. Men and
women gregariously waited.

“What a blow to the family. The children are young, how will they
survive?” Murmurs could be heard within the small crowds. “He has
lived to earn himself respect as a commendable man in the society- a
man of his own principles who said no when he meant no. Now the fate
of his family hangs in the balance. May the relatives have sympathy for
his children. Eeh! Lord will provide for them.”
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The day had turned up to be misty. Trees stood still and the bulky
leaves hang in mourning flaps. Even the reputed pines were not in
moods to whistle. They must have alarmed the wind. The only contrast
came from the weaver birds whose rhythmic tunes filled the air. They
were as happy as ever and even more entertaining to the audience who
seemed to pay little attention to them.

It was clocking around eleven in the morning. “Pep! Pep! Peeeep!
Peeeeeep!” was the agonizing sound in the air. There was a stampede of
people in the home. It was vivid that the body of the deceased was
approaching as customarily dictated. The mourners moved in flurried
faces. They had to welcome it. Men tightened their belts as women
trudged around restlessly. The increasingly nearing horn set people into
tremors. Finally, a white landrover appeared from the rear through a
new passage that had specially been prepared to bring in the body. At
the side mirror was a piece of red garment attached. It signified the
presence of the body. Only a few individuals held their tears back as
they cast a glance on the polished lusiola timber made coffin. The
Landrover moved making a semi-circle as the crowd sniveled.
Religiously, it was forbidden for anybody to pass out a loud cry before
the deceased body was prayed for and after which the bereaved widow
was to lead in the mourning. Finally, it staged some metres in front of
the hut.

Larry climbed up the Landrover to deliver the coffin in company of
other two young men. As he bent to untie the rope that held the coffin,
one could clearly see the swollen nerves that threatened to burst. Feeble
and under stress, he severally produced a handkerchief from his pocket
to wipe his teary face. Larry wept. A man hardly cries, and when he
does, it is a sign of absolute defeat. The family protagonist was no more
commander. The coffin was received with serenity and carried into the
hut. There was recitation of prayer which included the Apostle Creed
and a petition prayer. Outside the hut, the driver was almost leaving.
Something was to be done to him in regard to the traditional norms thus
from the hut, dashed out an old grizzled woman with a white cock
tightly held within her right arm. She breathed heavily as she drew
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closer to the Landrover. Looking somehow sorry, she appeared to be
giving some instructions to the driver- her stiff forefinger often pointing
at the cock and the man to be the inheritor. For once clandestinely
expressed message one could mistake them to be in a disagreement as
the conversation geared towards the peak with the old woman becoming
more aggressive in gesticulation. But that was not the case, she was
driving the point home. The cock was not a prize or a gift; it had to
perform a rite. The driver was to drop it on the way and leave it to
disappear into the bush.

Meanwhile, people were flocking in masses. Wails and dirges had
completely engulfed the atmosphere in the home. It was more of
ceremonial as women rocked their heads, touched their waists and knelt
in disbelief. Men sat unmoved murmuring in low tones. The land rover
left in haste but careful not alter the passage cleared for it. Sibanga, as it
was known, was a centre of controversy between the church and the
people’s way of life. The church vehemently opposed such practices
terming them useless for anyone who believed in God. But was the
community ready to let them go? Igna, a historian and a thinker, had
something to tell an audience about the etymology of this special
passage when he attended a relative’s funeral. A strong man in an
advancing age, Igna was a man to capture the attention of people in
whatever circumstance.

“May | ask, why the fuss about sibanga, my clansmen? Why is it so
dear to our hearts? The men who had gathered looked at each others
blank faces with a few blaming their fading memories. Igna smiled and
cleared his throat, “My tribesmen, this is not our creation, sibanga dates
back to our ancestral times when western civilization had not yet
polluted our culture. This special passage had significant role to play. It
is not far from truth that during the golden olden days, wealth was
measured in the number of livestock one possessed thus there was a
possibility that almost every home did all it could to own one if not
some. As a result, at sunrise, energetic old men could drive out their
animals in search of pasture. Most of these old men were respected
figures in their homes with their daughters in laws houses located close
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to the gate. They did not have clothes as we have today. However, these
old men could afford to have a piece of skin on their loins. So, as they
approached the gate on their way out, the piece of skin was firmly put to
cover the front nakedness of which after crossing the gate could be left
naked and the skin shifted to cover the rear nakedness before eventually
vanishing into the bush. But remember these were days when wild
animals roamed the land because of shelter and food that were more
readily available. So, there were incidences when these wild animals
could attack these old men or their animals. As a consequence, they
would not take it lying low and a battle would definitely ensue. On
stunning occasions, the old men could be killed. Now, transportation of
the corpse back home and into the house was the most daunting task
ahead. How could he be carried home into curious prying eyes of
daughters in law with only a piece of skin on his loin? It could be
embarrassing! Thus, the old minds came up with a lasting solution that
whenever an old man died outside his home, they could create a small
passage especially behind his house through which the body could be
sneaked in and into the house with little or without knowledge of the
daughters in law. Hence, from then, sibanga became part of our lives.

Everything had been organized to give Nelsen an orderly and
peaceful send off. Before the coffin was Clementina in her white
flowing dress she wore on her wedding and which she used sparingly
thereafter. On a wooden table chair, she pensively sat, her feet crossed
and her chin buried in her right-hand palm. On her right, were her three
children. In front of them all was the catechist, short and stout man in a
cream cassock. As if on the altar, his punctilious sentiments through his
timbre sent mourners admiring him. A strict preacher he was when
warning on sins. He could say repeatedly, “The heaven monarchy
belongs to those pure in hearts and deeds.” He read a quote from the
book of Proverbs 10:30-32 to justify his message biblically.

“The righteous will never be shaken but the wicked will not dwell in
the land. The mouth of the righteous flows with wisdom but the
perverted tongue will be cut out. The lips of the righteous brings forth
what is acceptable but the mouth of the wicked what is perverted.”
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“Brothers and sisters! Let us be serious, be serious with our doctrine.
The day and time of judgement is not known. Let us not be fools as five
foolish maidens who were not adequately prepared for the wedding
party. Be modest, talk truth and advice correctly then the kingdom of
heaven belongs to you. God hates evil and its perpetrators and thus they
have no room in his kingdom.”

At the extreme corner, a pile of fresh brown earth showed up like an
anthill. At last, there he lay the family warrior never to see light again
but to remain a memorable spirit close to his mother of whom at the
time of her death gave him blessings of good hope. She parted him at
tender age and again the same had happened to him in relation to his
children. He had not lived to witness the promised hope, but until his
death he adamantly believed the dead never lie and that one day it
would shower down to his family regardless of age or time. He used to
narrate the last words his mother spoke to him and sadly passed away.
“My son, the world may disrespect you but you will live. Do not
despair. From my breasts you swallowed my hope and in you it will
dwell. 1t does not matter how long it will take.”

The sole cow had been slaughtered to serve the mourners that had
gathered for burial and thus it was vivid that two crucial creatures were
missing. Nobody could tell where life was heading to but it had to go
on. All the traditions and customs had been performed. Family
members and relatives had their heads shaven and necklaces made from
banana stems strips hung around their necks. Clementina was now back
again in her hut after dreaming of her husband from her urgently built
Sikaali ”. Omoka, the inheritor, was busy putting up a new hut to signify
his responsibility. Olembo was satisfied with a blue half coat and a
blanket he had secured after marking and leading in grave digging.
Suluu, a neighbour’s dog, had been driven with a rope tied around the
neck into the nearby bush, tied on a tree and left there to die after falling
in the grave before the burial. A young bull had been found and
slaughtered and rings made from its skin for the family members.
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CHAPTER THREE

Examinations results were out. A long-typed list of performance was
hung on the headmaster’s wooden window. Noah had everything to
show off not that he had topped a class of fifty-three but he was among
the ten best students. As he walked down a lonely path that slopped
towards a stream, he eyes up on a gargantuan wild tree species that
formed a sort of extensive canopy, he spotted an owl which had been
eyeing him keenly. As their eyes met, the owl became restless and
eventually flew off. “To hell! I wish I had a catapult. I would have
taught you a lesson.” There were rustling of leaves on the ground as
lizards sped off to hide while the chirping of birds entertained the quiet
downstream semblance. Was this a bad omen?

“It has been a heavy task but at last | am relieved. | have been
through a myriad of challenges; a tattered shirt in chilly mornings,
homework without paraffin, studying without textbooks, frequent
absenteeism due to lack of school fees and more often operating under
empty bowels,” Noah murmured to himself. “I am proud of my
achievement. It has been equivalent to searching for direction in a
desert.”

Noon was approaching when Noah entered the gates of the
homestead. Doors were closed. Clementina had gone to pick vegetables
at the neighbour’s homestead for lunch and Dorie had gone to school.
He opened his father’s house and picked a cassava from a pile behind
the door. He took out a stool and sat under a shade. He stood up again
and rushed for their transistor radio. The old Sanyo radio remained a
symbol loyalty. He cherished listening to midday news.

From the rare, Clementina appeared with a basket half full of
lisebebe, kind of vegetables, and some firewood. For the first time,
Noah realized that his mother had lost weight and resembled his
maternal grandmother whom he had seen a few years before. Her
thunderous footsteps had diminished and now she remained just a
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shadow of herself with her sunken eyes showing the hard tales of life
and her loose dress flying to reach her retreating frame. It hurt him to
see her thin dark lips tightly closed, dry and unrevealing. He swallowed
saliva his eyes steadily fixed on her. He could not just let her pass.

“Mother ...I don’t know how to put it. Mother...”” Clementina
stopped and looked in his direction. She knew her son too well. He
spoke his mind and never would he keep quiet when the urge pressed
him to do so.

“Mother, you have grown thin and weak. It pains mother. Whenever
I see you that way, | often feel as if something is pricking my heart and
fresh red blood oozing from it. The sight unsettles me. It disturbs me,
mother. How can | help you?

Clementine smiled and said, “My child, there are things you cannot
understand. Enjoy your childhood because adulthood is full of trials. Do
I scare you like a ghost?’

“No mother. I don’t mean that. It is anxiety that grips me. You are
my surviving parent. | have all reasons to be scared. | love you mother
and should anything happen to you then | fear for the worst. | think
there must be issues wrecking down your nerves. You used to be strong
mother. But here you are. Mother, | am young but not so young to fail
to assess what is going on around me. | can guess you are much worried
about our destiny. Mum, we are no longer children. Larry and | are no
longer small children. I can work to earn a living and the same applies
to Larry. Anyway, you never know maybe Larry might have secured a
job because | hear people praise that town as having numerous job
opportunities. So mum ease up. This might be the beginning of the end
of the psychological torture you been going through. We don’t want to
lose you soon.”’

“That is beyond you, my son. Soon you will be a man on your own,
have a family to look after and possibly you will experience this. It is
not easy. Parenthood is a riddle you cannot unravel until you understand
it better. Thus, it is not my wish to be a dismay figure before you. I love
you my children and in you | derive solace. Worry not. Changes are not
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only there to break monotony but to make us redefine ourselves. Make
us understand what we are. It is unfortunate yours is a painful narration
but do not despair.”’

“It is true mother but what if the change brings forth death again in
this family. Don’t you think that can be so unfair to us.”’

“It can be but remember man has no control over death. We live
because God wants us to live. Besides, you won’t be alone. There are so
many orphans all over. Thank God I am alive.”’

Did you get your results?”

“Yes, mother.”” He dipped a hand into his pocket and pulled out a
crumbled piece of paper.”’

“How did you perform?”’

“Here are the grades. This didn’t measure up to my expectation.’’
“What were you expecting?”’

“Something little bit higher than that.”’

“But how do you expect an exceptional grade if you didn’t work for
it?”’

“Mother, | struggled to achieve that. Don’t you remember those
mountains of challenges? You can’t be serious mum!”’

“Oh no, Noah what is more than this. It is fulfilling. With that you
could have joined one of the best high schools in the country were it not
school fees that has tremendously shot through the roof. You just have
to deny yourself as if you are paying bride price for your son.”’

Days came and passed and the life’s monotonous rhythm took the
driving seat as usual. Nobody seemed to realize Noah existed. He had a
burning desire to learn. To learn and one day buy a radio cassette and a
bicycle like his neighbour Seferio. In his village, Seferio was among the
people who were respected because of their learning. Despite owning a
few belongings that epitomized men of his class, it was the kind of
English that he spoke when drunk that moved him most. Noah knew so
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well that nothing would change his life other than education. He felt
more and more disappointed when days wheezed and people’s faces
remained blank. It disturbed him that nobody could share his feelings
that were written all over. Indeed, by the end of that year, the boy had
withdrawn into his narrow and short casement of life. He lost taste for
everything. The world had become too full to accommodate him.
However, since the very world was changing there was no need to
blame anyone for not seeing him. He neither was unsure whether to
blame the western civilization. It cared. He remembered the Viking tin
cooking oil and the yellow maize they enjoyed under the school feeding
programme. He recollected the day when Mr. Amasuache, the head
teacher, made the great announcement that the school was listed among
the schools to receive donation from Britain. The head teacher’s face
had beamed with happiness as he conveyed the message of relief and
before he ended the short speech all teachers and pupils were clapping,
cheering and bowing to the west.

Anyway, it was too obvious that all was not the same. Gone were the
days when one man’s concern troubled another man’s night. Days when
men regardless of social classes drank from one pot. Days when earthen
cow dung floor filled nostrils with refreshing scent and the falling soot
from the dangling smoky blades of grass added flavour to the brew.

Noah kept his invitation letter to the secondary school at the bottom
of the family trunk. He looked forward to any well-wisher to pull him
from the quagmire. Almost all his classmates had joined high schools
and were gradually shedding off sickness of acclimatization. Noah felt
left out, angered and nervous like a sheep that had strayed from the
flock when he met a few of his former classmates at the local church
donning new white shirts and grey trousers. He beat them in class and
would still beat them if he were in school. Sundays broke his heart.

One damp Saturday morning Noah was walking home from Medico
Clinic where he had undergone treatment for malaria when he bumped
into his former classmate and desk mate Mruchi. They were best of
friends and from his ecstatic face, nothing had changed. “Noah! Is it
you? It is long since we saw each other. Since the last paper I suppose.”’
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“Yes, it is but not so long.”’
“Anyway, how is life down here?”’
“Not bad Mruchi.”

“Where are you?”’

“Er ...just at home; school fees is not available so | am trying to
come up with a farming project.”’

“Of what kind man?”’

“l am looking forward to cultivate tomatoes and a variety of
vegetables. My uncle has offered to supply me with seeds and some
money to buy farm implements. He is an agronomist you know.”’

“Right comrade! There are many success stories of people who
started like you. Think of Concoda. He never stepped inside of a
classroom but professor Fraudi can’t match him. He owns posho mills
like groundnuts. He owns acres and acres of sugarcane plantations. His
matatu industry is booming and who drives him around? A graduate
with a certificate in communications and er...whatever it is.

It is all about focus man. For me I have joined,”” he paused trying to
feel something in his pocket.

“Noah, life is sincerely very difficult at school. | am not sure if I will
make it to the end. Man, that place is a prison. Though I have never
been to a prison, | suppose is the worst place on earth. This badge you
see is a big irony. | think it should read something like, “Advanced
Rehabilitation Centre...for better work workmanship.”” Man, being
rehabilitated from comfort of satisfaction. | swear | have never felt full
since | joined. Look, Noah, my frame is the testimony of what | am
saying. | am weary and weigh like a reed. My friend, once you step into
those fenced compounds you can smell fear and apprehension from all
corners.”’

Noah smiled uneasily.
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“I am not bluffing you. There you can’t even itch yourself. You are
closely monitored like caged birds. In the dining hall is where our
greatest concern lies and if | had powers, | would advise the Ministry of
Education to initiate Food Measures Act in secondary schools which
would ensure students get approved quantity and quality food. This idea
of letting school administrations to call the shots is very unfair. Some of
us are even more disadvantaged. For instance, my father has never
counted money in my presence. He is a hard man to convince that life at
school is not what he takes to be.

Let me tell you Noah; you are given a meagre portion of food and
with it you are expected to study and participate in communal work
without complaint.

So here is the outcome. The whole school has been suspended for
allegedly refusing to feed on sukuma wiki that was supplied three days
ago. Just imagine three days ago! And what does Kaunda the chief cook
say? “Foolish boys! Go home and learn manners. Many children for
many years have eaten this food and have never complained. Some of
you will not even be able to feed your wives. Go and convince your
parents to pay five- star- hotel fees and demand for your rights. You pay
for sukuma wiki meals and in return you expect beef on your plates. In
fact, some of you are ever on the move to collect school fees. Don’t
expect miracles, you bastards!”’

Noah who was keenly listening to his narration, nodded in
dissatisfaction. Was it not outright unfairness?

“Anyway, I don’t know how my father will take it. You know
sometimes he reasons strangely. |1 hope he will understand that there
was little I could do.”’

“He will, Mruchi. That is beyond questioning. He will understand.”’

Thanks pal. He has to see me before he leaves for work. | hope we
shall connect soon again. I might visit you during the vacation.”’

“You are welcome.”’
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Noah had no time to waste but rush home and have a rest. He felt
bitterness in his mouth and a pain in the back. The muddy ground was
slippery as a consequence of the previous day heavy downpour thus he
had to tread carefully. The road was full of pools of brown water. The
area Member of Parliament had promised to push for tarmacking of the
road and so the constituents were still waiting. On the way farmers were
busy weeding their farms. Young children sung and played in
merriment. The sun was rising steadily from the east casting its rays
across the land. The atmosphere was cool damp smelling with birds
enjoying every bit of it displaying their beautiful colours.

In the village, the villagers were getting prepared for baraza which
used to kick off relatively early. There was a burning issue that had to
be discussed with immediate effect- security in the village. It had been
reported that villagers were living in intense fear after two successive
attacks by rogues that left one man with a chopped off ear and a woman
with a broken arm. It was suspected that the gang might have been
operating in a cartel with some people from the village. It was a week
after the last incidence had occurred.

The village elder was among the first persons to arrive at the meeting
flanked by fellow five elders from neighbouring villages. Men and
women of all means had assembled for the crucial meeting within an
hour. Murmurs could be heard from the lot as they waited patiently for
the commencement of the meeting.

“Let us stand up. Let us stand up to welcome the Honourable
Assistant Chief.”’

Everyone sprang on their feet. A middle-aged man with a balding
head packed his green phoenix bicycle under a tree, pulled a file on its
carrier and walked towards the watching crowd. No man would have
admired greater respect. Silence ruled.

The hosting village elder, Taxa, could not hide his joy as he led his
guest to his designated seat. He was all smiles.

A prayer was said and the meeting eventually opened.
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“Good morning! Good morning once more! Today | must say | am
grateful to see you gathered here in good numbers to look into this
important issue of security in our village. As you know and can bear
witness with me that since time immemorial this village has earned
accolades as an island of peace, hospitality and integrity. A microcosm
where cases of burglary were unheard of and people talked of
development other than anything else.

Our children go to school and from there they continue in pursuit of
their careers. We have no idlers around. But you can now see what is
befalling us; beastly actions!”’

He coughed and looked around people’s faces. Some were nodding
in affirmation.

In a subdued tone he continued, “This is the time. We cannot rest in
this quagmire.”’

He paused shaking his head in anger,

“We have to liberate ourselves. We have to look deeper into this
issue and come up with a lasting solution that will deter any such
happening in this village. With that ice break, | humbly invite my
senior, the Assistant Chief, to give a speech and chair the meeting.
Thank you.”

There was dead silence as the audience steadied themselves to hear
the voice of authority. The Assistant Chief who had been jotting down
some notes raised his face and looked at the old man whom his father
had intimated to him that they shared the same knife one day in the
distant past. He was courageous and defiant of pain that he had danced
vigorously after the cut enticing villagers who in turn showered him
with lots of presents. That it was no secret that his wife who bore his
nine children had developed interest in him from that occasion and
could not let him off the hook thereafter. It saddened him that insecurity
had rattled such a strong soul to such depths.

“Good morning!”’

He cleared his throat surveying the prying eyes.
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| also comment that | am happy for your attendance and hope from
all these heads, the solution is on the brink of being found. This is an
important meeting and thus let us be open by giving information that in
one way or another could lead to the arrest of villains who were
involved in the recent spates of robbery and assault in our village.
Already my investigation team has hit the ground to ensure the culprits
are brought to book. | deeply console and at the same time regret on
behalf of the government for the terror and physical abuse meted on our
people and who despite of great pain have volunteered to come and
share with us their experiences. The occurrences are shocking and |
condemn them in strongest terms possible. Whoever will fall in the trap,
| swear to take stern measures against them that will serve as a living
example to the public. We can’t wait to witness such again. Let us open
our hearts so as bury this issue in oblivion.

First of all, 1 would like to welcome the first victim, Masira, to
narrate to us about his encounter.’’

“Assistant chief, village elders and fellow villagers, good morning!”’
he began. A short brown man with a heavily bandaged right ear,
clenched his fists.

“For my case, it was around midnight, some few minutes after | had
gone out for a short call when | heard sounds of preceding boots.
Shortly later, it all went silent before my house. | tried to imagine who
they were and their mission but before | could think straight, their
murmurs split the cold night like fireflies in a cloudy night. All of a
sudden thunderous knocks fell on my front door. I was alarmed and
terrified but manhood could not allow me to scamper under the bed as
my wife had done. So, | gathered courage and shouted,

“Who are you?”’
“We are who we are!”’ some two synchronous voices replied.

“l kept quiet for a few minutes, my heart palpitating and knees
shaking.”’

“What do you want?’’ I insisted.
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“You coward, open this door immediately or we put it into tatters
within no minute!”’

“l breathed out heavily my whole body flaming from sweat. So
eventually | accepted the fact that perhaps that would be my last day
and so rushed for the door. But before | touched the door knob, a kick
of magnitude worth three wounded donkeys fell on the door that left the
whole building in tremor. At that point, | appealed to them,

“Please, don’t break it, | am opening for you.”’

“Stupid fellow! You think we are here to plead with you?’’ one of
them roared in a beastly voice.

“I turned the key and the door flew open. | remember retreating a
few steps. With a towering rage, they marched in knocking everything
in their way. Torch light flashed across my face. | knew, the end had
finally come.

I could not tell how many they were, the kind of weapons they were
armed with nor their nature of dressing. “You wanted to know who we
are? We are nocturnal surveillance officers in charge of this village
tonight. We are here to make a very brief and cheap demand. Hand over
your pick-up key to us; nothing more or less.”’

“Hurry up! We have no time to waste,”” intoned another.

“Sincerely I don’t have the keys and neither do | keep them. My
driver who lives in Katakwa keeps it for |1 do not know even how to
drive. And if I am lying, may the Almighty God strike me dead.”’

“Don’t be silly to mention God you furtive mongrel. We also hear of
him. If you are not going to submit to our demand right now then your
God is not going to die for you. You are going to pay the price.”

“In fact, this minute!’’ another added.

Apart from that, let us have your today collection from the
wholesale. We hear that your business is doing so well. Please be quick
lest we decide for you.”
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“Can | lead you to where | keep the cash?’’ I requested.
“Be quick | said,’” thundered a voice.
“Remember to hand over the key at the same time.”’

| hobbled into the bedroom and pulled a drawer. It was then |
realized part of the gang had already made their way into the bedroom
and taken whatever pleased their eyes.

They ransacked my bedroom scattering my clothes all over. It
seemed they did not content with the cash they had laid their hands on.
As a matter of finality, one them turned towards me and commanded,

“Now give us the key.”’

| repeated my previous statement; “Sincerely speaking I don’t have
the key.”” Then I kept quiet. All of a sudden, from nowhere, a man
twice my height seized me. Gave me two thunderous slaps and dragged
me to the sitting room again.

“For the last time decide between key and life!”’ he roared. I could
feel balls of saliva from his mouth hitting my forehead.

| felt life out of me and remained numb. | uttered no word. In the
torchlight, a sparkling sword shone that could probably butcher me. I
thought about my children and closed my eyes not to see it again and
waited for the second when a callous son of man could end my life.

“Isolo, clear him off!’’ one shouted.

“Isolooooo,write him off immediately!”’ yelled another.”” What are
you waiting for!”’

“Before he swallowed his breath, | felt the sharpest pang | have
never felt before that sent me down to the floor. At first, I couldn’t tell
what had happened to me. My head was on fire. | felt it in pieces. It was
till 1 touched my right ear that I realized what had befallen me. | soaked
my hand in blood. It had been chopped off along with part of the cheek
flesh. I almost passed out. | wailed my lungs out that awoke the whole
village. In that confusion to look around, | realized that the gang had
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disappeared. | think the wail corroborated fulfililment of their
conspiracy.

That is all and | gratefully thank my dear neighbours who for their
whole hearted and timely help, I am alive today. Thank you all.”

Biting his lower lip, the Assistant Chief stood up.”” My people, you
have heard how horrendous the incidence was. And before we embark
on discussion, let us have a brief narration from the second victim, Mrs
Wamba. Be brief please.

“Good afternoon, all!
Thank you Omwami for granting me this chance.

As requested, 1 will be very brief. My case is similar to Masira’s.
The burglars broke in and demanded for money. They claimed my
husband had got a hefty salary increment after the government gazetted
an astonishing three hundred percent increment the previous month.

I didn’t really comprehend the substance of their argument because
to me what had been gazetted was a fourteen percent increment. It is
fortunate my husband was away in a seminar in Wajir.

My efforts to convince them fell on deaf ears as they vowed not to
leave until their demand was met. As the situation grew tense, one of
them started prodding my physique with fingers akin to that of a
concrete mixer.

“Woman, you don’t deserve to die, do you? Oblige.”’

“| felt so much offended and intimidated. | regretted that martial arts
lessons 1 had taken in my youth couldn’t bail me out of that
compromising situation.

Then something happened that had to change the course of events.
My three children who most likely had been following the exchanges
from their bedroom started screaming. So caught by surprise and not
knowing what to do, one of them pulled a club and hit me on the arm. |
fell on the floor writhing in pain. But due to tension that was mounting
as villagers responded by amplifying the screams, the villains rushed
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out and escaped into sugarcane plantation. The villagers who were
extremely angry and sufficiently armed for the strife trooped in few
minutes after their escape. Thanks to the villagers. Thanks to you all,”’
Mrs. Wamba concluded, tears running down her cheeks.

“Thank you, Mrs. Wamba, we emotionally bear the torture with
you,”” intoned the Assistant Chief.

My villager elders and villagers, you have heard with your own ears.
These are traumatic incidences and therefore let us engage our minds in
full knowledge that the same is still staring in our faces.”’

“Ok.” Kisa shot up. “Honourable assistant chief, village elders and
all in attendance, | concur with you that this is a matter of life and
death. It is by God’s grace that so far nobody has lost life but what we
ought to know is we are headed for the worst. Right now, they are
chopping off ears instead of splitting heads, breaking arms instead of
breaking necks and as time goes by, my fellow villagers do you know
what will be happening? They will be perfectly splitting heads and
breaking necks. An ear can be bandaged but what of a split head? A
broken arm can be amputated but what of a broken neck? The automatic
answer is death.

Therefore, to curb this menace, | propose an idea of forming
vigilante groups. A sleeping village is a fodder for criminals. Each
home in this village will have to produce a man for this duty. Then a
duty roster should be printed and distributed in homes. A patrol base
should be suggested where men on duty would meet before setting off
for patrol. The duty should be conducted twice a night especially after
midnight. Through this, 1 hope we shall restore semblance in this
village. That is my contribution.

Thank you.”

Elisha who had been raising his hand when Kisa was finalizing his
speech, sprung up on his feet.

“All protocol observed, Omwami Assistant Chief, | would like to
oppose Mr Kisa’s idea of vigilante groups. The reason is simple. This
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idea was once piloted elsewhere and the short run outcome being so
devastating to the expectations of the architects. Let us not offer our
children as sacrificial lambs. They are not trained on how to undertake
such duties. Will they be provided with guns? If not, then to whose fate
are we abandoning them? How can a man with a stick fight another
with a gun? Colleagues, | am not just talking, but talking out of
experience. | have once lost a brother-in-law in such crude undertakings
and | am not ready to lose my son either. To curb this menace, | think
we should be vigilant enough to censor all strangers who visit this
village and their hosts and express our concerns, because from the
victims’ testimonies, it appears the rogues had prior information about
their targets. Something alluding to the fact that it might have been a
job initiated by insiders and executed by outsiders. You might be
surprised to learn that the perpetrators are here with us as our children,
friends, distant relatives or even neighbours keenly taking proceedings
of the meeting of which afterwards they will use to marshal a counter
attack. That is why | would rather prefer a vigilant village to vigilante
groupings.’’

For Melzadek, the two outlaid proposals could not deliver the
desired safety. The ultimate remedy was to seek alternative way, a clean
way; non- confrontational way.

“Across the plains of Tishka into the hills of Rukinga, there is,
Baabu, a medicine man. | am sure some of you have heard about him.
Let him come. Yes! Let him come and tie this village. Let him come
and perform his magic. Yes! The evil will die wherever they are. A
criminal is an enemy of the living! 1 won’t shed a tear even if my own
son is caught in the snare. Let him lick the earth! We cannot be held
hostage like this!”’

There was a loud murmur among the people. Some were nodding
their heads in agreement while some grumbling in dissent. Above all a
voice was heard, it must have been Jairo’s. This man Jairo never spoke
in barazas and had a habit of planting himself at the centre of
gatherings. But when it came to murmurs, he would swirl his head
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round in an attempt to whisper his line of thought to those who cared to
listen.

“That is out! We cannot give room to black magic in this village.
Our aim is not to Kkill but to stop the dangerous habit. It will bring bad
blood in this village. In fact, we have no timber to make coffins and
time to bury the dead. Senje, aunt, tell them!”’

It took the intervention of the Assistant Chief to bring the meeting
back to order.”” Let us be tolerant with each other’s views. Barking like
jackals will not help us.

Radebe, tell us something before I conclude.’’

“Thank you Omwami. Let us avoid this hullabaloo. We pay tax to the
government and in turn we expect to be protected. It is our right
enshrined in our constitution. My request is, through you our leader and
other leaders, prevail upon the government to try as much as possible to
get us police officers. These are people who are trained to handle such
security lapses. Let us forget about the notion that the villains are
listening to what we are planning. Most of these culprits are
kleptomaniacs who will never keep away under whichever threat until
they face the firing squad. Thank you.”’

“That is a good idea Radebe,’” spoke the Assistant Chief. “But what
we ought to know is that the government cannot afford to provide
security to each and every home across the country but it is all the time
available to protect you as an individual but in groups as in this case.
Even in the so-called developed world, they haven’t achieved such high
feats. What | can say is security begins with you and me. Let us show
commitment to end this vice. It is possible. Let us mirror ourselves, our
families, friends and all we interact with in our village. Can there be
moles within us who behind curtains do mastermind the robberies and
assaults? If not, then what can we do as a community to stop such
similar cases from happening again? | have listened to your views with
great interest and that will constitute the basis of our discussion when
we meet the chief next week. The next baraza will be held the first
Saturday of the next month and we shall be brainstorming all possible
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avenues available with an aim of coming up with a more workable
one.”’
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CHAPTER FOUR

Noah, a trainee in building and construction, had got a tender with
his trainer to erect outdoor washrooms and painting of a steel gate
belonging to one business tycoon residing in the outskirts of Salio town,
approximately a hundred kilometres from Noah’s home village. It was a
well-connected deal since such deals were not easy to come by. It
happened that a brother to Johnny of JT contractors was a close ally to
the tycoon’s friend who had been given the opportunity to source for a
good contractor.

Noah left home laden with tools of trade looking forward to a
fascinating time. Johnny was elsewhere finishing up to join him
anytime soonest possible. Slowly, he was developing interest and
expertise thus appreciating the vocation.

Noah alighted from Real Safaris Coach at Salio terminus clutching a
small black leather bag containing his clothes and other personal items.
He signalled the conductor that he had a luggage in the boot.

“Faster! Identify your luggage!’’ he howled as he threw the boot
board open.

The inside was rusty and full of brown dust. He threw glances here
and there and pulled out his brown sisal sack.

It was a sultry afternoon. The streets were full of all sorts of
commotions. He dashed from one lane to another and finally picked a
lane down the outskirts of the town as per Johnny’s instructions. In a
strange setting he was, and instantly felt the absence of his lovely
mother, sister and friends. However, the need and desire to build his
career propelled him. He had his life to live. He had to look after his
mother and dear sister. Larry was jobless and his persistent joblessness
disturbed him even though his contribution to the family was not to be
undermined in whatsoever way. He remained the symbol of unity. He
ever worked hard to ensure they had food at the table and their younger
sister attended school.
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It hardly took him a quarter an hour on the dusty road to spot Brian s
home- a macrocosm on a small incline. A beautiful home with all it
entitled to be a modern if not a posh home. Plethora of flower gardens
and trimmed cypress hedge culminated the cynosure not mentioning
various kinds of birds kept on the compound. Brian was out for two
days chasing his business deals that stretched as far as to the
neighbouring country. His wife Milcah as he came to know her later
was a figure twice the size of an ordinary woman. Her sparkling attire
was a testimony of unlimited wealth. There was a home boy whom he
spotted on the extreme end of the compound serving cattle with water.
How kind of him! When he saw Noah, he came for him and led him to
the reception room. He then thereafter softly inquired who he was after.

“Stay on,”” he remarked.

Noah came to realize that Brian was a man of people. Men and
women kept flocking in in his name. His wife was a humble stanchion
to reckon with. She never failed him in attending to their problems and
gratitudes.

Brian turned up the following day but insisted he had to meet Johnny
himself before anything took root. He seemed outright not convinced to
bank trust in Noah who not only looked young but shy to deliver. He
led him to the main store where building materials were kept.
Everything was in order and abundance.

He turned to Noah and asked,
“What else?

Nothing!”” he nodded in satisfaction, his fattened face flaming in joy.
“I hate shoddy work,’’ he said.

Johnny arrived two days later. He looked alarmed and uncomfortable
with Noah.

“What is a miss? We are here on a mission not for a holiday. I
thought I would join you half way. We have a tight work schedule and
unless we do something we risk losing a great deal.”’
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It yielded to a hectic moment. You had to develop an iron back to
withstand the pressure. In sun and rain, there was need to compromise
for sake of time, money and efficacy. Above all since it was justifiable
for man to toil and sweat for survival, it brought about the real meaning
of existence.

Johnny hardly conversed. He kept shifting from one spot to another
with his eyes glued on work of his hands. His body frame explicitly
meant hard work as nerves on his hands showed like a charged rhino.
Noah admired him. He appeared great.

“Job magnificently complete,”” Brian said after making one of his
usual rounds.”” You are going to make a professional artist at your
threshold. I never imagined you would portray such credible work.’

“Thank you, sir!”’

“Noah, how old are you?”’

“I am fourteen.’’

“Did you ever attend school?”’
“Yes!”’

“Why did you drop out?”’

“l did not drop out of school. I sat for KCPE last year but | could not
proceed to high school due to lack of fees.”’

“How did you perform?”’

“I did well sir. 1 even got a chance in an extra county school. My
father passed on two years ago and since then life has never been the
same. Things have been grisly difficult.”

“Oh sorry! But that is good of you. Are you the first born in your
family?”’

“No sir, I come second.”’
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“Where is your elder sibling.”’

“He lives in Athi River. He is jobless but with great interest in
mechanics.”’

“So, you decided to venture in something different?”’

“Circumstances forced me. | enjoy what | am because | deserve it
but for him, he went to school well. I guess, he credits something better
to do.”’

“But if someone secured you... let us say, a sponsorship or a
scholarship to go on with your education, do you think you can make
good use of it?”’

“Of course, yes! | have yearned for such a chance and tend to
believe it will never occur. Such philanthropists rarely exist. People are
so individualistic to recognize anything beyond their shadows. They
hide in criticism. They don’t even mind hurting the already wounded
souls. Men who couldn’t plan, prolific drunkards who do little in
investing for their children only to die and hand over the responsibilities
to committed families that have no room for scions of sybarites.

No way!

If you fence your neighbour’s home and a storm comes, it will do
away with your own home. It hurts especially in full knowledge that
one cannot prevail upon death.”

“Child, I have got you. But that is too much for your age. Are you
sure people say that?”’

“Yes! | have heard they say. We have lived to tolerate the scalding
odium. Our senses died with our father.”’

Brian was moved. He felt a swell in his own heart and pitied the poor
boy. He, however, noticed great sense of intelligence in him. Alas!
What a waste. He decided to scuttle the conversation as the boy became
emotional.
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“Right, Noah. | will pay you your dues before you leave tomorrow. |
am going out overnight hoping to be back before noon. Inform Johnny
to have your tools and everything ready for your departure.”’

“Yes sir.”’

Oasis of survival is in the sight of the privileged in the desert of
misfortunes. Many times, it takes spirited searches and endurance not
only to tumble into it but to nurse a series of broken hearts from
mirages. Hope might be high, run faint and turn hopeless but it does not
imply a deadlock. Life is queer in itself. People repulse change when
they themselves are products of change. They dictate the course of life
but hate to be dictated upon by the course. But can change stagnate?
Has it ever stagnated?

The old greats immortalized themselves in the service of human
kind. How beautiful and in masses people revere their names as if they
lived yesterday. What an ironic imprint of the contemporaries! Anyway,
is it African? Is it Kenyan? Is it tribal? Do we mind immortalization-
perhaps if we fail to push it through our brawn or under the belt.
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CHAPTER FIVE

It dawned to a mysterious morning. Terrible and to utter amazement
that Brian had been hijacked by rogues the previous night, robbed,
physically assaulted and left for death. It could not be established
immediately the Good Samaritan who had volunteered to rush him to
Georgia Referral Hospital. The spot of incidence was overwhelmingly
shocking with blood stains all over. His Jeep lay in a ditch a few metres
from the spot with its front doors flung open. Relatives and friends who
had gathered wept emotionally as if he was dead.

“At last, they have killed him. Let them come and eat him!’’ one
shouted.

Recently they attempted to raid his home. Were it not for his
concerned neighbours, they would have caused havoc.

“But where was he from by then? We knew he wouldn’t come home
till today. Oh, Brian I have ever advised you to be cautious about your
safety. | saw this coming due to ugly scenarios that have been unfolding
of late. Why! Why did you opt to risk traveling at such odd hours
knowingly that you cannot have the whole world on your side. Lord,
why is it difficult for many people to appreciate one’s sweat rewards as
they readily pities with their downfall. Whatever in his possession, he
has worked restlessly for it. Brian sleeps with one eye open. Why hunt
him? He owes no one a debt neither a grudge. Why kill him?*> Milcah
wept and wept.

Noah had been subjected to dilemma. He had to make a choice
whether to leave without wage or hang on in assumption that things
would normalize and their plight observed.

Milcah left for hospital without a word and looking more confused
than ever. Wyn, her son and Wilcah, the daughter were left under the
custody of the caretaker.
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The very afternoon Johnny reappeared in much a hurry. He had also
spent out the previous night arguably having travelled home.

“Let us get moving Noah,”” he spoke in a pulsating tone.
“Is he in?”’

“No, it is all bad news.”’

“What!”’

“Brian is critically ill and in hospital. He was hijacked last night and
badly physically assaulted. Things are bad Johnny. Rumours go that he
might even be dead.”’

“Shit! He must have been waylaid. God! What do we do now?”’
He pushed his fingers through his kinky hair and sighed.

“Noah, you will have to stay and monitor the situation. Be patient.
Meanwhile | have to leave. It is a big disruption on my programme but
what do we do? He assembled his paraphernalia and left in a huff.

A short stay in a tiny lively world was a wonderful spell for the likes
of Noah who were born and cultured in vicious endearment of poverty,
negligence and stigmatization. A safe haven it was from the gnashing
realities of the outside world. He felt absolute comfort but yet he had to
learn the limitations of the home.

Wyn was a strange child. Despite having been born in a pool of
wealth, had a unique social fabric; free of disrespect and other social
misconducts that much defined most of well to do families. He was
humble and consultative child who shied from annoying anyone. He
freely mingled and dissolved all perceived barriers. Quiet out going that
he would rather share meals with the subordinates than sit at the table
with his parents. He once caused a stir when he insisted on sharing a
bed with Ricah. So disappointed was his mother that she decided to take
them to boarding schools.
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Wilkah, his younger sister, was a quiet sulking girl ever pulling her
mother’s dress. She only brightened when she basked in her father’s
arms making endless demands.

Brian was the talk of the moment.

“He has a smelling PR,”> one man snorted in a tense conversation.
He forgets that no man can live in isolation by looking down on others
as criminals. Police have been his close friends; ever threatening to
arrest anyone who dares cross his line. Why didn’t they come to his
rescue? Recently he arrested our son for allegedly colluding with other
culprits in masterminding a failed robbery at his home; something
absolutely untrue.

We are no half-wits. Why couldn’t he consult us before he undertook
such inconsiderate step? Perhaps we would have helped him in sorting
out this issue. Now the poor boy is behind bars and his newly married
wife has left his home. Of what benefit is it to him? What kind of
relationship does he think he is creating with us? He prefers the long
arm of the law, fine, let it be so! Injustice begets injustice. The price is
here on land.’” The man looked transgressed and uncharitable.

“Shouldn’t it have been for his wife who is our daughter, the society
would have lynched him long time ago.”’

Noah glanced at him and then at the shopkeeper. A dangerous
criminal he was. Did he really know where they lived? He was carried
by the urge to mark the two men’s faces sitting on a log but they sat still
with their backs facing him and the shopkeeper with smoke wafting
from their cigarettes. However, fear gripped him. The shopkeeper
warily looked at him and told him to leave.

“They must have been among the conspirators,’” he thought.

“Who doesn’t know him!’’ the other shouted in bewilderment.
“>Who doesn’t! Who!”’

“He is corrupt! A bull with a chameleon tongue for women,
scoundrel who ever intimidates his employees by kicking them out
without pay on false accusations. He is a beast! A beast!’” he retorted.
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Noah took a keen retrospection on Brian’s home and conceded that
truly it was unreasonable for one home boy to manage such a vast
paradise. There must be something wrong. He began to doubt his
decision to remain behind. Would they fall victim as well? But Johnny
was another character who never shied from scuffles before observing
the law. It would be fireworks!

“Here is a cup of tea,”” Wyn offered him after realizing his presence.
“It is delicious.”’

“Oh, thank you.”’

“But you haven’t taken breakfast. You must be hungry!”’

“Don’t mind. | have had it from where | am. | guess it must have
been more sumptuous than yours.”’

“That is a lie! Where did you get the money? Before dad was
hijacked, | heard him telling mum that he was yet to pay you your
wages.”’

“But I had some from home.”’
Wyn laughed and threw a half-eaten sandwich to the playing geese.

Noah got engulfed in the despondence memories of home and the
sickness of acclimatization. The future looked bleak and an idea of
leaving seemed a viable verdict. There was no need to chase the winds
when he could walk out and do something else. He was sure Johnny
would make a follow up to ensure the debt is settled. He reconciled with
his inner self that the following day was ideal to leave.

Late that evening when chicken were proceeding to roost, a sleek
Volvo made its way into the compound. Milcah and a strange man of
her resemblance emerged out of it and hurriedly headed straight into the
house. They held a pensive conversation as their faces could tell. Files
were brought on the table and the two buried their heads in them keenly
perusing one page to the other through all the files at their disposal.
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Many times they seemed to agree as they nodded in affirmation. Wyn
joined them and sat beside his mother, gazing inquisitively at the files.

“Look! Here it is!”’ the man exclaimed.

“Oh! Thank you. It has spared us the headache. It could have been so
difficult and controversial without it. Some of them are tyrants who
believe in tirade. They will ever collect all sorts of flimsy excuses to
keep you at bay.

Do you think we shall meet today? I see it is getting late.””

“That hasn’t to worry you. These people can stay overnight if you
want them to. They promised to hang around. They have a stake in it
you know.”’

Ok. Let’s hope there is nothing of importance we are leaving
behind.”’

“Excuse me Mum! How is dad doing?’’ Wyn interrupted.

“He is very sick. He suffered severe internal bleeding and we are in a
run to get him proper medication. He will be fine with time.”’

“Can [ accompany you mum?”’

“No! Not today son- another day.”’

Where is that boy? | am forgetting his name.”’

“Who mum? Is it Noah?”’

“Yes, where is he?”’

Noah heard the mention of his name and quickly sprang to his feet.

“Things are not well with us. | hope you have heard what has
befallen us. We need funds and indeed much funds. So | can’t promise
that | will be able to settle your payment any soon before the situation is
taken care of,”” Milcah said.

Thus, | would rather request you to stay here if your family and
Johnny allows until I will be back. We shall be flying Brian abroad
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tomorrow and we might be there for a relatively longer period until he
stabilizes. There are varied responsibilities and Ricah will familiarize
you on how to go about with them. So heed my request boy and you
will never regret. Uphold industriousness to ensure nothing runs into
ruin. All necessities are in abundance to cater for your welfare while
Wyn and Wilkah are old enough not to subject you into unnecessary
demands. I might come over before we fly but in case I don’t, remain in
peace.”’

She made her way into the car and they drove off.

Noah pondered over what fate had brought on his hands. “...heed my
request boy and you will never regret.”” He had regretted so many times
in his life not because of his failings but lack of opportunities to fail
himself. Could it be a new beginning in his life?

Much had been talked about Brian’s family and the writings were all
over the walls for those who dared to care. Such a vast home, only two
of them, it would be a daunting task.

All in all determination propelled him and it would propel him to
work harder in prayer that the future would reward him. The negative
aspect he had to put up with was deprivation of freedom to be child; to
play, have fun and rest. Duty paved no room, sunrise to sunset ever
moving up and down. Nights were painful as he stretched overnight,
constantly raided by backache and general body fatigue. Dawns gave
rise to fresh days but routine remained as usual.

It came to Noah’s realization that Ricah was a hardcore born of
donkey blood. Despite being older than him, his devotion explicitly
kept him at awe. He performed his duties tirelessly and perhaps that is
why he survived.

But with time Noah also adjusted to the demanding workload never
to experience strained muscles again. Geese knew him and run after
him, calves flashed their tails at his sight, cows mowed at him and Wyn
and Wilkah ever enjoyed his presence. He was a component of their
survival as they were.
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Contrary to Noah’s anticipation, three weeks later, Brian made
limping strides down from the gate in the drizzling rain. It was a cold
afternoon. The kind that prevails after a storm accompanied with
hailstones. They could not figure out why he opted to walk as he
seemed to be so much in pain. Beside him was Milcah monitoring his
go ahead. All eyes were glued on Brian. They felt an instant pinch of
pity. With his head bowed and a few occasional glances, it was all pain.
He appeared emaciated and full of sorrow. On his left cheek was a
serious fast healing wound and a brace around his neck. He blinked
uneasily and breathed heavily. He signaled his children who were
watching him in curious disbelief and sympathy. Shook their little
hands but hardly had he let them go when they broke down in tears.

“Don’t cry my children, I am feeling better.”’

Wyn walked away and locked himself in his bedroom. Brian too
parted for his bedroom. Silence reigned for a while as Noah and Ricah
seated at the veranda gazed through the drizzling silver rain arrows.
Ducks roved playfully opening their beaks up in the sky while pigs
snorted lazily from their sty.

Milcah emerged from the house and planted herself akimbo right at
the door way catching a general view of the home. She appeared
relaxed and less pensive.

“It is encouraging and pleasant to see that,”” she said pointing at the
ducks.

I am pleased about your performance and | am sure Brian will be
happy too. You know sometimes fear gripped me with thoughts that
maybe things are in a mess this way. | was more particularly concerned
about security. Before we left, we had hired a guard who was to report
on duty the following week but the tragedy altered the whole
arrangement. It is important for you to know that not all people can
appreciate whatever small impact you try to make in the society. Some
harbour ill intentions and would be in joy to see you on your knees,
turning up as beggars on crutches, wheelchairs or silent in graves. They
monitor your progress in great rage like starved hawks, plotting an
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attack after the other. But that should not scare you for evil cannot
triumph in a fair contest. They have done it to Brian, yes, but it has only
strengthened our resolve to do what is good and let natural justice take
its course. The police have taken over the matter but as a family we
shall not be pursuing the case. That is a wild goose chase and we are not
interested. We have known their desires wherever they are and we shall
not, for God’s sake, let them gain ground again even by a wink of an
eye. We have planned to put in motion a counter active strategy that
would keep them at bay. Money is not a setback we have worked hard
to have some. Our interest is to safeguard our lives and property. So be
cautious your master’s enemy is your enemy as well. You can be
betrayed on sheer suspicion or hate.”’

Rarely do people talk about their financial status in public. In case
they do, then they must be complaining over depreciating reserves in
terms of unfavourable government policies or poor vyields from
investments. Thus, it bit logic that Milcah had been an open woman to
register a thin veil over their status something shied by well to do
persons. Noah admired her strong will and down to earth attitude. One
who would make one loved and participatory in some decision making.
A woman who believed in consultations before orders and who never
ran away from listening and solving pertinent issues affecting one’s
welfare.

“Noah, | feared that you would opt to leave in frustration,”” she said
looking down at him.

“No. I bore with the situation and stayed.”’
“I appreciate,”” she said nodding.

Days of solemnity succeeded with Brian making few technical
outdoor appearances. It could not be known whether he would resume
his business operations or not as his wife fitted herself in his shoes. She
frequented outings, on some occasions spending nights away. All Noah
knew he owned a network of merchandisers and commaodity depots in a
number of towns within and outside the country. Huge trucks kept
making their way into the home with series of conversations taking
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place between Brian and the drivers. These were among rare chances
that Brian would be seen engaged in conversations. A sweet talker he
was with camouflaging authoritative chest thumping temperament. It
did not take him long to recuperate. He came out full of life and charm,
perhaps a changed man in a way.

One morning on the eve of Christmas, when the family was
preparing for the church Brian uttered a statement that almost left Noah
doubting his hearing abilities on whether he heard the words in the right
sequence and context. The words were too good to be true. Too sweat to
be eaten. Too endearing to be forgotten-an ideal gel for a restless soul.

“Noah, | feel | should reward you for your tolerance and self-
sacrifice you have accorded my family in time of need. You are young
and | feel convinced that planting a seed of education in you will be
more valuable than any other precious gift | can offer you.

Noah, | will take you to school. | will pay your fees and meet all
demands of the school.”’

Noah stared at him in flummox with no word or comment. He felt
cheated and more confused. Can he? Just to a passing cloud?

“Noah, are you scared of school?’” he enquired.

“No! No! I am not scared. Your words are heaven sent. Thank you,
sirl

May the promise come to pass.”’

Brian smiled and said,

“It will pass boy.”’

Noah looked at his face again and saw it was not a bluff.

“Over the holidays you will be staying here with me. Your family
will be welcome to visit you. From tomorrow you are at liberty to go
home for utmost a week. Go discuss with your family over the issue and
let me have the reply soonest possible for time is running out.”’
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Noah regretted that he would not attend church sermon that Sunday.
Having been born and brought up in a committed Christian family and
being a member of the Christian youth wing, an establishment of the
church, he found it at least condemning.

Ricah was a devoted a pagan as he came to realize. He knew very
little about the church. Most of his arguments were based on traditional
aspects of religion and life. He was nonetheless quiet entertaining when
it came to his grandfather’s tales about religion.

“’We used to collect logs of wood and light fire outside his hut every
evening. Then we would rush in and shout his name,

Kukaa! Kukaa! The fire is ready. You know his ears were failing so
you were to shout for him to hear.

After clearing his throat, you would hear mbulire, | have heard. We
would storm out and sit round the fire. My grandfather had many
grandchildren so we shoved each other scrambling for space ensuring
that we left a little space for him. The eldest of us would then reprimand
us to keep quiet as grandfather disliked overexcitement.

Not long after, he would emerge trotting with his three-legged stool,
his lips quivering and looking on our faces as if confirming the
attendance. His horny fingers would slowly rest his stool down as he
took his time to stiffly sit on it.

Occasionally when he was not complaining of anything paining him
and felt satisfied that we had taken good care of his goats during the
day, he would tell us something about his old world.

“In those beautiful golden old days when we were young like you,
our father used to tell us that humankind had powers without the
sophistication of the modern era. It was a world of magic and awe.”’

He fondly talked of Gabrasio who could forecast daily weather by
reading his palm.
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“Tomorrow afternoon it will rain elephants and hippos. | pity you
farmers, expedite and consult Ong’otio for your delight will be your
sorrow by dusk. Your silvery green farms will be reduced to threads.

Ong’otio was a famous rain maker who ruled within and beyond.
Thus, before a hen could swallow a grain of millet, villagers would be
elbowing each other to enter his hut with lots of presents notably full
grown cocks. Ong’otio’s home was full of chickens walking and
perched all over and his hut smelt their guano. No stray person could
dare steal anything in possession of him. Even mouth- watering
mongoose could not.

Ong’otio would bid his visitors farewell and tell them not worry. To
sum it up, he was a less worded man.

The following day, he would do what he used to do best and the
moment nimbus clouds had formed, a strong wind would start blowing
from east and would carry with it the clouds to the far south. However,
it was not a rejoicing encounter as the strong wind blew off thatch from
some huts and bent the crop it intended to secure. But who could
complain? In any battle there must be casualties.

“If it cannot bless us then it better not rain here,”” Ong’otio would
later remark.

In general, my grandchildren the society was homely as steadfast
positive living was imperative to alleviate herculean storms of impious
emissaries. Clan web was cherished in legitimacy. Louts were cursed
and dispensed from the community. The interaction between the living
and the dead was paramount to dictate a relationship which determined
the meaning of existence. Quarrels and wrangles within communities
and families, social misfits and related misdeeds to elders and their gods
attracted harsh rewards.

For your world....I don’t know whether I should laugh or cry. But
there you are, you will live it. Like seasons, our time is over.”’

“Come in!’’ a hoarse voice called out.
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Milcah pushed the door ajar as Noah stood behind her. His new
uniform fitted him well with his green tie hanging just above his waist
line. His black leather shoes were sparkling black matching his well-
trimmed hair.

“Welcome Madam! Have a seat please,”” the principal said putting
on a broad grin and stretching his hand.

“Youngman, have a seat too.”’

“Sir, it is a pleasure to meet you. This is the boy | talked of. As | had
informed you, he has been out of school for two years but is ready
reignite his passion for education. To me he is a determined boy who
will prove his worth given time.

“I don’t doubt that, Madam.”’
He pulled his reading glasses and fixed them on.
“Al right Mrs Rwanga. The certificates are ok.”’

He pulled a drawer from his right cabinet and handed her an
admission form.

“There it is. Fill in.”’
Milcah unzipped her leather pouch and removed a cheque book.

“l am sorry madam; I don’t handle finances. Move down the corridor
second door on the left, there is the school bursar.”’

Tick! Tick! Tick! a wall clock sounded on the opposite wall. It was
9:45a.m.

“Are you through?”’
“No sir, just about.”

“From there you will enter the next door. That is boarding master’s
office. He is responsible of ensuring your son has necessary boarding
requirements for his stay here.”” “Oh, Mr Principal, I met all the
requirements. But for formality, I shall do that.
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Perhaps is there anything else to be fulfilled or of great concern?”’

No Madam. As far as admission is concerned, that is all. Your boy
will become a bonafide member of The Skyways Plus High School
right after the boarding master’s approval.”’

“Thank you. Noah, let us get moving.”’

Down the building a bell rung and deafening noise of moving
furniture filled the air. Through a glass window Noah got it right. It was
tea time. Students carried mugs towards a hall situated at the centre of
the compound just past the assembly ground. They looked neat in their
grey blazers as they walked past the white washed stones that encircled
a tall white metallic flag post. Noah also noted there were a few
students who wore yellow ties and wondered why the difference. All
the same they were smart.

“Noah, this is a privilege. Don’t abuse it. Work very hard to win the
confidence of your sponsor. Many are looking up on you so don’t
disappoint them. Remember the future will judge you as a person but
not as a product of your past. Have you got me right boy?”’

“Yes Auntie. I will work hard. I promise I will.”’

“Never should you be shaken. Remain firm and focused. | will be
visiting you often.”’

“Thank you, Auntie. I am pleased to hear that.”

She pulled a five-hundred-shilling note from her pouch and gave
him.

“This is for your up keep.”’
“I am grateful Auntie.”’

She boarded her car and started the engine. Noah watched as she
drove off past the hall and eventually vanishing through the gate.

A tall lanky student dressed in a yellow tie approached him.
“Good morning!”’
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“Good morning to you!”’

“l am Hassan Odit, the chairperson of the Students Council.
What is your name?’’

“l am Noah Mlala.””

Right, follow me then. He turned in the direction of the pavement
down the eucalyptus shades. It was quiet and deserted. They went round
an old generator house and came to two adjacent halls. Victoria
Dormitory was full of beds enough to accommodate a whole village
back home. Trunks were in plenty too, two beside a pair of beds and
there was a sizeable strolling space that joined the opposite doors of the
dormitory.

“This is Victoria Dormitory as you can read from outside. It is
neither a lodging nor a holiday camp. Neither do we admit patients nor
prisoners. You are here in pursuit of the school philosophy of hard work
and ultimate success. Here is a bed and space for your trunk. Always
remember to keep your surrounding tidy. Uncouth habits are out of
bounds and aren’t subject to regrettable terms but instant punishment.
Therefore, stay away from trouble.”

He glanced at his watch and said,

“We have five minutes to go. Take your books. I have to take you to
class before time. Look, that is Independence Dormitory where |
belong.”

Oh gosh! It wasn’t any better. The white paint on the walls was
peeling and the name at the entrance was hardly readable. It resembled
Gaitana’s abandoned house in the village. Lifeless with greenish mould
stains all over.

“Oh yes. That is nice.”’

They walked hurriedly passing by one class after the other. Form
One Grey was on the extreme far end of the block and no sooner had
they entered than the bell rung.
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“Occupy any available space!’” he commanded as he left in haste.

Noah’s favourite space ever in school had not yet been occupied
despite the class being almost full. He loathed sitting either at the front
or at the back. Somewhere in the middle was ideal. Thus he
comfortably fixed himself in the first row adjacent to a window. Here,
he would later master the art of tilting the window in an angle that
would reflect the happenings up the pavement and thus assuming the
role of a watchperson; that is of alerting the class when a teacher was
coming down to their class.

They stayed for a whole week only listening to echoes of teachers
and burst ups of laughter. They ate and slept but the going was not all
that becoming. They were burning with desire to be taught. On the other
hand, manual work was increasingly becoming burdensome as the rain
relentlessly poured heightening grass every night.

Noah had to wake up pretty early to work on his slashing assignment
before classes resumed. Prefects were pedant terrors who hauled
slumbers out of bed with kicks and slaps. Getting the sound of the bell
was paramount to avoid smacking. Tough and rough register was used
to scare even the heavy salubrious monos who in real sense could smash
majority of those sanctified masters.

Jude, the dining hall prefect was a born smart but most cruel of all.
His department, to Noah’s opinion, was highly abused with lots of
uncharitable out of rule habits taking deep roots. The table system was
not all that bad because it simply entailed keeping one’s plate on his
form table onto which whatever small and unpalatable dish would be
served. An irritating sensation was the infamous table sixteen which
comprised of TUBS. This was an acronym for Tenga United Brothers.
This was a solid union with most loyal members coming from a
neighbouring location, Tenga. However, not all from Tenga enjoyed
membership for eligibility was selective in a manner that only senior
members of the school with strong bargaining and confrontational
attributes were invited with an exception of one weak promising
member especially from lower classes whose duty was to clean the
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extra plates after the operation. TUBS had a slogan; Our Food, Our
Concern.

The membership had a thick skin and they did not care much about
what other students said about them so long as they did not blab to
teachers. The table had a bulging membership of twelve instead of eight
as stipulated on the dining rules and its location on the left end corner of
the hall promoted their operations. Jerry was a self-professed de facto
leader who famed for once having a summersault with a plateful of
meat stew to amazement of Jude.

Noah could not tell where Jude hailed from but he had a strong
feeling that he was at one point a member of TUBS. Being a member of
the high table, he had absolutely neglected his duties on the general
floor. Noah and others were occupants of table fifteen and thus they had
the opportunity to see what used to happen on table sixteen. They
wishfully watched as brothers gobbled extra portions of food and
licking their fingers.

Each brother had his plate. Then there were at least five plates
hidden under the table with magnetic hands. Jerry and Tanka usually sat
at the opposite widths of the table. So, when they were clearing their
plates, the two would wink at custodians of extra plates who would
surrender them one by one without slightest hesitation. Alternatingly,
either of them would take of his share and slide the remaining down the
table. By the time the plate touched the opposite end, it was empty and
ready to be washed. Those plates were hidden under the table to avoid
any unnecessary trouble. TUBS had detectives with ears erect to keep
abreast with what was in circulation. In rare circumstances, the BM, as
he was popularly known would raid them and smash all their plates. Mr
Melet was a heavy dark boarding master. He bragged of having
represented his university in a regional boxing tournament in Dar es
Salaam during his studentship and won a silver medal.

For that reason, he insisted that they either obey his commands or
they challenge him physically. But who would dare think of such a
thing with a gorilla chest-like man? So they obeyed him with some
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pockets of respect. After all, crashing TUBS plates was nothing to
worry about as one of them would sneak to the market to buy others
before the next meal.

This is a full class, thus in few days to come we are going to
commence lessons. With no doubt | am going to take you in English
and Literature. Now, to keep you occupied, here is an assignment. After
forty minutes I will be back to collect your exercise books.

Claude, an overgrown adolescence, was one restless chap with a
booming voice who kept moving up and down the class yielding
rebukes and recalcitrant comments. His primary head teacher must have
heard a nightmare managing him for eight years.

“Sir, why can’t you organize for us something like a charity walk
after this exercise so that we can raise atleast some cash for any of the
numerous clubs in this school. To be frank, we are really feeling out of
place here.”’

“Foolish!
Crazy nut! Stand up!”’

Claude muttered something in apology but the teacher could not give
him time to frame it properly.

“That is bullshit! How many of you have ever stepped in the
library?”’

No one dared to raise his hand.

“And you are talking of a charity walk? You must be out of your
senses you little brats.

Now, by show of hands; how many agree with Claude that we
should arrange for a charity walk after the exercise?”’

Silence overwhelmed. The students had left Claude to bear the scorn
alone. He was terrified, trembling like a watered goat in winter.

“It is only a mad person who is shown clothes and told to wear.”’
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Essay writing was an art of Noah’s make. The teacher who became
the subject teacher as had been said remarked in his book,

“Good Essay!”’
What of the score?

Fourteen out of twenty marks. This was not a score to be happy
about. But it was the comment that moved him. His debut essay finding
honour before the eyes of a high school teacher was no child game. He
read it himself severally trying to imagine how the teacher might have
felt. Yes! It was good but difficult to rate.

The following morning, the teacher must have held Noah’s name in
memory as he walked into the class.

“Noah! Where are you?”’

“I am here sir!’

“Follow me.”’

They walked in silence as they headed to his office.

“Now, this is what I require of you. Take this copy of your class
timetable and keep order in class till elections are held next month. |
hope you will be among the contestants.”’

He smiled shyly.

But sincerely had he gambled right? How could he manage the likes
of Claude? Ones more inspired by brawn rather than brain? However,
his classmate Sheban, encouraged him. Told him that he was sure he
was going to be successful. That he foresaw a landslide win for him
come the following month.

“Noah, take heart pal. You never know this might just be a piece
meal for greater things to come. Suppose you are appointed a managing
director of a company; will you shun the appointment because you fear
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obstreperous lot of employees? Be firm, Noah. Your leadership
qualities are being put to test. Those who pretend not to care; they do
inwardly. You know insubordination is a weak man’s imitation of
power.”’

“l see Sheban, but what of the infamous Mahindra Troops. Nights
are ever full of attack trepidations for prefects- those painful whacks in
dead nights. Do you think my foes to be will spare me?’’

“Man, that will entirely depend on your leadership style. Dictatorial
tendencies lead to rebellion then hatred which eventually create space
for malicious conspiracies.

Look! You know radicals in our class, don’t you? These are students
who feel they are not loved. They are yearning for it. So love them.
Befriend them. Take servant leadership to them. Let them feel the need
and essence of adhering to established rules in complaisance and it is no
wonder they will support you.”’

“You sound wise, Sheban. Definitely you are in my council of
advisers.”’

“You know what Noah! I am contesting for dining hall assistant
position. Successful campaigns and see you at the ballot box.”’
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CHAPTER SIX

“My child I wish | had not given birth to you. And if | had ability
then 1 would have swallowed you down my womb. | feel hurt when 1
stay lonely as a motherless woman with all of you staying so long away
from me especially in the hands of strangers. It is something | never
imagined in life.”’

“Mother, I don’t understand why you are disappointed with me. | am
sensible enough to make palpable decisions.”’

“That is useless. | am your mother and you remain to be child. Every
hour of the day | wander in remorse memories of you. Terrific
nightmares awake in the midst of nights to ponder over your well-being.
It is unfortunate that I am at the end of my tether for I wouldn’t have let
you go. Never!”’

“Such feelings might not help much in improving what we are.
Wherever | go you and our home are always at the back of my mind. |
know you need me but the best you can do is to pray for me to
overcome impediments that may imperil my ways in search for a better
life. Let me assure you mother that | am very safe. | live in a family full
of compassion and business. I hope you are aware that [ am in school.”’

“NO.”
“You mean Uncle Boaz has not yet visited you?”’

“I last set my eyes on him in your father’s funeral. I don’t know...
where did you see him?”’

“Then | beg your forgiveness. Your bitterness is not in void. My
guardian gave me a week break in January to come and talk to you
about his decision to take me to school. So, I decided to pass by Boaz’s
home who cut my efforts to reach you on assertion that he would visit
you soonest possible to relay the message. He had just arrived from
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Londiani with building materials and technicians to finish up his house.
So, his worry was the safety of his material. He complained bitterly that
he has suffered heavily from dishonest labourers who sell his material
and pretend that he does not supply enough. So, he convinced me to
stay and keep watch on their activities as he travelled back to get more.
Upon his return, it was too late thus | decided to go back to prepare for
school.”’

“Oh, he fooled you. You will never understand my brother. He never
lets a shilling from his pocket touch the ground.

“So, for how long are you staying with us?”’

Not long mother, utmost a week. I have duties to undertake. In fact, |
might become rare as time goes by. As | told you my guardian is a
businessman and has assigned me to sell in one of his chain shops
before school opens. And I had promised him that | would be doing that
over school holidays. He is a welcoming and hospitable man. You are
allowed to visit me there.

“Anyway, you talked of Larry getting married soon. How soon is
soon?’’

“T don’t know... all he told me is he had met his marriage choice.
One Shasya from Loilot.

I am not pleased to be sincere. | hate it when my son becomes the
talk of the village. | watched him drooling over her photogragh and
pitied myself.”’

“Why are you not pleased?”

“Perception of the community for they won’t regard it as a marriage.
You don’t know how your uncles are choosy. When | got married, | had
no tribal hindrance. Two, my grandfather was a clan elder. But what did
they comment? That | was just a slightly above average woman from an
average family. Now, my son wants to marry from those people who
when he is away nobody will bother to entertain his visitors. My son is
up for a battle with his people. | warned him of the opposition ahead but
he seems determined to beat his own path. It is absurd for him to
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assume that the community cannot produce a wife for him. Marriage
isn’t a purely personal affair. We are still living in a society that is
skewed in ethnic prejudice. If he marries her, well, that is his own
bargain.”’

“But mother for how long will you hold dear to such retrogressive
beliefs? You mean your world doesn’t grow? Such beliefs only build
unnecessary suspicion. Things are changing mother. Larry has walked
out and seen exactly that. We all have blood in our veins and senses as
humans. All others are mere imaginary creations of selfishness.

To me I think it is a mother’s pride and joy to see her son lead a life
of his own choice rather than suffer at the hands of tribal loyalty. Let
Larry make his own choice.”’

“The world has taught you that. But you cannot run away from your
shadow. Those who will live beyond today will embrace the change for
| think my son should not be the turning point. <’

“That is mere red tape mother. You have witnessed an interracial
marriage right here in the village. Isn’t thriving?”’

“We don’t go by exceptions.”’
“Well! How is Larry pushing on with apprenticeship?”’

“It is long since we communicated. Mukuba tells me that he talks of
being engaged all the time. It is my prayer that he gets a job.”’

From nowhere Dorie entered. She had grown taller, thin and frail
probably suffering from a certain ailment. Her uneasy smile illustrated
unaccustomed face vast of miseries and loneliness. Though she denied
being sick, Clementina also admitted she was not healthy. “If | had
money, | could have taken her to a proper doctor for examination,”’
Clementina said resignedly.

Noah gazed through the window with teary eyes brimming of
untellable desperation. The smoke-filled hut resuscitated his memories
of the tough life at home. He sighed standing up for the door. Nelsen’s
grave was nothing but a bushy hillock. Noah moved closer and watched
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as grasshoppers fled from the tall grass that grew wildly on top of the
grave. It was silent, lifeless and unresponsive. His eyes grew heavier
and before he realized hot tears were rolling down his eyes.

“Father, where are you now? You promised to be with us in spirit.
That you would roam watching over us as a shepherd does. Where are
you? Or was it just a mere prevarication? You left us prematurely with
no heritage other than this small piece of land and breath of life. Why
can’t you intervene now? Father, show your might in death and touch
Dorie. The little girl needs your timely intervention. Please, wake up if
you are asleep.”’

He wiped his face and walked away. The village was ageing. Down
the river he walked, making spontaneous stopovers to admire the
splendid grassland stretch. Undiluted natural leafy scent swept through
into his nostrils as he remembered his childhood adventures. Days when
they did mould toys from clay collected from crabs infested river banks.
Days when they watched in dread the thrilling bull fights and ran after
the bold monkeys that never feared girls and women. Years when he
trusted no woman other than his mother. He breathed heavily throwing
measured strides towards a huge rock where they used to sit and warm
themselves from the rising sun while looking after cattle. The rock was
no longer smooth as it used to be. Perhaps people no longer sat on it.
Cracks were also showing that would ultimately lead to its breaking up.
Tall grasses swayed steadily from side to side. Chirping birds restored
the vanishing nostalgic sensation rekindling his memory on how an
imprudent decision once landed his behind in fire. As a pupil in a
company of others, he had sneaked out of school to go and hunt birds in
nearby thickets. The urge to sneak was quiet tempting since their
classroom had many windows that over time had become doors. It was
a pleasure to sit next to one as you would have one leg in class and
another outside. Class register marking was friendly since it was done
very early in the morning and late in the afternoon. So owing to their
large number, they had room to do their business and ensure they were
at school without raising eyebrows. Above all, the school had no fence
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other than sugar plantations that surrounded it with a few footpaths
snaking through them.

Right, on that doomsday as they crisscrossed bushes and thickets
with catapults held high, Noah almost stumbled onto a relaxing python.
He was lucky to have looked down in time to see the dark bundle lying
few inches from his bare muddy feet. In an electrifying rage of shock
and alarming cry, he flew off, thorns pricking him and tearing his old
shirt as he tried to catch up with his fellows who were indeed galloping
fast enough to save their lives.

An old man, the owner of the land who came to their rescue did what
many parents would have opted; hastily rushed to the school head
teacher to report the case. The old man who was said to be in a boiling
mood blamed the Batma School administration for laxity and promised
to raise the issue during a Parents Association meeting.

Avoiding school that day did not help as the dreaded head teacher,
Sigara Dafrau, came fuming for them the following morning. Without
conventional salutation, he roared,

“Hunters! Hunters! Come to my office on your knees!

I don’t know! I just don’t... know what I... I should do to you,”’” he
stammered.

He got hold of Noah’s head and pulled, pulled as if he wanted it off
his neck then a thunderous smack followed onto his jaw. They then all
observed the law of gravity as a rain of bamboo strokes landed on each
of their behinds leaving all of them in tears. Even the notorious Clem
admitted that it was a gruesome beating that he had ever experienced.
They were kicked out of office and sent for their parents. For Afunge...
he called it business closed as he never reported to school again saying
he was busy counting his years to start a boda boda taxis business.

Brian’s business was expanding more and more. He had just opened
a boutique in the leafy suburbs of Kampala. A shop for imported gents
and ladies’ wear. His fondness for Noah had grown desirably for he
trusted him as much as any faithful employee of his. Was it perhaps
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because of his reserved character? So, he became a pioneer shopkeeper
of that new enterprise. Kampala was a place to be. Its people were
hospitable and hardworking and had traditional liking for good things;
fashion and expensive acquisitions more or less like in his motherland.
Life was cheap thus he got it right why the region used to flood his
motherland markets with farm produce especially cereals in seasons of
scarcity. They had beautiful dark daughters and strong sons. What of
their language? Those soft lilting words soaked in glides were pleasant
to the ears and endearing to the soul; and their music was outstanding.

Communication was not a challenge as most customers preferred
English and were even ready to shift to Kiswahili to make interactions
meaningful.

Tesa, a youthful lady, was a regular attendant at the shop. She must
have been a high school student on vacation. She would come to the
shop not necessarily to make purchases but to window shop and engage
Noah in a chat. She was slender and tall, dark with pony tailed hair. She
was a figure that looking at once was hardly enough. It was not long
when she realized his liking for literary works.

“Noah, | have brought you this,’” she said putting on a grin.

I’ve read it. I liked it and 1 want you to read it too,”” she added
looking straight into his eyes.

“Good bye!”’ she said and left.

Noah stared at her receding frame as she strokes her light feet down
the lane. He shifted his eyes only to realize a potential customer staring
at him too.

That evening Brian arrived for stock taking. This was a tedious
exercise that usually pushed them deep into the night. Brian looked
healthy and at peace with himself.

“I see you have now acclimatized,”’ he said smiling.

L‘Yes! 29
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Back home your colleagues are also working hard and if they
continue that way then | am going to reconsider their take home
package. Receive Wyn and Wilka’s greetings. They really insisted that
they wanted to come along because they missed you so much.

“What of Ricah?”’
“He is ok.”’

“Noah, | want you to uphold industry. You have one year in school
thus very soon you will be out of school in search of something to do
possibly before you join college. I wouldn’t like to see you sliding into
your past. | promise you a chance at Brim Chains. You can work as
you pursue your career. Are you getting me?”’

“Yes sir.”’

“There are so many girls and women around. Keep away from them.
You have a long way to go and it is only and only discipline that will
see you through. Everything has its time. A fruit is sweet when ripe
and bitter when plucked prematurely. This is the time to sit back and
watch as your fruit develops; the fruit that you will share with your
wife, children and all those deservedly in need. This calls for patience.
If you relax or deviate from the norm, then the future will judge you
harshly to your death bed.

Strain, broaden your mind and become one of the successful men
you see in our country.

You see Noah I recall my uncle who brought me up after the demise
of my parents was a village elder and also used to work in a quarry. He
would repeatedly tell me,

‘My brother’s son, you can imagine how strenuously I shift heavy
loads of rock so that you can to go school. At school, work hard.’

So out of curiosity, one afternoon, | sneaked my way into the quarry
which was not very far from home. | tip toed like a cat for | did not
want any of the men at work to see me.
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There were handful bare chested men in tattered shorts. | had never
seen my uncle in such a miserable state for he did not bring those
clothes home. Rarely did any lift up his face. | focused on my uncle as
he lifted the heavy sledge hammer. The light skin moving over his
conspicuous ribs and letting it land on a large piece of rock. As if nature
had sent me on a harsh learning mission, a piece of rock flaked off and
hit uncle’s ankle in what | observed must have caused him severe pain.
In sorrow | watched as he let the hammer loose and fall on his knees in
agony. There and then | flew off lest he saw me.

In the evening he limped back home. That evening he neither spoke
nor ate his food but the following morning he still reported to work.

I meditatively thought over myself and conceded that | had an
obligation to fulfill; to work hard as a reward to my uncle’s efforts.
However, it is sad that he didn’t live long thereafter to see me become a

29

man.

Tesa was increasingly becoming suave. He could not exactly read
her mind as her words were highly measured and appropriate. She
talked inspiringly of the realities that relates to the general world.

Two-timing Aisha was romantic, meaning she derived pleasure from
such texts. Anyway, even he himself had read a good number of such
texts and it was no secret that he secretly admired them. But what
motivated pleasure and likeness? That was a question he did not have
answer to at the moment.

“’Brian must have gone through this,’” he thought,

“Could he have heard of Tesa? No, he did not. Brian was a straight
forward man and he would have talked to him about it without batting
an eyelid.”

“Noah!”’ Brian called from the bedroom.
“Yes sir!”’

This time he sat glued on a newspaper cutting cartoon he had pasted
on the wall the previous day. The cartoon had weak looking man staring
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at a blood-stained guillotine and a muscular masked man trying to feel
the sharpness of its blade of which the latter must have been the
executor. He had just found it funny.

“Now, anyway...hold on I will call you later.”” But as he walked out,
he drew his attention again.

“You said your brother is at home?”’
“Not of late, sir. He is in Athi River.”’
“Has he got something to do?”’

“Little has been heard of him sir but if it were so then he would have
communicated.”’

“Can he be reached?’’

“Yes, one of my uncles has his mobile phone number.”’
He took a deep sigh a film of sweat simmering on his massive face.

“You know I don’t absolutely trust your colleagues especially this
far. You are responsible and | have a feeling that a chip from the same
pot would have made an ideal replacement. Perhaps that is how you
were brought up.”’

Noah smiled.

Well, remember to come over early as usual to prepare for school,”
he said. Update your records as someone will be taking over soonest
possible.”’

He exited as silence replaced him. Noah looked at his large sweeter
hanging lifelessly on the hanger. A symbol of a man that watched over
him but never commented anything. A man who was not an alcoholic
but liked ketepa tea to the core; a socialist who turned up to social
events but at the same time a strict disciplinarian who never tolerated
nonsense; a man who braved to put his philanthropy to test - that was
Brian- simply a beautiful soul.
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Noah’s stream of consciousness was interrupted with a knock at the
counter.

“Excuse me! Can I have it back?”’

There was Tesa right at the counter. Her shiny dark braided hair
showing beautifully on her apple shaped head. He had never known that
Tesa had such a beautiful hair line.

“I hope you had an exciting moment,”’ she rhapsodized.
“Yes. Only that it sounded more fictional than real.”’

“But that is literature!”’

“Yes, it is; but in that case the truth has been overstretched.”’
“Oh, Noah you are such a mean critic!”’ she laughed.

“No, I mean the emotions are quiet overwhelming. They can easily
blow off your fusses.’’

“Do you fear that?”’
“That is a difficult a question.”’
“Ok! A simple one. “Do you mean it doesn’t captivate you?”’

“It does but my concern is such texts send one to the clouds while
rooted on the ground. You know some of us fear explosion of emotions
as aresult.”’

“Are you such a coward?”’
“I am not sure.”’
They both burst into laughter.

“You see Tesa | believe everything has its time. Imbibing such kind
of literature prepares you for what you are not prepared for. | think it
suits those scouting for long life partners.’’

“That is less applicable now days. You don’t just wake up and bump
into Mr Right. You have to identify and pick him from the wolves. It is
a heuristic moment to determine one’s consistency. If turns out to be a
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nova, you damp him. If he maintains, bravo, there he is. Noah, you need
not to procrastinate until that delicate confusion riddled time. A
journey of a thousand miles begins with...?

“Anell.”’

“That is wrong and archaic. If you have studied proverbs then you
cannot deceive me that you can fail to complete that simple proverb.

You have to start sampling for the best. That is what [ mean.”’
“So, you have one already, haven’t you?”’
“I am in that serious process of discovery.’’

“l beg to disagree with you Tesa. If this was the path followed by
those who were there before us then we would be living in a utopian
society where separation and other ills that are eroding marriages are
foreign pronouncements. | am not a nonconformist but the thing here is
that marriage, 1 think, needs the grace of God to work. No one’s
strength can stop it if it is headed for a halt.

Nonetheless, we have good samplers who sampled until their
tongues can value no more. So? They have remained samplers for the
rest of their lives since their taste buds are worn out.”’

Tesa was rhythmically tapping her foot leaning on the counter. She
brushed her fingers down her braids and wiped her brow.

“l agree with you Noah. But the bottom line is effort must be made. |
think God comes in to bless the design of our work.”’

“To be sincere Tesa are you driving at something?”’
“What do you think?”’
“You are not.”’

“Exactly that!”’
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Tesa glared at him in silence for a while and then burst up like a dry
pod in a hot afternoon. Her face was expressionless with a confidence
of last resort. Her fingers trembled as she tried to make a fist.

“’Noah, | feel embarrassed to harbour these strange feeling. Many in
my position would have opted to suppress it. This is because it is a
betrayal of conventional norms. | am sure neither people nor my people
can find it any better. | say it is strange because no woman in her senses
can beg a man for love. My grandmother tells me that it is the worst
betrayal to woman and womenfolk. Noah, I don’t know if I am fit to be
called a woman. It is almost a month since | met you. I am told it is a
crash when you meet a man and you cannot resist the impulse to be
with him, talk to him, think of him and surrender yourself to him. Noah,
I find myself in that awkward position. | am in that world. Surprisingly,
my mother grandmother has noticed of late that | am not that vivacious
grandchild that |1 have always been and as a result she has always
insisted that we pray every evening together. In that prayer she leads
and her words are never short of worry for me. She prays so
passionately to an extent of shedding tears. During the day when | am
down, she asks me whether I am not going out. When I tell her I am not
going, she insists that I should go but come back in time for it makes
me happy. Noah, who makes me happy? It is you for | have never had
feelings for any man in my life.

Noah, | am aware of the challenges that may threaten to keep us
apart but just promise.’’

Noah sighed gazing up onto the cream ceiling and trying to avoid her
inquisitive eyes. He felt shy and confused. A woman had challenged
him. Down his heart, he knew that he loved her even before she fell for
him. His father was married at his age so he didn’t consider himself a
little child. He felt uneasy but all the same how could he hide his
feelings. How could he tell her that he feared?

“Tesa, | feel you need more time to think about your feelings and
dynamisms that come with it. Your today’s choice might not be your
choice tomorrow. I wouldn’t like to limit your exploration. Remember,
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you have just begun sampling. There is much to come. Tesa, I don’t
want to hurt or to be hurt as a result of breach of promise. If fate bound
it, well, the future will unravel.”’

“Noah, | can’t betray you. | am old enough to live by my words. |
have read my inner self, Noah. I have all reasons to commit myself to
you. Please, grant me a chance to fail you, if you so doubt. I am not
pushing for immaterial hassles. I am up for a commitment that will see
us sharing ideas and shaping one another into the challenges of the
modern world. The society is no longer a safe place to live just that
way.

Noah, | can see fear in your eyes.”’
“No! | fear nothing,’” he interrupted.

Fear of failure is a barrier that retards one’s abilities; do not chain
yourself to it. There is nothing impossible for a willing heart.”’

Noah looked down at her face. She was moody. Signs of running
wild were emerging. Her winsome appearance had subsided. All along
he had never hoped to annoy her, at least not her.

“l am sorry. | cannot promise. Bear with me for | understand myself
better and have sufficient reasons to tell you so. | am indeed very sorry.
I wish you would enter the caves of my heart and read the literature in
it. Sincerely, | am dry of words.”’

Tesa raised her eyes amid the echoes of the words. She was
disturbed. Noah watched her chest bulge. The wall clock ticked. It was
time for lunch. As usual, he had to visit Sofa Food Point across the
road.

“I am breaking for lunch.”’

He hurriedly kept things in order and once again glanced at an
emotive face before him.

“Are you running away from me Noah?”’

“No! Not at all. I said it is lunch time. Let us go for lunch.”
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“You used a singular personal pronoun I not We...it is about you
going not us.”’

“l am sorry. It was a slip of the tongue. Please, | beseech you, let us
go for lunch.”

The dish before them filled his nostrils with aroma steam. From the
corner of his eye, he glanced at her as he prepared to take his first bite.
She was unmoved and staring at him. He tried to concentrate although
inwardly he was a shaken man. Confusion was eroding his mind. What
mistake had he done? She would never understand him. Was it wrong to
tell her to wait? Could he tell her the truth that he loved her? But what
of if she blabbed? He was leaving. Someone was taking over. Would it
not haunt him? Brian trusted him.

He felt his emotions crash, his breath leaving him and being buried
like Makonde in a white coffin under a Mutoto tree.

Tesa pushed her plate away from her and broke into a thunderous
sob.

Noah felt his conscience vanish. The spoon dropped off his hand. He
looked around to gauge the atmosphere. Everyone was alarmed and
staring at them and then some soft giggles followed.

He opened his mouth to request her not to let her down. His lips
trembled and lost composure.

“What is wrong Tesa? Did I not assure you of my love?”’
“You didn’t! Don’t hoax me! I know your mind.”’
“Please Tesa, it is just a matter of time.”’

It was a humbling moment of his life. Some two well-dressed men in
a corner were breaking their ribs in laughter and mumbling words in a
language he did not understand.

“Let us go,”” Noah said as he stood up. He cleared the bill and hastily
left.

Tesa stood and followed him.
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Time: thirty-five minutes past five. Interstate Warrior Bus was about
to take off. On seat number K3, Noah fastened his safety belt. He wiped
the dusty glass window to catch a glimpse of the city. Under the lights it
was glimmering in silence and beauty. Cheerio Brim Enterprises.
Cheerio Kampala. Cheerio Tesa. | am sick to leave. Oh! Tesa. The girl |
truly loved but who could not understand me.

He felt his eyes filling with tears and swallowed huge lumps of
remorse.

“Till we meet again,”” he murmured to himself his eyes lolling from
one end to the other.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

That September was the month when the devil struck again. The
month when he felt the dead were relieved to be dead and the living
lived in the shadows of their miseries. Three days after his arrival, Noah
received the shocking news of passing on of his only sister, Dorie. She
had succumbed to an illness that her mother knew little about.

He remembered her humble and conformist nature with nostalgia. He
wept, wept and wept. He contemplated avoiding the funeral but Milcah
persuaded him to attend and pay his last respect.

“Whatever lives must taste the bitter cup of death. We shall all die.
Take heart and bid your late sister farewell,”” she had told him.

“Anyway, her short life was nothing short of sufferings. She had
endured the cruelty nature presented her. Seldom did she smile and run
around like her peers. She lived calmly in her own world. The world she
knew best and never regretted in her naivety.”’

The burial ceremony was well attended by villagers. Of course, it
would not have gone down in the annals of history without an animal
spilling blood. After a thorough consultation between elders in a
meeting that lasted a few hours a day before burial, a consensus was
reached when Otubula, a well-known pastoralist, offered a bull to be
slaughtered.

However, this was not an all-generous gesture as payment had to be
settled after the burial. But all the same, what mattered most at the
time? Was it not an animal to meet the immediate need?

“Where is Larry?’’ the village elder enquired.
“Come! Come!”” he shouted halfway standing after spotting him.

“Sit down. Sit down. Bring a pen and paper, quickly,”” the elder
reprimanded one of the passersby.
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“Get them from that house!”” he said pointing his index finger at
Clementina’s hut.

“Larry... after thorough deliberations, God has felt mercy on us. One
in our midst has volunteered to give us a bull to be slaughtered
tomorrow. | hope you are old enough to understand what a funeral is all
about thus I wouldn’t like to delve into that. It is an act of utmost
generosity for a man to give out an animal without seeing anything on
the table. But for the sake of upholding the family and clan’s dignity, of
which you know very well that you were born in a royal family,
Otubula has come to our rescue. It would have been a shame, a talk of
the village and beyond,’’ the village elder spoke unblinkingly.

He cleared his throat and continued,

“Now, Larry, | want you to append your signature on this document
that is going to be crafted in agreement that you will pay back the sum
value of the animal once you get a job. You can repay in terms of
agreed amount stipulated in the bond or an animal of equivalence.
Remember, the first earning must be dedicated to this noble
commitment.”’

He looked straight into Larry’s face and said in finality, “God is
watching and will be watching.”’

Terms of agreement were hastily written by the village elder’s
secretary and as expected, Larry appended his signature on the piece of
paper. He thanked them but before he rose to leave, another elder stood
up and said that since the act was legally bound, it was imperative that
the bond be reproduced in triplicate so that one copy is deposited with
the village elder, another with Otubula and the last to remain with Larry
to remind him of the commitment. All elders nodded in affirmation and
thus the secretary embarked on the art of reproducing the content of the
bond on the other two pieces of paper.

Silence reigned. Eventually it was over again.

“Thank you once more my elders. Am I free to go now?’’ Larry
enquired.
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“Yes! Yes! You can go,”’ interjected his uncle who was sitting in
the opposite direction of the village elder.

It did not take long before the elders dispersed leaving behind his
uncle and his three close friends.

Two days after burial, Clementina could not move out of her hut.
She was seriously ill. A strange throat illness had bed ridden her. She
could not speak, eat nor take water. She lay helplessly gasping for
breath. The village women who visited her said that that was post
trauma effect of what had befallen her and she would soon recover.
They dismissed any fear that the situation could worsen.

The third day brought no sun in Clementina’s house. There she lay
nothing having gone down her throat for the last forty-eight hours.
Noah’s heart skipped that morning when he saw his mother unable to
speak. He stormed out of the hut and headed down the murram road. He
walked aimlessly mumbling some words to himself. Roughly a
kilometre down the road, he spotted two men walking towards him.
From afar, one appeared tall and strongly built while the other was short
and stout with his arms spread apart. They appeared majestic in their
movement and quite exuberant as portrayed in their gesticulation.

As they came closer, Noah identified the two faces as men whom his
father had hired their services at one time. The two were lumberjacks.
He easily remembered Ofuo, the tall grey-haired man. He was full of
charm unlike his colleague whom he could not remember by name. The
two hailed from a village across the river.

When their eyes came in contact with his, they suddenly stopped
their conversation and came to an abrupt stop.

“Eh! Eh! You are now a big man. It is long since | saw you last. It
was... it was...Was it during his late father’s funeral, Kunde?’’ he
enquired from his colleague.

“I think so,”” he replied.

“How is your mother doing?’’ he asked with a tinge of regret.
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“She is unwell. Quite unwell Ofuo! My mother might die as well.”
“What!”’ they chorused.

“What is ailing her?”” Ofuo asked with a drooping head, arms
akimbo.

“A strange illness! | suppose it is a throat infection. She cannot talk
nor swallow anything. She hasn’t eaten for days.”’

“Sorry child.”

After a short spell of silence, Ofuo looked beside the road his eyes
roving as if searching for a lost item. He then suddenly jumped into the
bushes and disappeared only to return chewing a blade of grass.

I am not good at keeping names. You know age is also catching up
with me,”” he said smiling.

“Remind me your name.’’
“l am Noah.”

“Alas! What have | eaten? You can imagine how we were fond of
that name Kunde.

Noah, let us walk along. There is an herb that cures that. Do not
worry. She will soon feel better,”” Ofuo said rather emphatically.

They walked in silence, Ofuo’s eyes glued on vegetation that
sandwiched the road.

Poo!”” he stopped.

“You are lucky,”” he said as he pulled leaves of a certain plant. Noah
edged closer and observed the plant. It was a common weed found
almost everywhere in open fields or bushes. It grew thick with dark
green leaves.

“Take these leaves. Go, pound them in a mortar and add a cup of
water then give it time to soak. She should force herself to take the
slimy liquid three times a day.
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Few illnesses can defeat the power of the herb,”” he remarked
smiling.

They parted ways as Noah hurriedly clutching the handful leaves
made his way to his mother’s hut.

Inside the hut all was quiet. A well-fed cockroach raced across the
floor. Streams of sweat run down his chin.

“What a sultry afternoon!’’ he thought. Through the window, he
could see clouds forming. Most likely it would rain before dawn. It was
a season of long rains.

Vegetation appeared healthy and calm. Grass grew tall. Noah could
not remember when he held a slasher last thus, he partly blamed himself
for the sorry state of affairs. His mind swung back to those memorable
days when making the fire break was a matter of life and death. School
holidays spelt doom. A day after closure, which mostly fell on a
Saturdays marked the beginning of the tedious and boring work. Noah
was not sure whether to compare the exercise with what he had read
about slaves in servitude in some old yellow paged book he had picked
at the school dumpsite. Nelsen was an epitome of a slave master with
his thunderous scowls and a long stick that could do an equal harm as a
whip. He tolerated no excuses. At times he could lead by example, his
athletic body twisting energetically, sweat pouring and listening to
nothing other than the rhythm of his work. He looked mysterious and
frighteningly dangerous. They had sworn to obey him and to keep him

happy.

The infamous fire break was about making a clearance of about six
feet wide all round a four-acre piece of sugarcane plantation. That
meant within three to four weeks of vacation, the work was to be
pronounced complete before the master would come to assess the whole
exercise and give his remarks.

One interesting aspect of this master was his cunning nature.
Sometimes he would lull them by pretending not to care only to
resurface later demanding to know about this and that. Failing to give
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an explanation was tantamount to having done nothing when there was
a lot to be done. Obviously, that was punishable.

Noah and his brother had friends but they would not dare visit them
despite owning a rubber ball; the only one of its kind in the whole
village and arguably the immediate beyond. Surprisingly, it seemed
Nelsen knew they needed to play like other children in the village thus
bought them the ball which they played when he was away.

That was not to take long. One black Sunday, Satty appeared from
nowhere. He could no longer withstand the urge to kick the ball. The
absence of Nelsen even fuelled his desire much more.

“’Let me Kick it in the air please. Just once!’’ he implored.

Satty was no stranger. He was a village boy and a school mate even
though a bit older so it was less generous of them to let him get hold of
it.

Up in the air the ball rose in what they colourfully described as
shemeji nione kick but before it touched the ground, Satty had
disappeared. They looked in all directions, perhaps he could have seen
their father but it was calm and nobody in the vicinity.

The ball fell with unusual thud like an over ripe pawpaw. It was torn.
And since it was tubeless, thinking of mending it was a waste of time.

That evening Nelsen noticed some kind of restlessness among his
boys and consciously knew something was amiss. The boys behaved as
if they had something to tell him but they did not know how to say it.

“Did you water the goats?’’ he asked in his usual casual manner.
“Yes, father.”’

“Did anybody come to ask for me?”’

“No father.”’

“OK. Is there any problem?’’ he asked as a matter of finality with his
piercing eyes fixed on their faces.
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“Father, we are sorry...,”” began Noah.
“Sorry for what?”’

Noah sharply threw a glance at Larry who in turn avoided his eyes.
The other words were merely reduced to murmurs. He stood rooted
staring at the father.

“Will you speak?’’ he thundered.

Silenced reigned.

“Leave this house immediately!”” Nelsen roared.
Sensing danger, Larry gathered courage and said;

“Father, Satty tore Noah’s ball. We had no intention whatsoever of
playing with him until he insisted for...”’

Foolish!’’ the father interrupted.
“It is a shame that a grown-up man like you can say that.

You should learn to bear blames! Who told you not to play with
others?”’

“Nobody father,”” Larry replied.

“Don’t you play with him at school Noah?”’
“We do.”

“Don’t grow up empty headed.”’

Nelsen stood from his chair and walked out of the house leaving the
two looking at each other in surprise.

Since then, he never raised the issue nor bought them another ball.
“Satty’s long toenail was to blame,’” they thought.

Come the following Monday, Satty did not attend school. But that
did not raise eyebrows as being absent once in a while was a common
thing. However, when his absence stretched into a week, concerns were
raised that led to the knowledge that Satty had run away from home to

86



unknown place. After all attempts to find him flopped, his parents
dearly agonized solely resting their hope on belief that however
adventurous the bird, it must come to roost. And true to the belief, their
dashed hopes were restored when one afternoon, three years later, Satty
walked through the gate in company of one young looking girl. He was
happy to be home and the parents were overwhelmed with joy. Satty
had grown thin and tall and kept a beard on his chin. It was fascinating
to learn that the young-looking girl was his wife.

Noah wondered whether marrying was an achievement and if it
really added any value to a man’s status.

Whispers had it that Satty had fled to Narok to escape Nelsen’s
wrath. But was that occurrence a substantive reason for him to leave
school? Or did have marriage plans before?

The boy turned husband spoke very little. He portrayed unbelievable
effrontery.

Larry and Noah no longer drew his attention. They were children and
he had no time for children. He was a man in the big league of
providers. He had forgotten about the past and suggestively ready to
face the present in a new disposition.

The herb worked and after a few days Clementina was on her feet
going about her chores as usual. She fearfully thought how it would
have been if Noah had not come to her rescue. The pride of a mother
saved by a son glowed in her. She appreciated and prayed for them.

Noah and she talked much about the magic herb. He had known it
and would never let such an illness bring distress in their family again.
In his short encounter with Ofuo, he remembered him boasting of his
immense knowledge of different varieties of herbs that could cure
various ailments. But for one to inherit the knowledge, they were to pay
for it. Ofuo always sounded so traditional a man that Noah wondered if
he ever experienced the tickling pain of a syringe in his relatively long
life. He authoritatively said that for one to inherit all in his memory they
had to pay him two bulls in return while a ram would entitle one to a
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few leaf varieties that cured some common ailments. Anyway, who
would trust all these traditional herbs when modern medicines were
readily available and effective? Perhaps as an afterthought or in dearth
for it sounded archaic to dwell in the past when others marched into the
future.

Days later, Noah left for his guardian’s home. Upon arrival, he was
introduced to a new house help, Malta. She was beautiful, dark and
wore an infectious smile; swift on her feet and commendably
industrious. She was social to every one and all enjoyed her company
from the onset. In fact, she enhanced one dimension in Brian’s home
and that is- vivacity. Brian was quite impressed with her work and
spoke openly about it. The atmosphere was quiet accommodating that it
made Noah to temporarily forget about his sorrows.

Every evening after daily chores, Noah and Malta would sit at the
kitchen door and talk about everything that crossed their mind. That
was when Noah came to learn that Malta was an orphan having lost her
both parents in a train accident that occurred in January nineteen ninety-
three. The train had crashed into river Ndethia Geithia, in uninhabited
shrub land approximately four miles from the main Mombasa-Nairobi
Road, claiming lives of over one hundred and forty people on board. It
was said to be the worst train crash since Kenya gained independence
from Britain in nineteen sixty-three. Malta had lived with an uncle since
then until he realized that she was a grown up and thus had to leave the
nest and fend for herself. So out she went, contemplated about the few
choices available and finally found herself landing at Brian’s home. She
had dropped out of school early so her literacy was very basic. As many
would say, she liked school and she would have worked hard had
opportunity presented itself.

“l wish | were you, Noah. You have the whole world before you,”’
she said.

“School opens the doors of opportunities. It sharpens your edges
against the mysterious tough skin of life. You see, people live big
because of education. One day you will fly away but for me | am
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chained to this fate. My world is small and narrow; dangerous Noah,
more so to a woman. | pity myself.”’

“You don’t need to worry Malta. Are you a believer? Do you believe
in anything? Just pray and have a conviction that one day you will see
yourself in a different light. Blessings come in different forms and,
remember, we live because of hope; don’t kill it.”’

The school was opening in three days’ time. Noah looked forward to
it with excitement that one day soon he would walk out of that school
having satisfactorily completed the high school course.

Eventually the day came and he left.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The atmosphere was tense. Examinations were to commence on
Thursday that week. Apart from intense studying, most students, more
so candidates had become too prayerful. At dawn before morning preps
began, praise and worship songs from the Christians Centre popularly
christened as Power House located at the edge of the compound near
the gate, saturated the air and were so endearing even to those who
never took religion seriously. Notably was this Leave Me Not God tune
that left Christian absentees interrogating their conscience on whether
their decision was not tantamount to rebellion against their creator who
blessed them with intelligence to grasp letters and numbers. These were
followed by serious prayers in tongues. In some incidences, some
followers turned hysteric and had to be counselled. Of essence, many
candidates renounced their evil past and declared themselves saved.

In the difficult process of conversion from Saul to Paul, students who
attended those prayers were more often startled to hear testimonies from
the new converts. They testified freely and from the bottom of their
dark hearts. They claimed they had been burdened for so long and
therefore it was time for them to surrender their loads at the feet of the
Son of God so as to walk free.

One convert revealed that he used to water the principal’s office door
every midnight since the beginning of the term. That is not with water
but human urine. That despite all traps set by the security team to catch
him, they did not succeed. He concluded that he would personally ask
the principal to forgive him. However, he felt sorry for the security
officer who lost his job for failure to hold him into account.

Another pleaded guilty for writing a note threatening to behead the
principal if he did not improve their diet.

Similarly, another testified to have impregnated four girl students
from a neighbouring girl school, Kamende. Hence he emotionally
prayed to God to forgive him and touch his father’s ruthless heart to
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bear responsibility on his behalf especially at that very moment as he
was besieged.

It was no surprise that the principal got wind of the testimonies. But
as luck could have it, he was also a man who had declared Christ as his
personal saviour long before then. That Monday at assembly ground, he
praised all students for their openness and warned them to desist from
misbehaviour. He added that he had forgiven any student who had
wronged him. He did not point a finger at any one in particular.

This pronouncement calmed the nerves of students who had
expected fireworks if the principal happened to hear of the testimonies.

Noah expected to see Milcah that hot afternoon. He was through
with exams. As usual she arrived during lunch break. She parked hastily
to greet the principal who was just passing by. Noah watched the two
exchanging cordial sentiments. He liked the spectacle. Behind him, was
Nyati house, a dormitory that had housed him for the last two years. The
pioneer house with its green painted wooden windows and rusted iron
sheets. It appeared old, old, old for habitation but ironically the most
respected building on the compound. Was it not said that it housed the
legendary Jeremiah, the first son from the villages within to travel
abroad for further studies and returned with a PhD and a white woman?
And thereafter two, three, four others had followed?

Noah dashed into the hall to get his already packed trunk and a
rucksack.

The hall was empty and silent. As he bent to pick his belongings, he
knew his stay in the school was over and a new life was reckoning. The
memory of his past filled him with mixed feelings of excitement and
apprehension. He had tasted life albeit with notable downs. He had
dusted himself and moved on a number of occasions but that presence
of finality made his restless heart throb shockingly. Was it fear of the
unknown?

Milcah was in her best of moods. For the first time she referred to
Noah as my son. It was a pronouncement of love, attachment and, the
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drive that the boy needed to fight oddities that stared at him. She had
embraced him and said;

“My son, life has just begun. You have sowed a seed of hope. Should
you make it, I will sell my wedding gown and ring to take you ... oh!
no, not the ring but anything else,”’ she interjected uproariously.

“Anyway, we must see you to the very end.”’

As the car passed through the gate, he waved at the old security
guard and wondered how long he would live to serve the school. The
tiny sky-blue painted brick house looked miserable. He craned his neck
and popped his head out of the window to look back as if he was not
ready to let himself go. That is when he realized that he was detaching
himself from an anchor that had given him the will to live. They sped
down the rough road raising clouds of dust behind them. Milcah was
not the kind of woman to hire the services of a chauffeur. Her tight grip
of the steering wheel said it all.

“Life is full of surprises. Brian came home yesternight somewhat
elated. He appeared as if he was burning to say something. He appeared
restless and kept on sighing. To be frank, nothing irritates me more than
lips of a person that keeps one guessing. For all these years, | wonder
what is so great he can’t tell me in a breath.”’

She wiped her brow and glanced at her wrist watch.
“He 1s waiting to see you,’’ she said.

“Perhaps he wants to surprise two of us. Do you know that he talks a
lot when you are around? Sincerely, it makes me think you are the last
button the tailor forgot to fix. You bring merry and exuberance into his
life.

And... by the way, that man trusts you. Listen Noah, this is a
guarded secret. Last month, I can’t recall the exact date, he awoke me in
the midst of the night to get my opinion on an issue he termed sensitive
and close to his heart. He stretched his arm and switched on the light
and then held his breath looking into my eyes.
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“My wife,”” he burst out.

“l am obliged to seek your view on this critical issue | am about to
tell you. It sounds a bit strange, ridiculous but it has been weighing me
down for reasons | know not. To be sincere | have been sickened by this
for long and can no longer live with it.”

‘My heart palpitated. Was it about a co wife? All said, tell me! Tell
me at once!’ | retorted.

Then he sat steadily; talked, talked and talked. Eventually he
dropped the crust of the matter when he realized that | was getting even
more impatient.

“lI would like Noah to be the executor of my will. He is a good
arbitrator and quite knowledgeable of his age. | have seen him deal with
these children decisively.”” | laughed and asked him whether he was
dying the following day. “You mean you cannot wait to tell me that
during the day?”’

At that point she choked and coughed. A film of sweat shone on her
golden-brown face. She looked at him but was he to comment? Do
people discuss secrets? He felt tensed and uneasy. His hands shook. But
was it true? Or was she just teasing him?

He moved in seat his arms clasped between his thighs. His childhood
fear of his father engulfed him. He remained speechless for the
remainder of the journey.

The clock alarm rang. The expansive exquisitely furnished living
room was full of vivacity. Brian’s Chrysler stood packed under a tree
near the orchard. To the east, it was cloudy. Likely it would rain that
evening. Smoke billowed from the kitchen chimney and it was not long
before tantalizing aroma of roast meat hit their nostrils. Soft blues
rocked the room. Then Brian entered holding a large brown khaki
envelope and placed it near the edge of the table next to the coach
where he customarily sat. His face was brighter than ever before.

“Bring the food on the table! Lest we drop dead before tasting that
meat,”’ he bellowed.
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Noah felt a bit apprehensive for what was about to happen. Never in
his stay at Brian’s home had he shared a table with him. Not that it was
unethical but as sheer show of humility. So, he knew for sure that if it
were to happen, then he would not have enjoyed the meal. Thus, before
Malta entered with her tray, he excused himself to attend a call of
nature of which he was determined not to come back. This was not to be
as Brian himself went out calling.

“How long do you take man? Don’t be timid. Today is special as you
are about to learn. It has nothing to do with school. Get in. We must
have this meal together-all of us!”’

They marched in, Noah leading the way.
“Malta!’’ he called out.
“Your seat is reserved. Hurry up!”’

Oh! How I wish my children were here,”” Brian said in an apologetic
tone. He rested his hairy arms on his belly the well nurtured chocolate
skin looking radiant beneath.

I am humbled. Indeed, very humbled,’’ he began.

“Yesterday | received a telephone call from the chairperson of the
Africa Entrepreneurs Summit; this is a self- styled association of
emerging prominent business people cutting across Africa, that | had
been appointed to head the fledgling Africa Youth Empowerment
Programme; a wing that is co- funded by the United States of America
and Japan.

I was surprised and anxious at first. Of all people, why me? While in
Djamena three weeks ago, nothing ever crossed my mind that such a
thing would happen. My ten-minute talk on East Africa Market Trend
could not have eclipsed the well-thought, incisive and authoritative
talks given by entrepreneurial cognoscente of the day. In fact, | felt
empty and overshadowed after it all to see unmoved faces staring at me.

So here I am! The nominated president of AYEP,”” he smiled
broadly reaching for a glass of pineapple juice.
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Milcah! On such a date next month you will accompany me to Cape
Town for inauguration. Tonight, | embark on writing an acceptance
speech. It has to be flawless you know, touching on this and that. And
you, Milcah, will do the editing. Finish!”’

They ate and drank. The afternoon heat could not deter their merry
making. They imagined the unimaginable, laughed at their follies and
made endless promises. Even Noah’s timidity melted as he praised the
couple for their selflessness and requested if one day he could be
allowed to visit Brian at his office in Luanda- a request that was
instantly accepted.

“Noah, | have great future for you. They say the sky is the limit? No,
I think the heaven is the limit because heaven should be beyond the
sky,”” Brian enthused.

Darkness crept in early. They wished the day would have been
longer. That night Noah met his father in a dream. He wore a pair of
jean trousers and a polo neck cream woollen cardigan. It was past mid-
day and a file of market women were passing by the gate going to the
market to sell their produce. They chatted happily, baskets balancing on
their heads steadily.

Nelsen held a tumbler with some concoction in his left hand. His
face appeared sullen. He tasted it and passed the tumbler to him.

“Drink!”” he commanded.

It tasted sour with a smell of rotting grass. He smiled to see his face
twitching.

“What is it dad?’’ he had asked.

He answered him rather awkwardly,

“You have to be strong. Give it to me!”> He placed it under the
stool, picked his walking stick, stood up and walked slowly down the
gate. Noah stared at him in amazement.

“Father has grown old and weak,”” he thought. Unblinkingly, he
watched him disappear down a bent. With him was a stool and a
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tumbler beneath. He looked at the stool then tumbler, stool then
tumbler. Suddenly he felt a glow in his heart, the warmth of a child
having met a long-lost father. He was alive. He would talk to him. He
would respond. Tears of joy welled up suddenly in his eyes and felt an
urgent need to tell him something. Events were unfolding in his mind.
He was certain he would listen. Perhaps he would shed tears; tears of
bitterness or joy.

August eleventh that year, to be exact, was the date when the Cape
Town bound plane with Brian and Milcah on board took off at the Jomo
Kenyatta International Airport. It was unfortunate Noah was not part of
the entourage to see off the couple at the airport. Ricah, the caretaker,
had just received an urgent letter from his home a day before informing
him that his father had fallen ill. It went on to express his father’s desire
to see him married before his death. That a lot had happened since his
departure with the latest being a wedding of one of his cousins, six
years younger. There were also some elements of dissatisfaction dotted
here and there with his mother questioning whether what he was doing
had made him any better. It concluded by wishing him well but with
hope he would arrive home soonest possible.

Ricah’s face contorted with furrows across his face. He breathed
heavily staring across the valley. His nostrils danced strangely. The old
maroon khaki pair of shorts left his strong dark feet firmly rooted on the
spot.

“Give me the letter,”’ he had said.
He folded and pushed it into his pocket.

“Noah, I am going home this afternoon,’” he remarked. He picked a
sack of potato vines and walked home slowly. True to his words, Ricah
left that afternoon without notice of anyone. Brian learned of his
departure with a lot of displeasure but promised to sort out the matter
upon his return. Meanwhile, Noah was to hold brief.
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CHAPTER NINE

It had been a hot afternoon until all of a sudden cloud had gathered
and a drizzle began. They all rushed to shelter. What beautiful scenery
as the sun shone through the long golden shreds of rain! Cows moved
undisturbed flashing their tails about lazily. To the east, through the
window, a rainbow had formed. Swallows flew delightfully drawing
arcs from side to side. Trees stood still as the gentle lulling drops of rain
fell on the corrugated iron sheets.

Noah felt weak in the knee joints. He shook his head vigorously and
yawned. He had to remain alert just in case it started raining heavily.
Brian loved his animals; he wouldn’t withstand the sight of a helpless
drenched cow. Who knows, perhaps they would fall sick if it got
heavier. As he sat his chin fixed in his left palm, he thought of his only
brother and sibling. Two years had passed. Had he landed a job? He
respected and adored him. His resilience moved him. He remembered
their early childhood games; kalongolongo and bird hunting. The thrill
and ego that accompanied the games were ever overwhelming. He
prayed for fate to reunite them. What about his mother? She might have
grown weaker and sickling. His thoughts wandered and landed on her
late sister.

‘Oh! God, why did you take her away so early? Why didn’t you give
her a chance to smile and play like other children, your lovely
creations? Was she paying for the sins of the living?’

He visualized her, sitting solemnly at the door way, her polka dotted
dress loosely touching her flat chest. Her dry mouth tight lipped... tears
welled up in his eyes and before he could realize, large drops fell on his
thigh.

He stood up, fastened his belt and walked towards the door. In his
trousers pocket he felt some money and pulled out a two-hundred-
shilling note. He examined it closely as if looking for some fine details
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and then pushed it back. There were some coins too but he could tell
their value by feeling them with his fingers.

At the entrance of the main house, Malta stood impatiently. She
appeared as if set to fly in her direction but upon seeing him, she
shouted her name at the top of her voice.

“Noah! Noah! Come quickly! Come!”’ then she rushed inside.

Noah instantly knew that something horribly wrong must have
happened. He threw long strides across the compound, his face feeling
the cold drops of rain.

“What is it? What is it?’” he entered gasping for breath.
Malta stood a few metres from the door way, her arms akimbo.

“Are you blind! Don’t ask me that question again!’’ she fumed.
Without moving, she began crying.

“Oh mother! Oh father! Ah! Ah! Oh mother, why should this
happen? Oh! Oh! Oh!”’* her voice rose. She threw her hands over head.

“Whose visitor shall I be! Who will house me! Oh! Oh! My God,
you have taken them all; all my God.”’

Noah’s eyes scanned the room but could not see anything amiss. He
stormed into the main living room. It was all quiet and calm. There was
no sign of anything wrong. As he peered through the window facing the
gate, something sensational perched on his nape. Fearing to touch it, he
dived into a nearby sofa with his eyes closed and fists tightly clenched.
Adrenaline ran low in him. His chest bulged. My God! He mechanically
opened his left eye only to see a yellow spotted butterfly flying towards
the door. He quickly stood up, angry but embarrassed. His courage had
betrayed him. He fled out of the room his face covered in desperation.

“Malta is such a nuisance at times,’” he thought.
“Don’t ask me that question again my foot!”’
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He kicked a plastic chair out of his way as he raced back into the
living room where he had left Malta. This time he was determined to
make her speak out. He felt his muscles twitch ready to act.

Malta sat resignedly in the sofa her red swollen eyes still covered in
tears. She did not look up at him but rather in gloom stared at the
television screen at the left far end of the room.

Noah opened his mouth to reprimand her to talk but before he
gathered sufficient breath to shout, his eyes were arrested by the
breaking news at the bottom of the screen. ‘The Nairobi bound plane
crashes killing all on board after a quarter an hour take off from Cape
Town.’

His heart leapt. He moved closer and dashed a glance at Malta
unsure of what to ask and how. His jaw trembled in fear.

But she is illiterate? What does she know about plane crashes? Or
does she fear Brian and Milcah may have fallen victims? His thoughts
wondered in the wilderness of the unknown. He looked at her again and
decided to walk out but as he began to recede, Malta raised her teary
eyes and asked him almost apologetically,

“Noah, don’t you think there is bad news from what you have seen?
Noah, all indications are Milcah and Brian are gone. Are gone!”’

What do you mean?’’ he shouted saliva foaming at extreme ends of
his lips.

“They are dead, Noah. They are dead!”’ she replied breaking into
fresh sobs.

“Stop being so suspicious you pessimist!’’ he roared.

“Noah, I told you all indications are Milcah and Brian have perished.
Believe me, Noah. Believe me.”’

As an afterthought, she said,

Milcah telephoned me this morning. | guess around eight. She
sounded happy and said that they were in passengers lounge just about
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to take off. So I asked if I could prepare lunch for them but she refused
saying Brian is one man whom you cannot time. He knows the whole
world and would stop to salute every nook and cranny. More
importantly she said there are only two direct flights a week from Cape
Town and had they missed todays then they would have waited till
Friday or catch a bus to Johannesburg in order to travel tomorrow.
However, she stressed that | should prepare dinner since it would not
get dark before we saw them. She also said she had some goodies for
us. A surprise package she had called it.”’

Noah looked in the direction of the house telephone and sank in a
nearby coach. Bitterness tasted in his mouth, and unconsciously spat on
the thick brown carpet.

He raised his head and looked at Malta then sank back. He went on
staring at the ceiling as if mastering some art.

The telephone rang. Noah’s heart palpitated. He sprang on his feet
his eyes wide open but before he moved his feet, Malta had already
grabbed the receiver.

“Hallo! Hallo!

Yes...ah.. ah..”” she stammered and signaled Noah. The man on the
other end spoke in a strange accent. He enquired if Brian was at home
or whether he had called in the last few hours. None of which was in
affirmation. Noah told him that they were worried because it was
getting late and yet nothing had been heard from them which was also a
bit unusual. The man who identified himself as Gig then apologized for
not introducing himself at first and went on to tell him that he was
Brian’s business associate and was calling from Nakuru. He promised
to call back again.

As Noah steadied back the receiver, the telephone rang again. This
time it was not Gig but a voice of a woman, shrill and apprehensive.
Similarly, she demanded to know whether Brian was at home. To
Noah’s great shock, the conversation was scuttled by a sharp cry the
moment he reported he was not in.
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Noabh turned and looked into Malta’s face. He regretted that she must
have been right. He felt a heaviness that he had never felt before. He
opened his mouth to speak but words eluded him. Tears flowed down
his cheeks, a few strands of beard on his chin trapping as much as they
could. He shivered and imagined his own soul flying out. He was a
father he knew and loved. He blew his nose and staggered out.

That evening the telephone rang endlessly. Though not yet
confirmed, no one could doubt the fact that Brian and Milcah were no
more. And by the time the names of the deceased were released to the
media, they had all accepted that it had happened. Condolences flowed
in and tributes were all over. Mourners of all samples kept flocking in
and out. But the most notable was a high-powered delegation led by his
Excellency the President of the Republic of Kenya who took the home
and entire neighbourhood by surprise. It had begun like a farfetched
rumour and suddenly took shape. They never expected the dead to
attract the attention of the man whom they only saw and heard in the
media. Security was heightened and family members assembled to
welcome the man from the revered house on the land. Activities came
to a standstill when the president’s convoy finally appeared. Police
officers with their walkie talkies glued on their palms kept the mourners
and villagers at a distant as hawk eyed men in black came running
beside the president’s motorcade. It was a breathtaking moment that the
rural folks had been occasioned to. The scorching sun could not deter
them. Hunger could not deter them. Thirst could not deter them. Their
routine daily chores could not deter them. The school children who
came back home for lunch could not deter them. The village had
pulsated to a stop.

Noah was among the onlookers. He stood beside a grizzled old man
whose head was a mass of grey hair. His faded oversize black cardigan
hung loose below his knees with his dust laden feet rooted on the
ground.

“My grandson,’” he had burst out.

101



“I fought in the Second World War but | never had the privilege to
meet nor see the leaders we were fighting for. I am lucky that I survived
the war because so many of us died. Today,”’ he choked.

“Today, the death of a great man has made me to see the President of
our nation for the first time in my life. Isn’t it great child?”’

Noah pretended not to hear. He pulled a handkerchief and wiped his
brow. He did not utter a word.

“My grandson,’’ the old man persisted.

“Life is queer, for those who deserve to live die flowery. Some even
die in their mothers’ wombs. The dead man brought electricity to this
village,”’” he said pointing at an electricity pole nearby.

“He brought piped water and has supported a number of orphaned
children by paying their school fees. Somebody whispered to me that
even by the time of his demise, this home was under a caretaker whom
he had taken to school and was willing to take to college next year.
Child, this is one among five rare and unique people that God sends on
earth once in a century because such degree of selflessness is not
human.”’

Noah turned and looked at him in surprise.
Child be good to people and the world will mourn when you die.”’
Grandpa, when did you know Brian?’’ Noah asked.

The deceased, you call him Brian? | knew him since he was a tiny
baby as Rwanga son of Makalange from Lumia. He bought this piece of
land almost eleven years ago. Makalange and | were both recruits of the
British army that fought in the Second World War. Both of us survived
the war but six years after our return, his village was attacked by armed
bandits who killed him and his wife leaving behind Rwanga and his two
younger sisters. You know Makalange had just married after the war
and Rwanga was barely five when he was orphaned. The youngest of
the three died a few months later.”’

After a pause, the old man continued.
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“I think the bandits were aware of Makalange’s fighting prowess and
so they targeted him. You know it was also rumoured that he sneaked
back home with a gun which was absolutely untrue. Anyway, his
brother who was the village elder then took in the children. The
surviving girl later got married and Rwanga opted to come and stay
with us. He was born an intelligent boy, got good education and...”’

Their conversation was scuttled by mourners stampede to catch a
glimpse of the president as he emerged from Brian’s house. He waved
at the crowd which had turned enthusiastic and moved closer to address
them. In his short speech, he said he was deeply saddened by untimely
death of Brian Rwanga Makalange. That he knew him as an ardent
visionary business person and above all a personal friend. He also paid
tribute to Milcah Merua Rwanga whom he described as having been a
strong pillar to Brian’s success story. He regretted that he would not be
in a position to attend the burial of the couple because of his tight
schedule but promised to be represented. He promised that the family
would be furnished with the cause of the accident as quick as possible
once the investigations into the crash are through. He also pledged his
support for the family before and after burial.

The mourners who had thronged the home to the brim with some
even perching up in trees within the home, watched in disbelief as the
shiny soot black motorcade snaked out of the home. A rare spectacle in
deed! They murmured puzzled by a man whom they had never really
known. A man whom they shared a table with, cried and laughed
together but yet still mingled with the mightiest. In small groups they
left heart broken, talking amongst themselves in full knowledge this
time that they had lost a son who would have transformed their lives
further. Watching the stillness of trees, the cruel sun and the cloudless
sky in the midst of their silence, they felt the wickedness of fate, and for
sure, knew that things were not going to be the same.
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CHAPTER TEN

The remains of Brian and Milcah were interred in their beautiful
flowery Jerusa home. Aeroplanes still flew and the subject of their
death with healing of time became an afterthought as villagers went
about with daily chores. Brian’s business empire and farm, including
his residence were taken over by his younger sister and only sibling,
Linda, by virtue of being the closest surviving relative.

Linda was a tall slender brown skinned woman with wide set eyes.
She had a distinct natural short coal- black hair that shone beautifully in
the sun. Her daughter and the only child, was her carbon copy with the
sole difference being the tenderness of her skin. It was said that she was
studying in one of the prestigious universities in the UK where her
father worked as an associate professor. She rarely spoke, but when she
did, you could feel the whole foreign accent in her speech. Her
mannerisms were foreign too and her attitude deeply set in her agile
eyes. Her mother, it was said, initially worked as an Agricultural
Extension Officer but after a few years her husband had managed to
persuade her to quit the job arguing that it was not all that rewarding.
She thus contented herself with management of their ranch which had
over a hundred dairy cattle in Limuru.

This notwithstanding, it was her motherly calmness and industry that
awed people. In her fragile frame stood a strong woman, never cowed
and ever on her feet, strongly in control of everything. Noah admired
her stature, her mental strength and soberness.

However, there was a void if not a question in people’s
comprehensibility that yearned for an answer. Brian had been a man of
the people, one whose gate never closed during the day, one who never
thought of feeding fierce dogs but instead fed the hungry and the
orphaned, one whom Mbwa Kali gate was so cheap like salt but yet so
expensive like life to buy, one who never dreamt of building a perimeter
stone fence but brought electricity and piped water to his people. As one
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neighbor would later say, Brian always wanted to see and talk to
people. He loathed a life of confinement and suspicion. But where were
his relatives before his demise? People talked and swore that his life, to
an extent was a mystery. Few had thought about his relations during his
lifetime but none had the will and concern to open him up. The sight of
Linda made them to talk even louder.

Noah appreciated her great sense of understanding and worked even
harder to please her. He knew that his future hung in balance and he had
to do everything to secure it. Sometimes he got worried but his past
always gave him the zeal to fight on. His inner self stood by him firmly
and defied any pessimistic intrusions. He believed, from no standing,
that one day he would triumph over all odds and set a precedence that
challenges are meant to make a man stronger but not to destroy him. He
subconsciously felt that the weakling society was a product of men who
could not stand the heat when it mattered most. He felt the urge, the
anger to wrestle and overcome all obstacles that stood his way. Many
times, he could visualize the beautiful end full of opportunities and
accolades attributed to a man who had gone through brimstone. This
gave him the hope and will to live and see a day after the other.

All had gone well until one morning a meeting of its own kind was
held. Linda’s husband had just flown in a day before and it was said he
had to leave with his daughter soonest possible although no exact date
had been set so far. In the main living room where the meeting was to
take place there was an elderly woman dressed in a pink silk dress.
There were some strands of grey hair sticking out along the edge of her
headscarf. Her feet were in brand new ngoma rubber shoes possibly got
from a shop for the purpose of the visit and an old wrist watch on her
left hand. She looked religious with a crucifix hanging between her
breasts.

“Good morning, all!”’ Linda began. “’It is a pleasure to convene this
meeting today while at the same time apologizing for not notifying you
in time.”’

She turned her head to the right,
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“Here is my husband, Drima. Sitting next is Palma, my daughter.
Drima ..,”” she coughed. “Meet Shosa, I hope you remember her?’’
Drima narrowed his face and then nodded in affirmation.

“There is Malta and Noah. She is our a househelp and he is our
caretaker,”” she said calmly.

“I wouldn’t like to take long since all of us have something else to
do. I must start by thanking you Malta and Noah for being here for me
as well as for my late brother and sister-in-law. For a few months | have
been here, | must confess that you have been of invaluable help to me,
my daughter and the farm as a whole. Secondly, thank you Shosa for
taking your time to come as we had agreed. For you Drima thank you
for your presence and Palma too.”’

She sighed, looked around the room and cleared her throat,

“You are all aware that my brother left behind children, a farm and a
chain of businesses. But of my greatest concern as | speak is this farm. |
am a married woman with a home of my own to take care of and many
other responsibilities that are beseeching my attention. So, | cannot stay
here for so long. In fact, I have overstayed,”” she mused showing her
double dimples.

Therefore, | have been compelled to make some changes that will
ensure Brian’s home remains Brian’s home even in death. Some of us
will obviously be affected in one way or the other but we should all
content with the fact that this has been necessitated by reasons beyond
any one of us.”’

Malta threw a glance at her and then at the elderly woman and she
was unable to hold back her tears.

“Malta, this has nothing to do with you,’” she implored. “’You are a
big girl. Don’t cry. Here is Shosa. She will be replacing me. You know,
women make homes; men make names,”” she said grinning. Drima,
somehow amused patted his clean-shaven head.

“Malta, you will continue being with us, with Shosa.

106



Noabh, it is somewhat unfortunate | will be granting you permission
to leave. Not because | have anything against you as a person or your
industry but because I need an older man to help Shosa run the home.”’

Noah stared at her blankly unmoved with what was being said. He
knew the unholy ghosts had once again caught up with him and he had
to succumb.

“But why?”” he thought. “Can’t I provide the essential support?
What does an older man have to offer that | cannot offer? Anyway, as
his grandfather used to say, a man who slaughters a cow in his own
home, skins it in his own design. Therefore, there was no need to
guestion or raise an objection.”’

“Noah!’” she raised her voice. Brian trusted you. I am not aware of
any agreement between you two unless you tell me. But for humaneness
and that trust you will not go home empty handed. For you looked after
Brian’s cattle, I will give a heifer; for you took care of the orchard, you
will pick fruits and flowers of your choice; and for your dedicated
service, | will give you a sendoff package of a hundred and twenty
thousand shillings.”’

Noah shot up on his feet, his eyes beaming in merriment. He was
ready to leave Jerusa village. To go home immediately!

“Thank you, Madam! Thank you!’’ he exclaimed going down on his
knees.

Don’t do that!’’ she commanded. ‘’You don’t need to thank me. You
have yourself to thank, Noah.”’

He sat down looking confused as never before his eyes roving on all
the faces before him to confirm his luck. This time round he would go it
alone. He was a man, and a man of means.

“Thank you all,”” Linda concluded, “I am happy we are all happy in
the end.”’

That night Noah started to plan for his fortune. He had never taken
religion so seriously in his life but that night he spent two hours on his
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knees, thanking God and asking him for Solomonic wisdom to enable
him make sound decisions with the wealth that was only actions away.
Nonetheless he also prayed for the departed souls especially of Brian
and Milcah whom like Jesus Christ who died for redemption of
humankind from sin, their death had cleansed him of perpetual poverty.
He similarly prayed for Linda to uphold her promise and to fulfill it
soonest possible.

Malta was happy for she continued to have a home. Nothing could
sound worth to her other than the sound of belonging. She had got a
home and any feeling of detachment would have hurt her. However,
what nagged her conscience was how long the centre would hold and if
her future was ideally guaranteed.

“People who truly love you will never grimace however long it
takes,’” she thought. Her uncle had accommodated her when her parents
passed on but years later, she felt that she had weighed him down for
considerably long. Like a ripe coconut, she had fallen into the
shimmering waters and floated away avoiding fishermen’s strong hands
and numerous perils of the sea. Buoyed by the winds and rocking
waves, she endured loneliness of an adventurer and fear of the hunted
till she landed on the moist fine sand of the shore, and later swept even
further by the very waves that had brought her.

But looking into Linda’s eyes, she saw a woman full of compassion
and empathy who thought and acted with lots of considerations.
Keeping a lot to herself and like a reasonable mother - slow to anger.
Sometimes she thought Linda was the most endearing woman she had
ever met in her life even though her decision to dismiss Noah still
baffled her.

True to her words, one cold morning Noah left Brian’s residence in
an old white Datsun that had been hired purposefully to transport his
beloved and precious inheritance. He gleefully looked at it wondering
whether he truly owned it. He imagined the heroic welcome he would
receive upon arrival at home, the smile and happiness that would light
up his mother’s face. How she would face up into the sky, her arms
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spread, thanking God countless times. She would loudly say, *> God has
given me back what was taken away in my daughter’s funeral. God
never forsakes his people.”’

Then at the top of her voice, she would call out her neighbour’s
children to come and catch one of her few chickens for the driver. They
would chase it round and round until it tires itself, and then easily get
hold of it. That would make up for a standard value of appreciation in
an emphatic way. Likely the driver would resist but she would earnestly
beseech him until he accepts it.

Children would run and line along the road to wave at the driver as
he drove away. Noah saw all these in his imagination and smiled to
himself.

However, when Noah reached home, things were not welcoming as
he had expected. The home was bushy and looked deserted. The
ramshackle hut stood longingly in front of three huge eucalyptus trees.
Beside the hut, on the right, bougainvillea grew wildly into the
compound. The snapping sounds of grasshoppers and chirping of birds
were loud enough and uninterrupted that late morning.

Clementina emerged from the hut, frail and groggy.
“Noah, welcome home son,’’ she said in a low tone.
“Thank you, mother. Are you unwell?”’

“I have never been well since you left. My joints and back have
never given me peace. Sometimes | also run short of breath. Anyway,
that aside, I am happy to see you.”’

“Sorry mama, I am happy too.”’
She pulled herself inside and came out with a wooden chair.

“Why is your visitor stuck in that car? Tell him to come and have a
seat. He must be tired.”’

“Don’t mind mother, he will come at will.

Mother, | have come. | will take you to a proper doctor.”’
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She smiled wearily and asked,

“Is that your heifer?”’

“Yes! It is mine. I have brought it home.”’

“Er... and are you going back?”’

“l am not going back. | have come to keep you company.”’
“For how long?”’

“l am here to stay, indefinitely mother.”

She spat on the grass and signaled him into the hut.

“Look my son,”” she said pointing to the roof. “You said you will
take me to a proper doctor, didn’t you? Rethatch this roof; God will
take care of me.”’

Several rays of sun shone through the sparsely spread thatch and
Noah wondered how she made it especially during rainy seasons. There
and then he resolved to confront the two problems head on. He would
take his mother for medical examination and build her a semi-
permanent house at the same time. He had money and he would not risk
his mother’s health.

That evening, Noah sent a word for a local youth group to avail itself
the following day early in the morning for commencement of
construction work. His mother was taken aback to see a group of young
men and women swarming her home.

She pulled Noah aside and asked in a whisper,
“What have they come to do?”’

I want to build you a better house. | am going to roof it with iron
sheets.”’

Clementina stared into the horizon for a while and thoughtfully said,
“Son, | hope you are not selling that heifer to build me a house.”’

“No! Mother. I cannot do that. That is the last thing I can ever do.”’
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She looked into his face and walked away without a word.

For a few days, Clementina’s home was a beehive of activities. The
young people worked, ate and talked. They were well oiled machines
working at their best. All building materials had been bought and
brought home and building of the house had taken least time possible.
Clementina was excited that her son had done what her husband would
have done. In addition, he did what his mother had asked him to do. He
bought grass and did rethatch of the hut. It looked new apart from the
dark smoked walls and poles and shutters. He also replaced the rickety
bamboo door. The hut was now to serve as a kitchen.

Before he thought it was over, he remembered he had not built a
kraal for his heifer. Thus, he dug deeper into his pocket and ensured it
was done.

Though tired and almost broke, Noah felt he had done what a
responsible son in his position would have thought of. He had no iota of
doubt that he had blessings of his mother and his people. He even felt
more relieved when the doctor who had examined his mother assured
him that there was no major cause of alarm since his mother was
suffering from mild blood pressure that could be easily managed with
medication and observance of a few measures.

Now, it was his future that bothered him. He had not taken his time
to think of what he wanted to do although he was confident examination
results would be pleasing. So many careers had crossed his mind but
with Brian gone, he realized he had to beat his own path to destiny. He
had the will and would eventually see the way unmasking itself. Unlike
in the past, he had a relatively solid ground on which to stand for he
owned something and had done something. What he needed was
sharpness of the mind and patience for he knew he was not out of the
woods yet.

One evening after supper, Noah asked his mother if it was wise of
him to buy a ewe with some money he had, a suggestion that
Clementina quickly affirmed.
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“So reasonable a boy he is,”” she thought. Clementina started seeing
a visionary and successful man in him. She wondered what had inspired
her son’s reasoning in such a way that that evening she jokingly
commented,

“Noah, | see you are now a man like your late father in his prime
years. Your reasoning perplexes me.”’

“Mother, when you stay with people who reason, you learn to
reason. | learnt a lot during my stay at Brian’s home. I learnt the secret
of success. Mother, nothing comes to a man sitting down on an animal
skin. Sitting limits one’s view; | was told. You have to stand on your
feet and walk, take risks and endure backlashes since no man can go
through life’s mill unscathed. Therefore mother, | am ready to walk and
I will walk.”’

To her ears, it sounded like twenty-five years ago when she had set
her eyes on Nelsen for the first time at her cousin’s wedding. True, an
apple never falls far from the parent plant. Nelsen had talked and stole
her heart. His bewitching charm had left her yearning for more. What
next?

She felt disappointed when Nelsen took time to confess his love for
her. She would not have met a better man and confession to her at that
time was nothing short of marrying her. For the first time since Noah’s
return, Tina’s face lit up with a broad smile.

“Walk my son. Life is a journey,’” she said.

The market was bursting full of people. Cows, goats, sheep, pigs and
fowls were all over in the livestock yard. Noah had hired the services of
an expert, Ngana, who had been in the business since his childhood to
help him identify and choose the best breed free from a strange disease
that had recently struck the region. They had woken up at cockcrow and
rode bicycles all the way to the market. Had it not been for Ngana’s
mastery of shortcuts to the market, they would have arrived late. Ngana
was a sweet talker and a worse critic at the same time. No wonder he
had four wives all married within a decade. He chose his words
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accordingly and when it came to price negotiations, he would criticize
an animal till the owner felt it worthless. His eyes could see weaknesses
that ordinary eyes could not see. He would give an animal a four-
dimensional look and rubbish it off immediately. People said that he
had never seen an animal deserving his admiration.

“That one,’” he had said. “’It is a good breed.”’

He moved closer, got hold of its hind legs and threw them up in the
air. Held its head and forcefully opened its mouth. He then felt its pelvic
allowance by his three middle fingers and nodded.

“Yes! I said this one. Even its colour is not bad.”’

Thus, after a lengthy negotiation, an agreement was struck and
payment settled. It was getting hotter so they hastily tethered the sheep
near one of the many tin food kiosks that lined at the edge of the market
to refuel themselves with a cup of tea and buns before they embarked
on their journey back home.

The two men ate to their fill and left belching. Their sheep looked
lively and ready for the journey thus they had to devise a way of
carrying it home. Ngana was an old hand at that. He went round and
picked an old rusty trunk that had likely been left by one of the traders
and dropped it at Noah’s feet.

“This will do,”” he said.

He picked it up again and fastened it on Noah’s bicycle carrier.
“Hold the bike steadily man,’’ he retorted.

“Steady your nerves! This is no child’s game,’” he added.

Ngana lifted the sheep by its feet and placed it in the trunk. Like a
bundle of grain, he fastened it with a rope and commanded Noah to ride
off. Whistling a tune, he also mounted his bike and soon they were
chatting excitedly as they rode beside each other way back home. The
sun was increasingly becoming cruel, sweat dripping down their chins.
Occasionally, the sheep wriggled itself threateningly with its mouth
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open but that did not bother them. If they could endure a ride in hot sun,
what about just an animal enjoying the luxury of a ride?

They had covered a three kilometre stretch from the market and now
they diverted to a wider all- weather road at Jasho La Mwananchi
junction. The road was deserted. Once in a while, a motorist would beep
at them and fly past leaving them clouded in dust. Despite the scorching
sun, they were enjoying every bit of their ride. Ngana was a man who
never ran short of stories. Though not widely travelled, he had vast
knowledge in local trade, marriage and grassroot politics. He talked and
laughed heartily. He had just started narrating a story regarding a
certain son from a neighbouring village who bought a she-goat that had
been stolen from his father the previous year.

“The old man was funny!’” he jerked. “Imagine he had branded the
goat’s underbelly. So, the fool took it home. Upon arrival, he called out,

‘Father! Father! I have bought this, what do you say?’

The old man’s ears stood erect like a cat’s ready to pounce on a
mouse. Without a word, he pulled the goat closer by its rope and felt its
underbelly. The old man’s heart skipped. He stood in a trance for a
while and then with slit eyes he had asked,

‘Who sold you this goat?’
The son frowned in surprise,
‘Why do you ask father?’

Ngana’s narration was interrupted by a white Land Rover which
sped past them, swerved to the left and stopped abruptly. The rare lights
were beaming red.

Three men jumped out of it and waved at them to stop. Their hearts
sank.

Stop! Stop!”’ shouted one of them in a red shirt.
“Whose sheep is this?’’ the other asked almost immediately.
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The two friends exchanged quick glances as if seeking a common
answer.

“Ok. Unfasten your precious bundle and bring it down. Please, be
quick!”’

Trembling and cursing, Noah did so.
“What a demon!’” he murmured to himself.

The sheep staggered and fell, stood again then bleated repeatedly
with its mouth open and raised in the air.

“Where is the sales permit? It appears you are from the market.”’
“Here it is sir,”” Noah replied stretching his hand to reach his.

The man in red looked at it keenly and pushed it into a large
envelope he was holding in his left hand. All of a sudden, the three
pulled out job identification cards and flashed to them.

“We are KSPCA officers. Ever heard of them?’’ one of them
intoned.

“Kenya Society for the Protection and Care of Animals; do you
understand?

Now listen. You have grossly gone against the rights of this animal.
You have tortured it physically and emotionally. Animals feel pain as
you do. They complain as you do. But you don’t bother to listen to their
language. You treat them like stones and trees and yet when you injure
them red blood flows out of their veins just like you. For that matter,
you are under arrest.”’

Ngana’s verbal prowess left him like dew in the morning sun. His
attempts to sequence words were so incoherent that none could figure
out what he was trying to say. The duck tailed cream coat hung
seductively hiding an over shaken heart and soul. He pulled out a
crumbled note and showed it to the officers.

“Are you insinuating a bribe?’’ one of them retorted.
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“No sir. It is an admission for our mistake. We have wronged you
and the animal. Please forgive us.”’

“You see young man if 1 may call you. You have just complicated
your case further by trying to compromise the citadel of justice. You
will be answerable for that in court of law.”’

One of the officers in the driver’s seat horned twice and commanded
them to hurry up. So Ngana and Noah found themselves sandwiching
their precious bundle all the way to Malako Police Station where they
were booked in for two offences. The two had hardly exchanged a word
perhaps cursing the day. Ngana had done this business, in this style for
years; since his childhood to be precise and such a thing had never
occurred to him. Neither had he ever caught wind of such happening
elsewhere. Indeed, to him, strange it was.

At Malako, the two criminals were shoved into the cells and a date
for the hearing of the case set at Burinda Law Courts.

Back at home, both families of the two had got worried when they
did not see them back by dusk. Clementina had just locked her door on
the way to Ngana’s home to inquire on their whereabouts when Ngana’s
newest wife dropped with a baby clinging on her back and wearing a
fear-stricken face.

“Where is Ngana?’’ she asked even without exchanging the usual
cordialities.

“I haven’t set my eyes on him nor my son. In fact...”

“Tina!”’ she interrupted, “since Ngana married me he has never
spent a night away. You must know where he is. Our meal is catching
cold on the table.”’

“My daughter, I am an old woman who cannot snatch away your
husband. When he arrives, | will tell him you were here looking for
him.””

“Tina, I won’t listen to your empty rhetoric. I am not leaving this
home without him. I will not!”’ she shouted.
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Sensing danger and fear of acrimonious exchanges, Clementina
slipped out of the compound to her brother in law’s home.

Mukuba was enjoying his supper outside in the moonlight with his
wife and children. They sat in circles. The bigger circle made up of his
wife and four girl children and a smaller one made up of his three sons
and himself. His head towered above all, and was the first to see the
approaching Clementina. He gasped and blinked.

“There must be something wrong,”” he thought. He watched as she
came near and nearer.

“Good evening to you all!”’ Tina broke the silence.
“Good evening to you,”’ they chorused.

“Welcome sister-in-law! There is enough for you and us,”” Mukuba
interjected.

“Thank you! Thank you very much. Mine is also steaming in the
house. My brother-in-law, Noah and Ngana left this morning to buy a
sheep at Ortum market and up to now they haven’t come back. As I
speak, Adina has just come and vowed not to leave my home until |
surrender her husband. What do 1 do?”’

Mukuba placed the lump of ugali he was holding back into the bowl
and pulled on his shirt.

“So many things are happening nowadays. If they haven’t arrived by
now then obviously something must have gone wrong. For now, there is
little we can do, but let us hold onto hope that they are safe wherever
they are. Should they not come tonight, I will dispatch these two boys at
dawn to trace them.”’

“Sarika and Fwaya do you...do you hear?”’ he commanded.

“At cock crow you should be up! Sleep with your eyes open. Is that
clear?”’

“Yes father!”’
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Mukuba washed his hands and stood up.

“Malikia, take my stew. She rarely gets full,”” he remarked. “l am
lucky she came last or else by now | would have broken my backbone
working for her. I am coming back.”’

He adjusted his belt and picked up a stick.

“Sister-in-law,”” he whispered, “nowadays when one is reported
missing, there are two likely places where they can be found; either at
police station or hospital.”’

He was almost tempted to mention a morgue but looking at Tina’s
emotional face bathed in moonlight, he swallowed his breath. They
walked slowly hoping to convince Adina that life and death, presence
and absence, darkness and light - are all preserve of God.

Mukuba was disturbed that a woman of Adina’s age would dare
exchange bitter words with his sister-in-law.

“Marriage ended with us,”” he muttered, “our sons are just in
trouble.”’

At dawn, Fwaya and Sarika were dispatched to the two police
stations within that region. The first to be visited was Sounders Police
Station, three kilometres away.

The officer on duty scanned through the Occurrence Book and told
them that such names had not been recorded. So, they embarked on a
thirteen kilometre journey to Malako Police Station. They rode in turns
hoping that this time round they may find some leading information.
Their father was cruel when he meant to be thus, they struggled to
please him.

A few minutes past one, the two boys arrived at Malako sweating
and looking dehydrated.

“l am sorry, the men you are asking for have already been taken to
court this morning. Burinda Law Courts is a kilometre away.”’

The boys looked at each other and asked for direction.
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“Along that road on your right,”’ the young police officer on duty
pointed out.

There and then they mounted their bicycle and off they disappeared.
“Fwaya, have you ever been to a court?’’ Sarika asked.

“No! What about you?”’

“Ah! Obviously not! I am not a criminal.”’

You must not be a criminal to enter a court chamber. You can just
attend to follow the proceedings of a session.”’

Oh! | fear man. Those people can turn against you. You know they
are fond of seeing mistakes in people. You boy, why are you walking in
a manner to suggest that...no Sarika, they can’t be trusted.”

“You are a coward.”’

“l accept Mr Lion. You will enter the court room as | will remain
waiting in the vicinity.”

‘Oh, | see that was your intention? Then beware of Big Brothers
outside. Don’t go round urinating like a mongrel lest you are arrested as
well.’

“You have become a preacher of a religion that you don’t prescribe
to, haven’t you?”’

“Sakira, there is a lot hidden in books. Do you need some about
judicial functions and systems?”’

“I don’t care for now. You can spare that for another day.”’

The two boys chatted all the way that they were surprised how fast
they had arrived at Burinda.

Not so lucky, the ruling had already been passed in the morning.
Noah and Ngana had been found guilty hence sentenced to a one year
imprisonment or a fine of eighteen thousand shillings each. They sat
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startled waiting for means of transport to take them to Beltup Prison
where they were to serve their term.

Tears trickled down Noah’s face when he saw Fwaya in his usual
pink shirt. Ngana sat unmoved but his eyes rolled in apprehensiveness.

“Tell mother that here | am about to start my one year jail term.
Thank you for coming,”” Noah told Fwaya when he spotted a dark green
Maria making its way into the court’s precincts. Ngana said nothing.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Clementina received the sad news of her son’s imprisonment with
insurmountable grief. She sang and wept the whole night. She refused
to eat and no amount of persuasion would change her mind. She made it
public to whoever visited her to express their sorrow that she would
take away her life if her son was not released from prison by the end of
that week.

When the sad news reached her sister Domina the following day, her
heart pounded hard and fear for her sister gripped her.

“God of the living, Tina has had enough. Give her rest Lord,”’ she
mumbled to herself. She knew her sister too well to imagine how she
felt. Tina was very emotional when they were children. She
remembered the day when she refused to eat when their mother had
fallen ill prompting their father to beat her up for being silly. She could
not rest until she had seen and talked to her.

That afternoon, she packed a few clothes of hers in her hand bag and
set off on foot. She would stay with her as long as it deemed necessary
for all her four children were married and with families of their own.

It was almost dark when Domina arrived. The heart broken Tina
could not hold back her tears when she saw her sister. Sisters are sisters
even in their twilight years. The two fell on each other and wept for
long.

“Tina, he will not die. He will come back one day and you will
forget about all this.”’

“Really? No! My sister, | have suffered for long. I will never have
peace.”’

“My sister, how many times did you come to my home to bury my
children? Do you remember? Four times my sister. What did my sister-
in-law say at last? Do you remember? That my breast milk was bad to
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suckle a baby? That they were tired of funerals and so now they wanted
to come back for weddings?

Besides, how many pregnancies had | lost? Did | not whisper to you
my sister? Two pregnancies my sister! Two! My sister, | felt worse than
you feel. | thought of everything sinister that my mind could craft with
suicide being number one.

But what did our father tell me?

“My daughter, God will one day give you a living child. | can see
that bright day when you will bring a grandchild with a broad smile and
say to it,

‘Greet your kukaa.’ Daughter, things happen. You cannot appreciate
sweetness until you have tasted bitterness. My daughter, bitterness
doesn’t last forever in one’s mouth. Neither does sweetness. Nature
dictates that way.”’

I fell into his strong arms and wept but he did not weep with me.
Instead, he smiled and then laughed.

“My daughter, go back and take care of your husband. Blessings of
those who lived before you are with you. If your husband won’t value
you, [ will my daughter. Come back to me.”’

‘With a heavy heart, | walked back but with an indomitable shadow
of my father. | promised myself that | would cry no more. That | would
thank God for all he has done for me and above all pray for myself.

I was lucky my sister because your brother-in-law, my husband, was
stubbornly strong. He pitied me most than he pitied himself. He
protected me from the fangs of my sister in laws and nosy neighbours.
He scoffed at insinuations that he should get himself a second bride. |
cannot tell my sister, his obstinacy even puzzled me.

It did not take long and true to father’s words, God blessed me with
four living children. Aren’t they grown up people with children of their
own?’
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The sisters talked deep into the night that they did not realize when
sleep took them away.

Clementine woke up to the sound of a knock at the door.
“Nafoyo! Nafoyo! It is daylight. I am here to see you!”’

She opened her eyes and looked at her snoring sister beside her. She
must have been tired. She stood up and walked to the door.

“Good morning, brother-in-law!”’
Good morning sister-in-law! Did you sleep well?”” Mukuba intoned.

“I slept well. My sister Domina is also here with me. She arrived
yesterday evening.’’

“Oh! That is good.”’

“We haven’t chased stale air out but welcome,’” she said putting on a
cosmetic smile.

“Thank you! Thank you!”’

It was dim inside the house, however, Mukuba spotted a convertible
wooden chair at the opposite end, so he walked towards it, steadied it
and sat.

“Is she still asleep?’” he asked pointing to the bedroom.

“Oh, yes. She walked the whole afternoon. She is damn tired and
you know age is also catching up with her.”’

“You cannot be far from truth,’” he replied smiling.
He gazed at the shining roof and then began slowly.

“Now my sister-in-law, | have slept on my back since this boy got
arrested always thinking of what | can do to bail him out in vain. Tina,
you are not a stranger in this family. You know what we are capable of
doing and what we are not. As in this matter, we have nothing to lay our
hands on. In my opinion, a year is too long a time. The boy is
industrious and can produce threefold his bond in a year when free.”’
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“So, what do you suggest we should do?’” Clementina asked calmly.

“My sister-in-law, mine is a simple and at the same time a difficult
suggestion. | may as well not agree with it. Look, the property we can
land our eyes on is that heifer that the son toiled to own. My conscience
doesn’t condemn me much when I think of disposing it so that we can
raise our son’s bond. It is a cross breed and it can fetch some good
money. In fact, he will have something in excess to start life with.”’

Clementina kept quiet with her head down cast for so long that
Mukuba got scared and when she eventually raised her face, the streams
in her eyes were swollen enough to break the banks.

“My sister-in-law has my suggestion offended you?”’

“No, my in law go ahead but you should bear in mind that we have
two sons in prison. You cannot bail out Noah and leave Ngana. There
will be trouble in this home. Whatever you do, do it in the interest of
them all. If not possible, let both of them rot in prison.’’

Mukuba cleared his throat and said,

“Yes, that is why | said the suggestion is difficult too. It is not just
about our son but also about this highly polygamous man. We may not
be able to tame his wives.

Tina, let us not waste time. With your permission, | beg to leave
quickly so that I can go out and try to get a buyer. Tomorrow is market
day, so they are roaming all over looking for animals. Heifers are hot
cakes.”’

“Do what you can my husband’s brother.”’

“Our son cannot suffer in prison while we enjoy the warmth of our
beds. He has to come home my sister-in-law. | am stopping at nothing.
Convey my regards to Domina, tell her I will be back soon.”’

“I will my brother-in-law.”’
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It happened unusually fast that before Clementina had lit fire to cook
her sister black tea, Mukuba walked in with a tall plump light skinned
man. He wore a cowboy hat and suspenders. They exchanged
pleasantries and then asked Tina out to see the cow.

The buyer was a less detailed man; philosophically different from
Ngana and thus negotiations did not take long. Clementina was given
forty-five thousand shillings in cash. Her hands trembled as she
received what she knew at the back of her mind might not have been the
wish of her son in ordinary situations.

As the man left with his heifer, puffing a cigarette, Clementina
remained behind with Mukuba conversing in low tones.

That was not a bad day for Mukuba and those who cared to follow
events as they unfolded as Noah and Ngana finally secured freedom.
The regret that really embittered Noah was they were to leave without
the sheep that had landed them behind the bars. No clear explanation
was given about it and since no one was more willing to ask pressing
questions, they contented with verbal statement that it had gone missing
if not stolen.

The police officer on duty at Malako Police Station had been so
economical with words advising them not to talk so loudly about what
he termed as exhibit lest they ruffled feathers of an already calm bird.
He reminded them that even rights have limits.

Apart from thanking his uncle for his effort, Noah spoke very little;
very little for a boy who enjoyed company of people. Clementina
welcomed her son back home with a teary face. Her emotion could not
be put to measure. She felt his clean-shaven head with her hand, shook
his shoulders and asked him in a loud hoarse voice,

“Are you well my son?”’

Noah did not open his mouth but rather nodded in affirmation. She
decided to give him time to come to terms with what had happened to
him.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Lush vegetation covered every direction of Itemo village. Large
tracks of sugarcane plantations showed beautifully across the valleys.
Cows mowed from different directions with herd boys yelling at them.
They loved their job from the way they whistled merrily echoing the
beautiful rhythms from their radios.

Sometimes they could dance, run around, climb anthills, swim in
streams but rarely did they lose sight on their cattle. In return, the cattle
respected them, responded to their shouts and obeyed boundaries of the
grazing fields. Trees swayed illustriously with their golden green leaves
shining awesomely in the morning sun. The huge eucalyptus trees that
had been a landmark of Itemo since Noah’s childhood had defied age
and tended to grow even taller with their bulk trunks carrying the
secrets of the ages. Villagers had to be saluted for this. The chief who
behaved as if he owned everything had to be saluted for this. By the
way, nobody would cut down a tree in his own home without his
consent. Villagers wondered if that was part of his administrative duties
even though they did not have interest in knowing either. Some
murmured that he was being influenced by his daughter who had taken
a course in forestry.

“’How can a man who never gave you a seedling nor encouraged you
to plant a tree threaten your behind when you cut it down to solve your
problems. It is a silly mentality. Power must have entered his head in
the wrong way,”” one of the villagers was overheard reasoning out
loudly. But the paradox of it all was that outsiders admired the village
as much as they envied it. They nicknamed it, The Green Gardens of
Balutia where angels would perch if they were to visit the planet earth.

Villagers still sang and danced to traditional circumcision tunes but
not with gusto as they used to in his early childhood. In the same
manner, the ceremonies had become fewer and less attractive than
before.
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The villagers still drank the local brew chang’aa. Men and women
with sagging cheeks were still roaming the village even though the
number had gone lower. The chief had been a menace if not a disaster
and if it were an elective post then he would have been shown the door
long before. He was a spy. Yes, big spy for the police officers! Yes, that
is why arrests of brewers were so rampant and cleverly choreographed
those brewers could hardly escape the police dragnet. To beat him to
his own game, the brewers had resorted to hiding their brews and
paraphernalia in the sugarcane plantations and ‘smart touch’ invented.
That is, it was common to see a drunkard staggering to find their way
but rarely would you spot any lifting the transparent glass trying to
count golden beads that showed the strength of the brew as they used to
do before.

Majority of women sang in praise of chief but men booed at his
mention. All in all, they loved and hated him in equal measure.

Noah’s continued silence had become the talk of the village. When a
person is deprived of knowledge, they create their own. Villagers came
up with varied explanations about the young man’s abrupt change of
character. Some said that he must have been bewitched by the person
from whom he had stolen the heifer and the money he had been
splashing around.

“No way can a cockroach own a store. You cannot stumble on
fortune just like that. The boy was taking the village by storm!’’ one
village elder was overheard.

The reasoning resonated very well with villagers who could not tell
what was happening to the young man that they also started seeing
sense in what the elder had said.

People talked louder and louder that it reached Clementina through
Mukuba’s wife, Angelica, who had sought her audience on the
allegation.
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With her chest bulging with words, Clementina had asked her son
about it in the politest way possible but her son did not open his mouth
nor showed any facial expression of concern.

However, there are those who objected the opinion stating that the
boy upbringing was spotless and refuted that he would have done such a
thing. They vehemently opposed it and blamed it squarely on prison.
They openly said that the boy might have been another man’s woman in
the cells for strange things happened there.

Nonetheless, there are those few who saw nothing in all. For them,
the boy was just stressed and would regain normalcy sooner or later.

Clementina could not believe her eyes, a few weeks later, when she
saw her son whom she dearly loved staggering home. Noah was drank
and spoke feverishly. The spectacle shook Clementina to the nerves of
her existence. Since she buried her husband, she hated alcohol to the
root yet here was her son coming home drank. She felt powerless before
him. This time she would not cry. She would not reprimand him but
would sit back and watch. Watch him to ruin because fate was
determined to destroy her through her husband, her daughter and son. It
was futile to fight what you did not know and see. What does not feel
the pain you go through or showed remorse. Her inner self gave in that
all that was happening to her had a beginning but no end.

Noah did not just take alcohol once but continued to drink heavily.
Indeed, funny he looked, a new alcohol convert. People derided him
more than a prophet who had turned a magician. They laughed at his
sight and said he was toeing into his father’s footsteps. However, many
affirmed with the perception that he was bewitched.

It was not logical; he must have done something terribly wrong
somewhere. Where did he get money to buy all those drinks and yet he
had just been released from prison a few days ago? There must have
been something they did not know!

All these did not perturb Tina. People talked and would always talk.
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But it was Noah’s new found relationship that tore her heart and
almost made her mad. Noah had Tawara, a village whore, for a
girlfriend. It had begun as a whisper that she used to sneak into the
young man’s hut in darkness and left before dawn. She had two children
and would entertain anyone at a token gesture.

It hurt Tina that her world had sunk to such level. Her son had
stooped too low. Did he not see decent young girls all over? When she
felt overwhelmed, she decided to confront the woman to warn her to
leave her son alone. But was it worth?

Upon realizing that their clandestine affair was in public domain,
Tawara unmasked herself combatively.

“You are the cause of your son’s problems. Go and remove the spell
you cast on him you foolish woman! I didn’t invite him; he came for
me!”’ she shouted.

Characteristic of her nature, Clementina withdrew and left heart
broken. Her son had embarrassed her. Could she really bewitch a son
she carried in her womb for nine months? It was the wildest accusation.

Four months later, Larry walked through the gates back home. It was
a big surprise to both Noah and Clementina to witness unprecedented
family reunion. However, Larry was quick to notice that all was not
well since he left though the semi-permanent house was an indication of
positive development. His brother looked at him with strange eyes. His
lips were pale and dry and the hair on his head had coiled into small dry
balls. He seldom spoke despite of his unusual attentiveness.

Clementina opened her heart to her elder son about what she had
gone through rekindling sad memories of her son’s arrest and illicit
relationship that she was unable to stop. Larry, now of marriageable
age, had got a job with East African Portland Cement Factory in Athi
River. With his savings, he had bought Clementina beautiful dresses
and cutlery. He had also a plan to repair her house which he said had
ever been at the back of his mind.
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His brother’s state saddened him. The woman whom he was in love
with was said to be pregnant, meaning she carried his baby. Her third
born would be Noah’s first born. Indeed, he had embarrassed him and
the family but what had he to do? The young man kept to himself and
the damage had already been done. So, he had to act, then but not later
in order to save their faces from further embarrassment.

First, he would take him to his former school to pick his results
which did not seem to matter to him then and later leave with him to
Athi River. It did not matter what he was going to do but separating the
two love birds was the best option.

What perplexed Larry and villagers alike was how Noah was able to
sustain a relationship with such character. Did he talk to her? Was he
the one who told her that his mother was responsible for his woes? Did
he hate his mother and him by extension?

Days later, Larry and Noah visited Skyways Plus High School. The
principal expressed his surprise that it had taken them such long to
collect his results. Noah had done so well. Besides, he had been selected
to pursue a degree course in Civil Engineering at The University of
Nairobi and he had to report in seven months. Larry embraced him in
joy and congratulated him. Was it a dream come true? Larry recollected
how his late father used to parade them before his visiting friends when
intoxicated.

“That one is Larry, a brigadier. Yes! | mean it. The other one is
Noah, an engineer. Look at him.”” He would then draw them closer to
himself, caress their heads and leave them to go out and play.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Larry lived in the outskirts of Athi River town. The house was small
but enough to accommodate them. He was a busy gentleman who
usually woke up at dawn and came back into the house at dusk.

On Saturdays, he came back at noon while Sundays were his free
days. There was a pile of old weekend newspapers to keep Noah busy
when he went to work besides a fourteen inch coloured television.

Still Noah spoke very little and Larry could hardly tell whether he
was pleased with the new environment or not.

One night, an idea came into his mind that it would be better if Noah
could seek the help of a professional counsellor because to him it was
not logical that such an intelligent boy can turn to a wreck in such a
short time. He was scared that this could degenerate into a serious social
problem. Thus, the following evening after meals, he launched the
suggestion and to his surprise he accepted.

So, the following day, Larry sought permission from his supervisor
and took him to one of the counselors in town.

Dr Kamau, a tall brown man, was a famous counselor in town. After
meeting his client, they agreed on visitations that Noah had to make.
Doctor Kamau was an amiable person and Larry trusted that his
services would be of help.

Larry was happy that Noah stuck to his recommendations. He
attended the sessions on time and by second week he started seeing
tremendous change of attitude in his brother. The magic was working,
for Noah started washing and ironing their clothes when he was away,
washing utensils, mopping the room and removing cobwebs, cooked
their food and increasingly became conversational.
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By the end of the third week, like a patient who had taken the right
dose for an ailment, Noah had completely recovered. He had been
restored to his former self. He became vibrant and even asked his
brother if he could get him any kind of a job to keep him busy and also
save some money before he joined university.

Getting a job was not an easy task but after several attempts, he
managed to convince the personnel manager at Cansas Security Guards
who agreed to offer Noah a job as a security guard in his firm. Noah
raised no objection; he enthusiastically fitted himself in the dark blue
khaki uniform and a cap and black leather boots. On his right, he held a
club in his hand. Noah wondered whether the club was meant to fight
enemies or was a mere symbol of power. Anyway, he had been
informed by his supervisor that he would train on job and all his worries
and doubts would ultimately vanish. However, an old hand who was so
willing to share with him about the untold secrets of the job told him to
be careful with the supervisor for they had tendency of framing up
people. He added that the job had no room for errors or insubordination.

“Look my friend. If the supervisor felt that your shoes hadn’t been
polished, then that is enough to warrant a thirty percent deduction of
your salary. Remember, no warnings are issued.”’

Now, because of the strength of his application letter and academic
credentials, Noah was posted at Ridge Bank in Athi River town. When
trying to define his job specification, the supervisor had ranted a lot but
all he could remember was it entailed staying alert at the entrance of the
banking hall, keeping an eye on customers movement in and out and
reporting any questionable movements to the bank authorities. Noah
liked it, especially sharing the hall with uniformed police officers.

Even though he felt excessively exhausted at the end of first day, he
soon got used to it as he started counting days. He started enjoying tea
and buns that were served in a nearby café and felt getting engulfed in a
new lease of life.
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However, the new found tranquil was a mere smokescreen for a
horrendous moment that was to be. It was noon that fateful day when
two gentlemen and a lady entered the hall posed as customers. One of
the two gentlemen went straight to the counter while the other and the
lady stood at a distance as if waiting for him. The memory of that
shortest time is warped and blurred since Noah could not clearly
connect the events that preceded a shrill voice from the lady
commanding everyone to lie down. She swung round on one foot
brandishing a short gun ready to pull the trigger. Having seen such
episodes in Hollywood movies, Noah quickly knew it wasn’t drama
anymore and within a second, he lay prostrate. Gunshots followed, he
felt a bundle of weight fall on his feet, another voice groaned
somewhere, sounds of rapid movements filled the hall with doors
squeaking and shutting deafeningly. Surely, the end had come.

The groaning voice turned to a cry for water. A desperate cry tone
indeed!

“Water! Water! Water! | am dying! Water please!”’ then the cry
subsided.

Absolute silence ensued. It took sometime before Noah felt someone
grasp his arm. He turned fearfully to see a uniformed police officer
bending over his arm.

“Are you 0k?’’ he had asked.
“Yes.”
“Stand up. You are safe.”’

Noah stood. At his feet lay a dead police officer clutching a gun in a
pool of blood. On his extreme left near the Customer Care desk laid
another officer dead. One of the clerks had been badly injured on the
chest and he was being carried into an ambulance on a stretcher. Police
were milling all over. The hall was clattered with papers strewn all
over. It smelt of fresh blood.
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As Noah was being led outside, he also realized that another police
officer had also been shot in the thigh and badly injured outside the hall
and the Red Cross paramedics were busy administering first aid to him
before rushing him to hospital.

The outside was crowded like a political rally to be addressed by a
serious presidential candidate. People shoved and surged forward only
to be restrained by the police.

They wanted to see him and others including the dead. He had
become an instant celebrity.

An observer narrated how one of the gang members had controlled
traffic on the highway stopping vehicles on either side at gun point until
the operation was over and then they sped away in a car.

Noah was driven to the police station where he recorded the
statement and allowed to go home in company of his brother.

One thing that shocked Larry was despite of the blood curdling
incident, Noah did not appear withdrawn as he had been before. Though
very shaken, he explained everything coherently to his brother.

“Larry, I lost a cap and club. I can’t just tell where I left them.”’
“You must be kidding Noah. You should thank God you are alive!”’

“Yes, Larry | am thankful. Very thankful but security officers don’t
make errors.”’

“You aren’t serious! Is that a mistake?”’
“Anyway, my brother, thank you for the job.”’
“Ah! I expected nothing less. You deserve a break.”’

The two siblings looked into each other’s eyes and burst out in
laughter.

“What is it?”” Noah asked.

“Nothing brother but you will leave this place on your way to
Nairobi. You are not going back home.’’
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“Oh! Brother, I am awfully sorry. Let us put that behind us.”’
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Derrick was born a month after Noah had joined university. It was
tiny weighing two and a half kilogrammes with a short face, mango
shaped head and massive hair. It was a replica of Noah that when
Clementina saw it, she did not hesitate to name it Nelsen after her late
husband.

For the first time, Larry received his mother’s direct phone call. All
along she had trusted his uncle to speak on her behalf.

Her tone was ecstatic punctuated with sighs of contentment,

“Larry, 1 am glad to use this gadget today. | am sure you must be
surprised to hear me speak. Son, |1 am delighted to inform you that we
have got a visitor. Not a visitor from man’s land but from heaven.”’

She giggled a bit like a teenage girl and then continued,

“Derrick Nelsen was born yesterday. With thank God because
children are his blessings. Women and men are mere carriers of the
same thus they may not matter much. | will be grateful if you will let
the father know. In conclusion, if there is anything you can do for your
nephew, don’t look back. Be blessed.”’

Larry smiled. My sharp brother has brought me a nephew. We are
now three men but will the mother bring it up well? Fine, let us wait
and see.

That weekend after work, he boarded a minibus to Nairobi. It was a
cloudy afternoon with a few vehicles plying the route. It had rained
heavily the previous day and the brown earth beside the road looked
damp.

Noah had just emerged from the tunnel on his way to their hostels
when he bumped into Larry. He wore an infectious smile and he was
happy too to see him that way. They exchanged greetings and Noah
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asked if they could walk out of the campus since he had spent the better
part of the morning working on his assignment in the library.

Larry readily accepted so the boy rushed and dropped his books in
his room and off they left for Uhuru Gardens. The city was not
crowded so they easily made their way to the gardens.

Once under a tree, Noah narrated about his life at the campus and
how he missed home. He talked and talked as Larry listened. And when
he felt the boy had talked enough and had started repeating himself, he
pulled a piece of paper on which he had neatly written the message. He
had decided not tell him verbally.

“Noah, the purpose of this visit is short and precise. Perhaps you
might be wondering why | have come so soon yet | was here just a
month ago. It is good news my brother.”” He smiled and handed over
the note to him. It read;

“Congratulations Noah! You have proved to be brilliant upstairs and
downstairs. Derrick Nelsen has been born.”’

“Oh brother! | am sorry that this has come to be part of my history. |
disappointed you but I will make up for it. Thank you, my brother.”’

“Noah, we have accepted and moved on. There is no need for being
so remorseful. Derrick is already in our midst. It is innocent. It is your
blood. Accept the fact, be happy and embrace it.”’

“It is my blood brother. T accept.””

“Do not worry. Mother will take care of everything. | will also assist
to my ability.”’

“Thank you, my brother.”’

The siblings chatted for long until the nimbus cloud threatened to
shower them. Derrick’s news did not dampen their mood although the
content of the note remained clearly imprinted in an indelible ink at the

back of his mind. More so it was his brother’s artistic impression that
moved him. He must have taken his time to frame that second sentence.
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It showed glaringly when he blinked and when he closed his eyes
too. He felt condemned by the whole world for the rest of his life.

It was drizzling when Larry caught a matatu back to Athi River. He
squeezed himself between two gentlemen in dark suits who did not
really like his insertion tellingly from the kind of look they had given
him. His brown pullover had trapped a few drops of rain as well as his
head and shoes. He assumed their discomfort and avoided their eyes as
the matatu accelerated out of the town. After all, if they wanted
customized comfort that was not a place for such, they should buy their
own cars and burn fuel like other exclusive men.

He felt warm as darkness crept in. Street lights showed brightly.
Passengers sat quietly with some sound of music croaking from a
speaker encased in a wooden box beneath the back seat. The highway
was less congested with a few trucks and drunkards driving home from
the city pubs. The woman conductor dressed in a maroon uniform
stretched her hand.

Wee mzee, you old man,”’ she clicked her fingers, “ fiftee! fiftee!.”’

Larry stretched his hand and gave her a fifty-shilling note that he had
held tightly in his hand since the journey began. He had taken
precaution because his fears had been confirmed by a sticker right
above the exit that read;

“Beware! The one beside you is a thief.”’

It was bold enough to be read even at the back of the matatu. And to
cap it all, a small bulb was strategically fixed above to illuminate it.
Thus, it was visible throughout showing the seriousness of the warning.
Larry had no intention whatsoever to ignore it.

“You don’t have any other note. This is very old!”’
“NO_ 29

She stared at him for a while and then sat back. She had been
chewing something since she pushed his back into the matatu and it
appeared she wasn’t going to stop any soon.
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The matatu didn’t stop on the way which made it to accelerate more
and more. And within no time they were in Athi River.

All passengers alighted. It was dark though not too much because of
the cloudless sky and stars.

Larry walked down the path to his estate, jumping over pools of
water here and there. The rubber shoes he wore were lighter but prone
to slips, so he had to be careful with his calculations.

Eventually he reached his house feeling very hungry and tired but
with no reason to regret.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Not much had changed in the late Brian’s home. However, Malta
was at the verge of doubling up as a house help and a wife. Jerome,
Linda’s first cousin who had retired from the police force, was Noah’s
successor. His sister Nawa lived in Kisumu with his daughter
Shamasha. He was doing well. They had just celebrated the couple’s
third memorial anniversary when Jerome proposed to Malta.

Malta had been shy but not reluctant since she was a grown-up
woman able to run a house of her own. So, when Sosha realized that
there was something brewing beyond what met the eye, she called
Malta and advised her to Christianize her marriage if she was about
getting into one.

“Marriage is made in heaven and practised on earth,”” she had later
told her.

“You need God’s blessings. People walk into it every day as others
walk out of it every minute. We have walked that path my daughter, it
is not the easiest. If it wasn’t made in heaven, it will not last but if it
was it will last. Always come over and pray with me. There is power in
the word. God will make your burden lighter. My daughter, marriage is
a burden. Don’t be quick to hasten your steps. Often stop and listen to
the voice of the Lord. Jerome is not a bad man though we do know why
he opted to remain that way. Let him not push you so fast. You know he
is experienced in this game and you are a learner. Nonetheless, | will
talk to him as well. So, my daughter, be prayerful.”’

Malta was generally an obedient woman who would keep quiet for
long meditating on what went through her mind. She had listened to
Shosa with a lot of keenness and was willing to follow her words. The
only dent in her life was her eventful past that had eroded her faith in

140



Christianity. She rarely went to church despite living with a staunch old
Christian lady who would sacrifice anything for the sake of the weekly
Sunday mass and Tuesday fellowships. She loved and cherished that
life.

More often she would say death took away her husband but left her
with God who is mightier. During evenings, she would spend hours on
knees in prayer with a rosary in her hand.

“At my age, | have more time to be closer to God. | am done with
hassles of life. | thank God for the gift of life and all he has given and
not given me. What I haven’t achieved, I may not achieve through
God’s grace. He gave me a son, and later took him away to take care of
his flock in Finland. He is a God of all races, colours and creeds. | feel
no pain nor regret because in Him I feel and see my son.”’

Something surprising is she never pushed anyone into her religion
although all her sentiments were laced with religious undertones.

“Doing what is right to your neighbour is doing the right thing to
God. God manifested himself through his son Jesus in human form so
that we can relate with him in easiest, simplest and lowest level
possible. Denying the poor and dining with the rich contradicts the will
of God. Blocking your ears from the cries of the orphans contradicts the
will of God. Hypocrisy and prejudice contradict the will of God.
Refusing to work and sitting at the table of meal contradicts the will of
God. Do you see God all the time? Yes! You do. You see Him in that
child, in that young woman or man, in that adult, in that old woman or
man and in all animate and inanimate God’s creations.’’

Malta thought it wise to be closer to her than ever. She started
attending church services in her company and asking her to teach her
some prayers. If she were literate, she would have bought prayer and
hymn books but she was determined not to be incapacitated with such
realities. She envied Shosa when she drew her old round reading glasses
and sang hymns from the little pink book. However, with time, her
memory did not completely fail her for she started memorizing some
short verses and even asked to lead in singing. Though not very
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religious to be precise, it was a coincidence that she also subscribed to
the same faith as Shosa and was baptized at infancy. Her mother was
very religious.

Linda learnt of Jerome’s intention to live with Malta through Shosa.
Women share secrets in privacy. It was not a gossip but a well-intended
afterthought idea. The secret did not take her by surprise because those
were two mature willing minds having affection for each other. So,
during one of her routine visits, she sat down with Jerome to test the
substance of the word. Jerome affirmed.

She then called Malta before them as well. She was shy, unable to
speak her mind but too obvious for any married man or woman to tell
that she was willing.

“I have no objection about your feelings but marriage is not a two
people dinner show. It is a serious business. Malta’s guardians have to
be put in picture. She did not drop from the sky. Jerome, you know all
these!”’

“Yes Linda.”’

On twenty fifth of the following month, Malta caught a bus to her
uncle’s residence. He had relocated from Kibwezi and now staying at
one of the formerly Mombasa Municipal Council houses in
Changamwe. It was an old three bedroomed house with a small fenced
garden where he cultivated sukuma wiki and kales. This was an
improvement from the previous one which was too small that she had to
be sent out to create space when a visitor came knocking at the door.
And with his cousins now big enough to demand space, she thought he
had made a commendable stride.

Her uncle was shocked to see her at the door way. Perhaps, he had
not expected to see her for the rest of his life. He had just polished his
black leather shoes and placed them at the veranda likely in readiness to
go out.
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The Sunday morning was already hot and she could see the pores on
her hands open with the hair standing erect. The uncle was confused on
what to say. He looked at her for a while and said;

“l was about to leave for a church service. What brings you here this
morning?’’

“Good morning, Uncle. There is an issue | would like to share with
you. | am sorry to have come unexpectedly.”’

“Don’t stand at the door, come in!”’

He shook her hand and then left for the bedroom. After a while he
came back buttoning his short-sleeved orange shirt that Malta used to
launder years back. She recognized it so well though it was now very
old with its collar torn and his uncle seemed not to value it much as he
used those years.

He cleared his throat and steadied himself in his chair. Malta could
easily see some strands of grey hair at his temples.

“You can go ahead,’” he said looking directly into her eyes.

The girl thanked him and began her narration. It was a longer
conversation than the girl had expected. Truly, she had grown to
become a woman, and her uncle could definitely get that from her
words and confidence.

Eventually, they reached an agreement in that her uncle had to lead a
delegation of a few relatives to the late Brian’s home for marriage
negotiations in a fortnight. Malta was enthusiastic about the whole
arrangement and felt the glory of a new dawn. Her uncle had always
been a difficult man to deal with but this time had been malleable. That
evening, she spent her night contented that she had made a step forward
towards a life of her own; a husband for herself and children around
her. She would take her children to school and would enjoy listening
when they read those big books in those difficult foreign languages. She
visualized Jerome, a stalwart husband, a friend and a father who could
live to see his children become successful people like the late Brian. His
undying love and affection pampering their hearts like dew in spring.
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She saw a stronger uncle at the rear urging them to move on and Shosa
showering them with spiritual nourishment. She saw the whole world
bowing to them in appreciation for a life being well lived.

Two months after payment of dowry, Jerome and Malta were
married in a colourful church wedding. Linda took to herself and
provided almost everything to make that day memorable. The villagers
whispered that the spirit of her late brother dwelt in her.

“She is benevolent like her late brother,”” they said. But it is when
she stood at the altar to congratulate the new weds that the congregation
got a chance to know what inspired her to such lengths of generosity. In
her speech she had said;

“l would like to congratulate the new weds for their determination to
live together. Jerome, the bridegroom, is my brother. | say so because |
find the term first cousin quite distant in this case. Allow me to share
with you something about him and the family. My parents were
butchered by cattle rustlers almost five decades ago. They left three of
us; my late brother Brian, my younger sister who could not survive
childhood and I. His father, then a village elder, took us in. He provided
us with everything that we needed as growing children including the
warmth of the heart. Never in his life did he draw a line between his
children and us. Neither did his children. We knew each other as
siblings. When we made mischief, we were all punished and when we
behaved, we were all praised. However, with time, my uncle developed
a soft spot for me. He appeared to understand me like the palm of his
hand. He knew that | carried with me some unanswered questions about
the death of my parents that he could not sincerely provide answers.
Unlike my brother, | was a temperamental child perhaps because of my
dark past. My Uncle knew this and became very close to me than any
other child. One day he told my aunt;

“Susana, my daughter Linda is a very temperamental child. 1 am
worried on how she will cope with people in her lifetime.”” There and
then | realized that | had a point of weakness that was so conspicuous
that needed my attention. | took it in good faith that if I did not take
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necessary steps, then that would be my ruin. Up to date, that statement
remains a stark reminder of my vulnerability. Whenever | feel fits of
anger, | do hear it echo which helps me to manage my anger.

My Uncle took all of us to school. Jerome was quite ahead of us that
by the time | was through with my certificate of primary education, he
had just joined Kiganjo Police Training College. A village elder was not
a rich man. He only benefitted from token gifts in arbitration cases. |
can tell you we really weighed him down with school fees. When it got
more difficult, 1 remember my uncle working at Timboni quarry to
supplement his income. We were four of us in high school by the time
Jerome left college. The late Brian was the first to join Makerere
University where | joined him two years later to pursue Agricultural
Economics. My Uncle sold his three-acre piece of land to support us.
Not my late father’s land but his! That was not sufficient to keep us
afloat. Then we got another father in Jerome who picked us from where
our uncle was staggering with us until we completed our studies.

Jerome, my brother, nothing can express my gratitude to you. | owe
you myself as | owe my late uncle. In Malta you have got a treasure; a
woman of good character. Walk with her slowly showing her the hidden
secrets of life.

Thank you very much and may the lord accompany you in the
odyssey.”’

Jerome rose to his feet, tears showing in his eyes and hugged her. He
appeared perplexed.

“My sister, | never imagined that you hold me in such high esteem. |
am grateful for having touched your life in a positive way.’

“That it is my brother, the hand that minds the cradle rules forever.”’
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Time whizzes especially when one is engaged in a challenging
endeavour in which he must succeed. Noah could not believe that six
years of hard work had eventually come to an end. From the window of
his third-floor room at Mamlaka B hostels, he took his time to study the
rugged landscape of the city. All the time, he had given it cursory
glances not because he did not mind but because of sheer urgency that
one should be doing something other than staring at nature.

The nagging of the course had left him and now he waited eagerly
for his graduation in two days’ time.

Much had happened within that span of six years. Derrick’s mother
had passed on allegedly as a result of poisoning. It was said that a
certain man from a neighbouring village had plied her with drinks that
fateful night only to be found dead with foam frothing in her mouth the
following morning. Derrick who was now aged six was in class one and
under the care of Clementina. The little boy had inherited his father’s
physique and industry. He could not sit and watch her grandmother
labouring all through. He ran errands; collected firewood, washed
utensils, swept the house and kept chickens away from her
grandmother’s corn harvest that she spread outside in the sun to dry.

For instance, it was Derrick who was sent to call his great uncle,
Mukuba, when Clementina injured her foot when weeding her maize
shamba. The boy had bolted out in great speed and within no time
Mukuba had arrived panting with his first aid box.

Clementina loved him and called him no name other than Nelsen, her
husband. The boy loved her too and did everything to please her.

The chief who had officially retired from duty was said to have been
seduced back to office and given a five-year term extension to serve
citizens. The villagers had received the news with mixed reactions even
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though they all admitted that the chief had done a commendable job
during his chieftaincy. They enjoyed peace and orderliness. However,
one thing they faulted him about, especially menfolk, was his rigidity.
The man had a stone heart. He could not be compromised. He could not
give them a chance to be themselves.

“You know, he cannot shepherd fellow men just like he does his
sheep,”’ they argued, “we live once, we shall not live again!”’

However, women overwhelmingly welcomed the good news. In fact,
they felt sad that he would serve for only five years.

“The chief brought and maintained sanity in this village. He and the
headman should have served to the last drop of their strength,”’ they
said.

In the village, more children had been born while others had died,
people had married, some had been imprisoned while some acquitted.
Still, people cherished their communal life and enjoyed every bit of it.

Graduation ceremony was held at the Chancellors Square that
Friday. The ground was packed with graduands in their gowns sitting
illustriously on sky blue metallic chairs with their friends and relatives
milling behind the congregation. Cameras flicked here and there. Faces
were bright; with happiness registered all over. The public address
system aired congratulatory messages from various speakers and the
soft music interludes embellished the messages and wrapped it all.

Larry and Clementina sat in the scorching sun at the back keenly
following the proceedings. Derrick, however, had stubbornly perched
on his father’s lap after Clementina had introduced him. Their
chemistry seemed to connect so well. Most of the time, the boy raised
his eyes and stared into his father’s as if he needed some kind of
assurance. And whenever it happened, Noah simply smiled back. This
was a testimony of the life he had lived.

“However long we live, we cannot distance ourselves from the past.
It defines us,’’ he thought.

“Dad, are you happy to see me?’’
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“Of course, yes child! I love and loved you since the day you were
born. From here, we shall all go home. | will take care of you. I will
ensure that you join any school of your choice; and one day you will
come back here and sit on this seat.”’

“And wear this priest’s uniform?”’
“Yes, my child,”” Noah replied amid laughter.
Patting his father on the chest, he also broke into laughter.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Back to the village, there was this Akanyo Dam project that had been
revived after having stalled for the last eleven years. The project was
initially being funded by the Canadian government but it halted when
the donors realized the funds, they pumped into the project were
flowing into people’s pockets. The donors were so infuriated that they
almost demanded reimbursement of their funds. As a consequence, a
few culprits paid the price behind the bars while some were lucky to
cross the border before the tigers awoke.

However, with change of government and the zeal to leave a mark
behind, the new government prioritized the construction of the dam by
reinvesting pretty millions of shillings into the project.

The area had been identified by the previous government as one
among rich viable agricultural zones that if put into productivity
throughout the year would ameliorate and reinforce the government’s
strategic plan to eradicate hunger and make water an accessible basic
commodity to a number of households in that region.

The dam was located at the confluence of river Namamuli and
Nanyeni, which also separated three neighbouring villages-Mauk,
Butma and Itemo. Villagers of Itemo were excited by the project
especially with the prospect of the piped water into their homes. They
marvelled at the fact that they would no longer walk down to the
streams to fetch water nor waste time digging wells.

The great sons of the village were equally upbeat to seize the
opportunity to support the project by all means possible. Although most
of them worked and lived in towns, they had their ears on the ground.
They were also lucky since the area chief was one of their own from
their village and quite instrumental in coordination of development
activities in liaison with the no nonsense village head man.
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“This village is going to be a model village of the twenty first
century. It looks green but it is going to appear greener throughout the
year with water dripping at our door steps,”’ the chief enthused during
one of his monthly meetings.

“And like a chameleon, | will be ready to leave this planet in
satisfaction that | have witnessed the birth of a new beginning that will
benefit generations and generations to come.”’

The great sons of the village highly regarded the chief for his
wisdom and forthrightness. His opinion was a law that they obeyed
without regrets. No wonder one of them bought him a motorcycle when
he felt he could no longer ride his bicycle energetically as he used
before.

In his vision, the chief had observed that the much-celebrated water
project would not benefit all the villagers as the government was
unlikely to meet the expenses of purchasing and laying conduit pipes to
all the homesteads in the area. However, the most important thing was,
it had brought the project closer to the people.

The chief never wanted to see a picture of desperation on faces of
those who could not afford to meet the expenses thus he wrote a letter
to everyone within and outside the village to support a consolidated
fund initiative that would see every home having a running tap
regardless of social disposition when the right time came.

The response was amazing with a majority asking the chief to set the
target so that they could start contributing. So, the chief went and
sought the assistance of an expert from the town council who referred
him to the city engineer in Nairobi claiming that that was a massive
undertaking that needed time and a lot of expertise to come up with the
correct figure estimates. He, therefore, advised the chief to pursue the
issue with a lot of patience.

Being a man who never looked back, the chief travelled to the city to
book an appointment with the city engineer. He wanted to see things
moving and in the right direction. So, when he alighted from Easy

150



Coach that chilly morning, he marched straight to the county
government offices where by good luck he had the rare opportunity to
meet the city engineer himself that very day.

The engineer was a polite and friendly man with a lot of interest in
each word the chief spoke.

Their discussion was long but very successful with the engineer
promising the chief to dispatch a team of engineers and surveyors to go
to the ground to carry out survey and make recommendations.

The chief left the office a happy man bursting of optimism.

True to his word, after a month, the chief received the eagerly
awaited visitors from the city. They were five of them; three men and
two women. He was very excited to host them and had already made
accommodation arrangements by buying a few new matresses and bed
sheets just in case they popped in abruptly.

However, he was to an extent disappointed when he learnt that they
could not stay in his home because of what they called ‘their work
ethics’. They had told him,

“Honourable chief, we also feel disappointed that we are not allowed
to stay in your home. We have been provided with everything for us to
rent premises at the nearest trading centre where we can easily operate
from for at least one week we shall be here. Otherwise, we are more
than grateful for your hospitality.”’

The chief had no idea that the presence of his visitors called for more
commitment than ever for he and the village elder were to become part
of the team. When the work began the following day, they found
themselves moving from one corner of the village to the other. It was a
tiring exercise not fit for his age but what had he to do? He had to urge
on his muscles because what is started must be brought to a conclusion.
Above all, the respect the villagers accorded him and his visitors
expressed in words and hearty handshakes synchronized with bows was
too overwhelming. This made him even stronger. The visitors
themselves praised him at every turn of the village saying he deserved
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The Moran of the Burning Spear Award for he had achieved what had
never been tried, done nor seen anywhere at village level. The village
was beautiful and unpolluted. What about its people? Yes! They were
good people. They also informed the chief that that was their first
assignment out of Nairobi and its environs. No chief or even a Member
of National Assembly had ever made such a bold and ambitious move.
That he must have caught the city engineer by surprise.

The survey took nine working days, and when the engineers bade the
chief farewell, he was more than willing to let them go. He was dog-
tired and his back ached a lot. They promised to bring him a report of
their survey and cost estimates of funds they needed to see the project
complete in three weeks. They thanked and praised him again for that
ambitious project.

Villagers were recruited to clear the sight of construction before the
actual work began. After three weeks of silence, the village was woken
up by the noise of the heavy machines making their way to the sight.
Caterpillars, concrete mixers, tippers and other vehicles of all sorts
moved down the murram road. This was closely followed by
commissioning of the project by the then Cabinet Secretary for
Planning and Regional Development Dr Joel Ngumi a week later.

A ceremony that was highly publicized and attended by a number of
government officials and as expected droves of local citizens. It was
beautiful and historic as the villagers would later put it, “The
government had come to its people.”’

That heralded the beginning of construction work that had to last for
two years.

Villagers who were not used to such kind of shows streamed to the
site to see for themselves the beginning of a landmark project that was
to stand in their midst. And as the work began and gathered momentum,
the villagers were forced to bear with noises that emanated from the site
as well as vehicles making endless trips for building materials. Yes!
That is the price they had to pay for development.

152



Five months down the line after commissioning of the project, the
contracted Chinese company, Xu-Ching Ltd sought to recruit a few
locals to bolster their existing manpower. They needed not necessarily
professionals but people who were strong enough to provide casual
labour. The advertisement had been glued on tree trunks, stones, walls
and some given directly to people to take home. Qualifications for
recruitment were simply; a holder of a KCSE certificate, ability to
communicate fluently in English and being physically fit.

When the day of recruitment came, the turn up was astonishing.
Little did the villagers know that the information had spread far and
wide. They were sure that since most of educated lot had fled to towns,
the likes of Dydimo, who did not have the privilege to see inside of a
classroom would land the job. Indeed, Dydimo was set for the day. In
blue savco jeans, a red Chicago bulls t-shirt and brown open shoes,
Dydimo had sky hope. That was not to be. Young men clutching A-four
size brown envelopes swarmed the ground like migrating bees that had
landed a new home that the recruiting officer, one short Chinese, was
confused on how to handle the number. The young men looked well fed
and burning with desire for the job. It became apparently difficult for
him to use the advertised qualifications criteria for selection. So, the
officer went back to consult the chief engineer and his panel on how to
go about with it. And after half an hour, he reappeared accompanied by
an African interpreter who apologized to the fact that his senior’s
mastery of the English language was limited thus he would pass his
message to them.

“Good morning gentlemen! As you can see for yourselves, the
attendance has appalled even the recruitment officer. And from his
words, it is impossible to consider all of you since we only require
twenty casual employees. Therefore, he has adjusted recruitment
criteria a little bit so that we can ensure some fairness.”’

He paused and then continued, “Those with professional skills will
have an added advantage.”’
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There was uproar with a section of the crowd demanding that the
Chinese himself addresses them.

“Let him speak to us. You are corrupt!’’ they shouted.
The Chinese waved at them and pointed at the speaker.

“Shouting will not change anything. You either adhere or walk away.
I will not tolerate nonsense!”’

“You are a mere paper tiger! You will not intimidate us! We know
you! We know you! An infamous hyena! That is why your mother begs
at Ogalo market. Go and buy her food!”’

“You can crucify me if you so wish. Insults will not scratch my skin.
I am only but an interpreter. Submit your documents for examination
and wait for the outcome,’” he shouted at the top of his voice.

Pandemonium ensued as a section of the crowd scrambled to submit
their papers while others walked away in protest. The Chinese retreated
and went back to their makeshift office.

It was hot and everyone was sweating. Noah, of course, was among
the crowd and had submitted his documents as well. That day paralleled
that afternoon he arrived at Brian’s home then under tutelage of Johnny.
Then he was very young and ignorant but now he was a grown up with
a son to his name and good education. He sat among other applicants
under a tree and waited with bated breath for the big announcement.

Quicker than expected, the interpreter emerged accompanied by the
recruitment officer to announce the results. Noah looked at both of them
and a feeling swept through his mind for first time that he might not be
among the right persons sought for the advertised job. He knew he was
overqualified but people do not live on papers. He needed that job like
any other job seeker present. It was his first experience but felt it would
hurt him if he was left out.

Anyway, that was now beyond him. It was a matter of fate. So he
calmed himself.
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The first name to be mentioned was Noah Mlala. The recruitment
officer appeared eager to see him as he cast glances all over to see him
rise. He then mumbled some words to the interpreter who told him to
remain behind when the rest left.

Noah was excited, knowing that there must have been good tidings
in the offing. So, the nineteen names were read and the persons called
aside.

The Chinese, in broken English, congratulated them and asked them
to report at the site the following day. He however reminded them that
the contract was renewable on monthly basis depending on individual
industry and discipline. He otherwise wished them well.

After all, had left, they led Noah to their office where he met four
other Chinese seated at a table. The recruitment officer spoke to them in
Chinese and Noah saw that they were all looking at him and nodding.
One of them who was fairer in English turned to him and told him that
they wanted him to join their team since their two members had
seriously fallen ill from malaria and were hospitalized. He added that it
was unfortunate that after recovery they would be flown back to Beijing
because they were too susceptible to the illness. Therefore, it was their
pleasure working closely with him.

Noah nodded and said,
“Thank you. It is a great privilege and I promise to work hard.”

“That is good. You can leave and report on duty tomorrow
morning.”’

“Thank you once more!”’

“Noabh left as their eyes accompanied him past the door way.”’
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Noabh fitted the yellow helmet on his head. That one was heavier than
the security guard cap he had worn before. He knew he had to learn fast
and create impression on his bosses. He was determined and focused on
what he wanted to achieve and would go for it. He was an engineer
working among engineers.

The work was strenuous and working under experienced engineers
made it even more demanding. His hands trembled and the back ached.
He felt hot in the blue apron he wore and felt like pulling it off. The
Chinese worked and exhibited high degree of resilience. They stood on
their feet for hours like horses and expected a lot from him and others.
They demanded perfection at every turn.

Noah wondered if he could really absorb that pressure to the end
since the project was to be completed in a year and months to come. He
however ruled out any feeling of fear that his services could be
terminated in between. Was he not made up of steel? He believed what
a fellow man could do he could do it as well. He could endure the race
like a marathoner. He would apply balm every evening and wake up for
work every morning.

During lunch breaks after eating his food, he would lie down on his
back and close his eyes. Feel his muscles pull and relax. He definitely
knew his body was adjusting. He would work more and more, and feel
better and better. Was he not prepared for this? With all those fire
breaks?

“My father saw this before. He was wise. We used to take it as
punishment and sometimes would cry yet he was preparing us for this.
He knew the world is cruel and he did not want to shield us from that
naked reality. Would | do the same to Derrick? Oh! | am not sure.
Perhaps yes, perhaps no,”” he thought.
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On twenty third of that month after work, the recruitment officer
called Noah into their makeshift office and handed him a contract letter.
It stated the terms and conditions of work but unlike his previous
pronouncement that the contract was renewable monthly, the letter
stated that his would be renewed annually which implied he would
work from that July to July the following year without worry. He then
looked at what he would be earning every month. The salary scale had
so many multiple signs that he could not clearly comprehend but
because he had struck friendship with the officer, he had no difficulty
asking him to explain for him.

Noah was amazed that he was going to earn that in five days. He had
more than he had expected. He smiled and thanked the officer.

“Are you surprised?”’
“Yes, Mr Moon. This is incredible!”’’

Not at all, that is what fresh engineers in the field earn. With time
you will earn even more.”’

“Thank you, Mr Moon.”’

“Work hard to keep the job. Your name is now in our database and
you never know what might happen at the end of the contract. There is a
bigger one in Swaziland after this; that is, a six-year contract to build a
superhighway.”’

“Can I bank on you Mr Moon?”’

“No! Bank on your industry. Your productivity will speak for
itself.”

They both laughed heartily.

Good gracious God. All this would run this way for one and a half
years if he worked hard. He could not believe it. He saw a window of
opportunities opening and his life transforming. Would he buy his
mother a heifer he had lost because of his own mistakes?

“’My son, I hope you are not selling that heifer to build me a house.”’
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He would definitely throw a party at home to thank all those who
had held his hands up the ladder of growth. It was, however, sad that
Brian and Milcah were no more. They were human angels sent to his
rescue.

Not at all would he block his ears to the cries of the voiceless for he
himself was a child of the world. The world had taught him to love with
compassion and to move beyond the territories of blood.

Having parted ways with Mr Moon, he stood in silence and peered
into the horizon. It was calm. The orange ball was beautifully setting
reigning supreme over the west mountainous obscurity. So many things
were going through his mind and in the beauty of ideas and feelings he
spotted kites flying leisurely in the azure sky. It was wonderful as if he
was watching this spectacle for the first time in his life. It interested him
that the kites flew without flapping their spread wings, and joyfully
marvelled at the strength of the unseen. The forces that held the kites up
in the sky had held him together. He nodded and muttered to himself,
“Yes, the strength of the living lies in their dearth.’

He feigned a smile and hurriedly strode off.

END
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Glossary
Omwami — an honorary name for a leader.

Kukaa — grandfather.

Nafoyo — a female clan name among the Marachi sub- tribe of the
Luhya community.

Lusiola — a type of hard wood tree.

Sikaali — a temporary traditional hut built for a widow during mourning
period of her husband.

Manyakanya — papyrus-made chairs.
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