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To Mum in Heaven & Babs in Naks

To Jim, to Ciru (unajua ka-magic ketu kadogo), to
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To AN—You will know …

Much much love and thanks.





Some names have been changed 
to protect the privacy of individuals.




Chapter One

It is afternoon. We are playing soccer near the clothesline behind the main house. Jimmy, my brother, is eleven, and my sister, Ciru, is five and a half. I am the goalie.

I am seven years old, and I still do not know why everybody seems to know what they are doing and why they are doing it.

“You are not fat.” That’s what Mum says to me all the time. “You are plump.”

Ciru has the ball. She is small and thin and golden. She has sharp elbows, and a smile as clean as a pencil drawing. It cuts evenly into her cheeks. She runs toward Jimmy, who is tall and fit and dark.

She is the star of her class. It is 1978, and we are all in Lena Moi Primary School. Last term, Ciru was moved a year forward. Now she is in standard two, like me, in the class next door. Her first term in standard two, she beat everybody and topped the class. She is the youngest in her class. Everybody else is seven.

I stand still between the metal poles we use as a makeshift goalmouth watching Ciru and Jim play. Warm breath pushes down my nostrils past my mouth and divides my chin. I can see the pink shining flesh of my eyelids. Random sounds fall into my ears: cars, birds, black mamba bicycle bells, distant children, dogs, crows, and afternoon national radio music. Congo rumba. People outside our compound are talking, in languages I know the sounds of, but do not understand or speak, Luhya, Gikuyu.

My laugh is far away inside, like the morning car not starting when the key turns. In school, it is always Ciru number one, blue and red and yellow stars on every page. It is always Ciru in a white dress giving flowers to the guest of honor—­Mr. Ben Methu—­on Parents’ Day. If I am washing with her, we are splashing and laughing and fighting and soon we are in a fever of tears or giggles.

She twists past Jimmy, the ball ahead of her feet, heading for me. I am ready. I am sharp, and springy. I am waiting for the ball. Jimmy runs to intercept her; they tangle and pant. A few moments ago the sun was one single white beam. Now it has fallen into the trees. All over the garden there are a thousand tiny suns, poking through gaps, all of them spherical, all of them shooting thousands of beams. The beams fall onto branches and leaves and splinter into thousands of smaller perfect suns.

I laugh when Ciru laughs and I find myself inside her laugh, and we fall down holding each other. I can feel her laughter swelling, even before it comes out, and it swells in me too.

I know how to move with her patterns, and to move with Jimmy’s patterns. My patterns are always tripping on each other in public. They are only safe when I am alone, or when I am daydreaming.

Ciru laughs loud, her mouth wide and red. The sound jumps toward me, flapping sheets of sound, but I am lost. Arms and legs and ball are forgotten. The thousand suns are breathing. They inhale, dim and cool into the leaves, and I let myself breathe with them; then they puff light forward and exhale, warming my body. I am about to let myself soak inside this completely when I am captured by an idea.

The sun does not break up into pieces.

It does not break up into disembodied parts when it falls into trees and things. Each piece of the sun is always a complete little sun.

I am coming back into my arms and legs and the goal­mouth, ready to explain the thousand suns to Jimmy and Ciru. I am excited. They will believe me this time. It won’t seem stupid when I speak it, like it often does, and then they look at me, rolling their eyes and telling me that my marbles are lost. That I cansaythatagain. They are coming close. Jimmy is shouting. Before I fully return to myself, a hole in my ear rips open. The football hits the center of my face. I fall.

Goaaaaal. A thousand suns erupt with wet laughter; even the radio is laughing. I look up and see them both leaning over me, dripping sweat, arms akimbo.

Jimmy rolls his eyes and says, “You’ve lost your marbles.”

“I’m thirsty,” says Ciru.

“Me too,” says Jim, and they run, and I want to stand and run with them. My face hurts. Juma, our dog, is licking my face. I lean into his stomach; my nose pushes into his fur. The sun is below the trees, the sky is clear, and I am no longer broken up and distributed. I scramble and jump to my feet. Juma whines, like a car winding down. I pump my feet forward, pulling my voice out and throwing it forward to grab hold of their Thirst Resolution.

“Hey!” I shrill. “Even me I am thirsty!”

They don’t hear me.

They are headed away from the kitchen, and I follow them into the long clumps of uncut grass at the top of the garden, Juma at my heels, as they weave in and out of Baba’s tractors, swerve to avoid dog shit, run through shade and fading sun, past little eruptions of termites in Kikuyu grass, and forgotten heaps of farm spare parts piled behind the hedge that separates the main house from the servants’ quarters. Then they turn, shouting hi to Zablon, the cook who is washing dishes outside in his white vest and blue trousers and Lifebuoy soap and charcoal smell. I shout hi too, now flowing well into their movements. They stop, then turn to our regular racetrack down the path from the servants’ quarters to the kitchen.

I find them there, Juma’s nose nudging Jim’s leg, and I watch them pour the cool liquid down their throats, from glasses, see it spill off the sides of their cheeks. Jimmy has learned to pull the whole glass of water down in one move. It streams down the pipe, marble-­bubbles running down a soft translucent tube of sound, like a frog.

He slams his glass on the countertop, burps, and turns to look at me.

What is thirst? The word splits up into a hundred small suns. I lift my glass and look up. Ciru is looking at me, her glass already empty as she wipes her lips on her forearm.

…

I am in my bedroom, alone. I have a glass of water. I want to try to gulp it down, like Jimmy does. This word, thirst, thirsty. It is a word full of resolution. It drives a person to quick action. Words, I think, must be concrete things. Surely they cannot be suggestions of things, vague pictures: scattered, shifting sensations?

Sometimes we like to steal Baba’s old golf balls and throw them into a fire. First they curl, in a kind of ecstasy, like a cat being stroked, then they arch, start to bubble and bounce, then they shoot out of the fire like bullets, skinned and free. Below the skin are tight wraps of rubber band, and we can now unroll them and watch the balls getting smaller and smaller, and the rubber bands unfold so long it does not seem possible they came out of the small hard ball.

I want to be certainly thirsty, like Jimmy and Ciru.

Water has more shape and presence than air, but it is still colorless. Once you have the shape of water in your mouth, you discover your body. Because water is clear. It lets you taste your mouth, feel the pipe shape of your throat and the growing ball of your stomach as you drink.

I burp. And rub my stomach, which growls. I fiddle with the tap, and notice that when water runs fast from a tap, it becomes white. Water, moving at speed, rushing from a tap, has shape and form and direction. I put my hand under the tap, and feel it solid.

The shape of an idea starts to form. There is air, there is water, there is glass. Wind moving fast gives form to air; water moving fast gives it form. Maybe… maybe glass is water moving at superspeed, like on television, when a superhero moves so fast, faster than blurring, he comes back to himself a thousand times before you see him move.

No. No. Thirst is… is… a sucking absence, a little mouthing fish out of the water. It moves you from the everywhere nowhere­ness of air, your breathing person; you are now a stream, a fixed flowing address, a drinking person. It is a step below hungering, which comes from a solid body, one that can smell, taste, see, and need colors. Yes!

But—I still can’t answer why the word leaves me so uncertain and speculative. I can’t make the water stream down my throat effortlessly. It spills into my nostrils and chokes me. Other people have a word world, and in their word world, words like thirsty have length, breadth, and height, a firm texture, an unthinking belonging, like hands and toes and balls and doors. When they say their word, their body moves into action, sure and true.

I am always standing and watching people acting boldly to the call of words. I can only follow them. They don’t seem to trip and fall through holes their conviction does not see. So their certainty must be the right world. I put the glass down. Something is wrong with me.

…

We are on our way home, after a family day in Molo. We are eating House of Manji biscuits.

Beatrice, who is in my class, broke her leg last week. They covered her leg with white plaster. The water heater in our home is covered with white plaster. Beatrice’s toes are fat gray ticks. The water heater is a squat cylinder, covered in white stickyhard, like Beatrice’s new leg. She has crutches.

Crunch is breaking to release crackly sweetness. Crunch! Eclairs. Crutches are falling down and breaking. Crutch!

Biscuits.

Uganda, my mum’s country, fell down and broke. Crutch!

Field Marshal Amin Dada, the president of Uganda, ate his minister for supper. He kept the minister’s head in the fridge. His son wears a uniform just like his. They stand together on television news, in front of a parade.

I am sleepy. Ciru is fast asleep. Jimmy asks Baba to stop the car so he can pee.

I immediately find I want to pee.

We park on the shoulder of a valley that spreads down into a jigsaw puzzle of market gardens before us. For a long time, I have wanted to walk between the fault lines of this puzzle. Out there, always in the distance, the world is vague and blurred and pretty.

I want to slide through the seams and go to the other side.

After pissing, I simply walk on: down the valley, past astonished-­looking mamas who are weeding, over a little creek, through a ripe cattle boma that is covered with dung.

Look, look at the fever tree!

Her canopy is frizzy, her gold and green bark shines. It is like she was scribbled sideways with a sharp pencil, so she can cut her sharp edges into the soul of whoever looks at her from a distance. You do not climb her; she has thorns. Acacia.

She is designed for dreams.

I am disappointed that all the distant scenery, blue and misty, becomes more and more real as I come closer: there is no vague place, where clarity blurs, where certainty has no force, and dreams are real.

After a while, I see my brother, Jim, coming after me; the new thrill is to keep him far away, to run faster and faster.

I stretch into a rubber-­band giant, a superhero made long by cartoon speed. I am as long as the distance between me and him. The world of light and wind and sound slaps against my face as I move faster and faster.

If I focus, I can let it into me, let in the whole wide whoosh of the world. I grit my teeth, harden my stomach.

It is coming, the moment is coming.

If I get that moment right, I can let my mind burst out of me and fold into the world, pulling it behind me like a cart. Like a golf ball bursting out of the fire. No! No! Not a golf ball! The world will flap uselessly behind me, like, like a superhero cape.

I will be free of awkwardness, of Ciru, of Jimmy, of Idi Amin dreams. The world is streaks of blinding light. My body tearing away, like Velcro, from the patterns of others.

Later, I wake up in the backseat of the car. “Here we are,” Mum likes to say whenever we come home. My skin is hot, and Mum’s soft knuckles nibble my forehead. I can feel ten thousand hot prickling crickets chorusing outside. I want to tear my clothes off and let my skin be naked in the crackling night. “Shhh,” she whispers, “shhh, shhh,” and a pink-­tasting syrup rolls down my tongue, and Baba’s strong arms are under my knees. I am pushed into the ironed sheets that are folded back over the blanket like a flap. Mum pulls them over my head. I am a letter, I think, a hot burning letter, and I can see a big stickysyrup-­dripping tongue, about to lick and seal me in.

In a few minutes, I get up and make my way across to Jimmy’s bed.


Chapter Two

Sophia Mwela lives next door to us. Sophia is in my class. She is the class prefect. I sit next to her in class, but she rarely speaks to me. Like Ciru, she is also always number one in class. Their family is posh and rich. The Mwelas talk through their noses; we call it wreng wreng, like television people, like people from England or America. Their house has an upstairs, and they have a butler and a uniformed driver. They take piano lessons.

Their father works for Union Carbide. He is the boss and has even white people working for him. Ciru and I are going to show them. We are going to dress up like Americans. It is my idea.

Ciru and I invade Mum’s wardrobe. I put on one of her Afro wigs, some lipstick, high-­heeled shoes stuffed with toilet paper. I ask Ciru to dress up too. No, she says. We agree to pretend I am her cousin from America. I put on some face powder, and we are sneezing. A shiny midi dress. A maxi on me. I chew lots and lots of peeled pink cubes of Big G chewing gum. We climb the tree, Ciru and I, the tree that separates our hedge from theirs.

We call Sophia.

“Sophiaaaa,” says Ciru. We giggle.

“Sophiaaanh,” I say, Americanly. “Sow-­phiaaanh.”

Sophia arrives, solemn, head turned to the side, face frowning, like a serious person, like a person who knows something we do not know.

“This is my cousin Sherry from America. She is a Negro,” says Ciru.

“Haaangi. Wreng wreng,” I say Americanly, whinnying through my nose, and make a little bubble of gum pop out of my mouth. My high heels are about to fall off.

“I arrived fram Ohi-­o-­w. Laas Angelis. Airrrprrrt. Baarston. Wreng wreng…”

I fan my face and let my lips rub against each other like the woman of Lux. I release them forward, to pop. Mpah!

Sophia says, “How is Ohio?”

“Oh, groovy. It is so wreng wreng wreng.”

I say, “I came on Pan Am. On a sevenfordiseven…”

She turns her head and nods. Look at her! She believes!

I shrug, “I just gat on a jet plane, donno when I’ll be back again.”

She turns away.

“Call me. My number is five-five-five…”

The next day, Sophia tells everybody in class that I dressed in my mum’s clothes and pretended to be an American.

They laugh and laugh.

…

Jimmy likes to roll his eyes and say groovy American things like “you’ve lost your marbles” and “you can say that again.”

Thousands of marbles—­each one tied to your mind with a rubber band—­are scattered by your mind into the hard smooth world it sees.

Golfballmarbles.

The world you see undulates with many parallel troughs—­a million mental alleys. Every new day, you throw your marbles out of your mind and let your feet and arms and shoulders follow, and soon some marbles nestle loudly into the grooves and run along with authority and precision, directed by you, with increasing boldness.

Each marble is a whole little round version of you. Like the suns.

In the groove.

But just when your marble is wheeling along, groovily swinging up the walls of your trough and back down again, challenging the edge, whistling and gum chewing and downhill biking and yo-yo bouncy and American—­gravel pounded by rain outside your bedroom window becomes sausages frying, and sausages frying can shift and become squirming bloody intestines or an army of bristling mustachioed accordions chasing you, laughing like Idi Amin.

Your marble slips off, and it clatters into a groove that contains another marble and they knock each other, sausages and gravel and intestines and a hundred manic accordions making loud spongy noises.

And now you are moving, panicked and lost. I am afraid of accordions, of spongy sounds, of losing my marbles.

…

“This is the Voice of Kenya Television. The Six Million Dollar Man is brought to you by K J Office Supplies.”

“It looks good at NASA One.”

“Roger. BCS arm switch is on.”

“Okay, Victor.”

“Lining rocket arm switch is on.”

“Here comes the throttle. Circuit breakers in.”

“We have separation.”

“Roger.”

“Inboard and outboards are on.”

“I’m comin’ a-­port with the sideslip.”

“Looks good.”

“Ah, Roger.”

“I’ve got a blowout—­damper three!”

“Get your pitch to zero.”

“Pitch is out! I can’t hold altitude!”

“Correction, Alpha Hold is off, turn selectors—­emergency!”

“Flight Com! I can’t hold it! She’s breaking up, she’s break—­”

…

It is Saturday.

I fake a nosebleed, and Mum lets me go to work with her.

I don’t want to see Sophia Mwela. I know she will come to the hedge between our houses and call out for Ciru and ask her where her American cousin is.

She will be laughing.

I am not talking to Ciru. Nobody is laughing at her. I don’t want to stay at home today. Jimmy does not know what happened. I am sure Ciru will tell him.

Mum has a hair salon, the only proper hair salon in Nakuru, which is the fourth-largest town in Kenya. It is called Green Art. Mum also sells paintings and wooden carvings.

I sit on the floor, at the foot of a huge hunched spaceman, in Mum’s hair salon. I can smell coffee brewing, from Kenya Coffeehouse next door.

…

The hair-­dryer spaceman has a gray plastic head. His face is a huge hole gaping at me, and the hole is a flat round net for him to blow hot air. I stick my own head into his helmet and play Six Million Dollar Man.

Mary is chatting with Mum about Idi Amin. They always talk about Idi Amin in Mary’s language, Luganda, which Mum speaks even though it is not her language. Museveni’s rebel army is gathering force in Tanzania. They chew roast maize slowly as they talk. Mum speaks Kinyarwanda (Bufumbira), Luganda, English, and Kiswahili. Baba speaks Gikuyu, Kiswahili, and English. We, the children, speak only English and Kiswahili. Baba and Mum speak English to each other.

I am going to be a quiet superhero today. Whooshing to the sky, with my invisible cape. With my bionic muscles.

I will show them.

“Steve. Austin. A me-­aan brrely alive,” I wreng wreng Americanly. “Gennlemen, we can rebuild him. We have the tek-­nalagee. We can build the world’s frrrrst bi-­anic man… I can’t hold her; she’s brrreaking up! She’s brrreaking—­”

The plastic helmet of the hair dryer has steamed up from my breath. I start to write on it with my finger.

…

Mary has big soft eyes, and she rolls her hips when she walks, which always makes me and Ciru laugh.

Idi Amin is killing people and throwing them to the crocodiles. The Nile is blocked with dead bodies. We have many aunties and uncles in Uganda. My grandparents, my mum’s parents, are in Uganda.

Baba’s friend disappeared at the border, and all they found was his broken glasses in a mass grave.

Mary is from Buganda. She ran away to Kenya from Amin. Many people are running to Kenya from Amin. Mum is Bufumbira. But Mum speaks Mary’s language because she went to a girls’ school in Buganda, Uganda’s best girls’ school, Mt. St. Mary’s Namagunga.

Mum’s stomach has started to swell with a new baby. She wants another girl.

Mum met Baba when she was a student at Kianda College in Nairobi. He was very groovy. He had a motorbike and a car and had been to England. We are Kenyans. We live in Nakuru. Mum was born in Uganda, but she is now a Kenyan. Baba is a Kenyan. He is Gikuyu. He is the managing director of Pyrethrum Board of Kenya.

I like how Mary’s fingers are able to do things even when her eyes are looking away. She moves customers’ heads up and down, side to side, and her fingers click fast, like knitting needles, and the big bush of messed-up hair becomes lines, and towers, like our new roads, railways, and bridges.

Kenyatta is our president. He is the father of our nation.

Kenya is a peace-­loving nation.

We are all pulling together, and in school we sing, harambee, which means we are pulling together, like a choir, or tug-­of-­war. Standing on the podium of the choir, waving a fly whisk, is a conductor, President Kenyatta, who has red scary eyes and a beard. One day, we are told, Kenyatta’s Mercedes was stuck in the mud, and he shouted harambee, so that people would come and push and push his long Mercedes-Benz out of the mud, so we all push and pull together; we will get the Mercedes out of the mud.

Every so often Mary dips her finger into grease and runs lubrication down the corridors and grid streets, so they gleam like America on television. Sometimes she eats while she is doing this. Every few weeks a new hairstyle arrives, from West Africa, or AfricaAmerica, or Miriam Makeba, or Drum magazine and the Jackson Five: uzi, afro, raffia, or pineapple, and Mary immediately knows how to make it.

Kenyatta is the father of our nation. I wonder whether Kenya was named after Kenyatta, or Kenyatta was named after Kenya.

Television people say Keenya. We say Ke-­nya. Kenya is fifteen years old. It is even older than Jimmy.

Kenya is not Uganda.

Rain rattles the corrugated iron roof of Green Art Hair Salon. Hot Uplands pork sausages are spitting in a frying pan. It is a storm now, and the sound of the rain swells loud like the crowd after a goal in a stadium.

The door opens with a whoosh and droplets of water hit my face from the outside.

Tingtingtingting.

There is an ache in my chest today, sweet, searching, and painful, like a tongue that is cut and tingles with sweetness and pain after eating a strong pineapple.

“I found you!”

Sophia will say, if she bursts into this salon right now.

I miss Ciru.

I am already full of things to tell her. If she were here, she would pull me out of inside myself. I would wobble for a moment, then run or tumble fast and firm behind her.

A group of women rush in. They are dressed for a wedding. They are hysterical. Their hot-­combed hair shrunk in the rain. They had spent the whole night preparing at home. They are late for the wedding.

The bride is crying.

“Gennlemen, we can rebuild him. We have the tek-nalagee.”

Mum issues instructions. Sharp voices explode: clunking and whooshing and foaming like hands shaking up cutlery in the sink. They bubble like water when it is starting to make glass. If you stack up all the layers of bubbles, you can make a window. It will be round and soft at first, so you can put a big book on it, and jump on it and jump on it and make it flat and hard and sure.

Maybe Liza’s mother came with the wedding women? She will see me; everybody will know I dressed up like a girl yesterday.

Mum will find out I wore her clothes and wig.

Everybody is against me. The ache of my pineapple situation strums against my chest, and I let it yo-yo around. It feels good.

I hear feet clumping toward me. I jump off the seat under the hair dryer and lie on the floor, under the chair. I cover my face with my hands. A body thumps onto a chair; a head eases into the helmet. The dryer starts to wheeze, and I can feels bits of hot air on my head.

It is the bride! I peep up at her, through my raw yellow ache. Through the hands covering my face. She looks beastly with her eyes upside down and her pink-­lipsticked mouth inverted. I am quickly tender and pineapple pink. Butterfly belly. Barefoot on hot gravel. Her lips are a pink baboon bum, which must really hurt. I harden my eyes, my heart.

I focus on the lips. They are a safer texture: pink-­lipsticked toyland, the color of happy candy, and bubblegum balloons and hard, committed happiness.

I am quickly sharp and bright and happy. I take my hands away from my face, and stand up. She grimaces and shrieks.

“Oooooooh, whooo is that? Why are you hiding?”

My face falls.

“Don’t cry! Oh, don’t cry!”

Now I want to cry. Her face blurs, and everything is tangled and jagged. She leans toward me, this wedding woman with shrunken hair. Her mouth is now pink earthworms and snails and teeth. Her face swells down toward me, tearing out of the traffic jam of patterns, to present itself as whole and inevitable.

I gasp. And look. The beast is gone. She is a whole person, bland and indivisible again. I am in doubt about my own recent doubts. How could she have been anything other than the thing she is now?

“Mama Jimmy. Is this one your firstborn? Is this Jimmy?”

She has opened the closed cramped world. I have been trying to keep my lips tuckedtogethershut. Forever. Quiet. Opening two lips is tearing cobwebs. A silent superhero. Cool.

“Hello, auntie,” I say, drawing pictures on the floor with my foot. The pineapple rises in my chest. Maybe she will give me some wedding cake? The squeaky painful taste of perfect white sweetness. Icing tastes in your mouth like Styrofoam sounds when it is rubbed against itself.

Almost too much.

I let my eyes rise slow and cute. This game I know. I tingle and let my eyes touch hers briefly, then I look down again.

She coos.

My mother turns toward us and looks sharply at me.

Does Mum know? Did Liza’s mother call her?

Mum’s voice is like shards of water and streams of glass. It rises up her throat like warm suds. She has a small double chin where this noise is made, a nasal accent, but not American, or English. Her nose is long and thin.

I have discovered that nasal accents come from people with long thin noses. Wreng wreng. My nose is thin, but not as thin as my mum’s. Sometimes I try to hear myself, cupping my hand over my ear and twisting my mouth to the side, but I can’t hear myself being nasal. Mum reaches out her hand and takes mine. She licks her finger and smooths my eyebrow. Her fingers reach around and pull me to her chest. My back recoils from the hard bump on her stomach. I don’t want to crunch the baby. Mum smells good, like powder and perfume and burning hair oil.

“KenKen”—this is Mum’s embarrassing nickname for me—“what are you doing there?” She laughs, and my heart purrs.

“He is my second-born. The shy one.”

One bee does not sound like a swarm of bees. The world is divided into the sounds of onethings and the sounds of manythings. Water from the shower­head streaming onto a shampooed head is manything splinters of falling glass, ting ting ting.

All together, they are: shhhhhhhhhhhh.

Shhhhh is made up of many many tinny tiny ting ting tings, so small that clanking glass sounds become soft whispers; like when everybody at the school parade is talking all at once, it is different from when one person is talking. Frying sausages sound like rain on a tin roof, which sounds like a crowd.

The rain is soft now. The wedding women are in rollers. The hair dryers are all blowing, red eyes. Mum pats the bride’s hair and murmurs to her in Kiswahili, which Mum speaks in an accent full of coughing Ugandan gh’s and Rwandese kh’s. Her voice is soft, and tingly, and people get tingly with her and do what she says. She never shouts.

From outside, there is a sound of thudding metal. Mary rushes outside. Then Mary is shouting at somebody in her funny Kiswahili. Then there are screams. The wedding women stand up. We all rush to the door. The bride starts to cry again.

It is Mrs. Karanja. Mrs. Karanja owns Kenya Coffeehouse, next door to Mum’s salon. She does not like it when we leave our municipal council garbage cans near her café. But that is where we are supposed to leave them. The council refuses to come into our courtyard to collect them.

There is sweat on her face. Her eyebrows are clean, perfectly drawn ovals, and her eyes and lashes are sticky with brown smudges. Brown paint leaks out of the outline, down her cheeks, and her ruby-painted mouth is lifted to one side, into a sneer. One of her teeth has a smudge of fluoride brown I have not seen before. She is pulling a giant tin garbage can, and Mary, who is dark and hard and thin, is pulling our garbage can back. There is garbage strewn all over the concrete.

Mrs. Karanja’s manservant stands behind her, a Pokot man, a warrior dressed in cheap military khaki and sandals made from car tires. Jonas. He usually gives me tropical sweets when he sees me. I like to sit on his knee on his little stool. He has parallel lines cut into his face and torn ears that have been rolled up into themselves.

Mrs. Karanja has rich, buttery skin. When you draw the hair of ordinary people you can draw just random dots on the head for short hair, or wildly scribble around, with a crayon or pencil, for long hair. President Kenyatta calls ordinary people wananchi.

With overseas white people, and international music stars, like Diana Ross, or the Jackson Five, you draw the outline carefully and color or paint in yellow, or black, or brown inside, filling in all the gaps until the picture is one clear color and you cannot see lines or scratches, just yellow, brown, or black. When Ciru and I draw overseas people, we are careful to make them look like they do in the coloring books and on television.

Mrs. Karanja has penciled eyebrows, twin black unbroken lines that belong to people who have no gaps in them. But she is breaking. She is shouting, “Why do you put your garbage can next to mine? I am tired of this. Tired! You Ugandans spoiled your country—why do you want to come here and spoil ours?”

The rain has stopped, the sun is high, and the pavement is filling with pools of growing, shaking crowds. Bell-­bottom trousers flap, and some bare feet are spread open like a fan from never wearing shoes. Groups of feet pound toward us: the curio dealers on Kenyatta Avenue, the brokers who hover outside the coffeehouse, the newspaper sellers, the people who are just there and bored and getting wet from the rain.

Mrs. Karanja shoves Mary, who falls to the ground. They are hitting each other now. Bodies shuffle uncertainly in the crowd, fingers rubbing thighs up and down, hands curled into themselves.

Mrs. Karanja screams, shoves Mary away, and stands and screams, and points at Mum. Mum grabs hard at my shoulder and pulls me to her chest. Her hand reaches for mine. I try to slip away, but she is faster than me.

The guard has let Mary go, but he stands behind her. She is breathing hard, her eyes wide, teary and wild, and they are fixed on Mrs. Karanja, who swivels from side to side.

No one speaks. The wedding women are silent. My ears heat up. It is as if Kenya is over there, with the crowd, and behind us are the wedding women—­who have sided with Uganda. All of Kenya is pulled together by Mrs. Karanja. And the wedding women have been shamed to silence.

Crowd legs now shuffle toward each other, whispering and frowning and smirking, nostrils open and twitching. Even the municipal council askari does nothing. His truncheon sits helpless; his neck stretches forward toward Mrs. Karanja, his eyes wide.

Mum’s hand is tight on mine. Bodies start to rub against each other. Mum will not let go of my hand. If I was a golf ball, I would roll fast and forward and hit that tin garbage can and let us tumble. I want to howl and put my head up Mrs. Karanja’s skirt and make loud spitting snotty noises, or hit the concrete wall hard with my head, bounce back, satisfied that I am not rubber. People stream out of Barclays Bank, to join the crowd across the street. I am still trying to pull my fingers out of Mum’s grip, so I can pinch her hard.

Mrs. Karanja walks to the corner and picks up another garbage can. This one is full. She kicks it over and stares at us.

There is a pile now, on the ground: old hair, thousands of tiny oily coils of black string from undone hair, wet grains of old tea, KCC milk packets, shampoo bottles, digestive biscuit packets, gray lumps of wet old newspapers, one Lyons Maid ice cream packet, several Elliot’s Bread packets, a tin of Mua Hills plum jam, bottle tops, maize cobs that look like bared teeth, one Trufru orange squash bottle, one Lucozade bottle for when Ciru was sick, yellowing maize skins tangled with maize hair that looks like white people’s hair, empty jars of Dax pomade, raffia packets, string, banana peels and maize cobs, ants.

“Go back inside the salon.” She pushes my back.

I want to say no, but I move. I slam the door behind me. The gas flames are still heating the combs and the salon is hot and smells of burning hair and Idi Amin.

I stand on a chair and watch from the window.

Mum starts to pick up the garbage. Mary helps. Mrs. Karanja stands in front of the crowd and watches. When the first can is full, they leave it and head toward Mrs. Karanja’s shop. They put it on the ground, between the two shops, where all the cans from the street are supposed to be.

Mrs. Karanja follows them.

“You will see. You will see.”

The crowd is still. She summons the guard and tells him to spill the garbage outside Mum’s door. He shrugs at the crowd, his eyes wary and afraid. He picks up the can, walks past Mum and Mary, avoiding their eyes, and then overturns it outside the door. He walks back, his shoulders sloping, following her back to the coffeehouse. A woman jumps out of the crowd and starts to help gather the garbage; soon there is a small group helping Mum and Mary. The wedding women jump forward and start collecting. Even the bride joins in.

Mum turns back to the salon, and Mary follows. The wedding women come back in. Everybody is quiet for a moment, and then the gasping chatter begins as the hair dryers start to roar.


Chapter Three

It is school break time, and cold. July. I am standing by the new school’s new weather station watching aluminum cones fly in the wind and I see my father coming toward me.

I run to him and jump: uGhh! “You have heavy bones,” he says. His hands are hard against my armpits and my nose burns from the cold air as I swing, like the wind cones.

It is not my birthday. Why is he here?

He says, “Go and call your sister.”

Ciru comes. Jimmy is already in the car.

“You have a baby sister, at War Memorial Hospital.”

Chiqy, my new sister, looks just like I did when I was a baby, says Mum.

I am triumphant.

Because she is also the second girl, she will have a first name of Bufumbira origin, like my name, Binyavanga. In my birth certificate, I am Kenneth Binyavanga Wainaina. She is named Kamanzi. Melissa Kamanzi Wainaina. We nickname her Chiqy. In our family, as in most Gikuyu families, the first boy and first girl are named after the paternal grandparents. The second boy and second girl are named after the maternal grandparents. Jimmy is called James Muigai Wainaina. Ciru is June Wanjiru Wainaina after my father’s mother, Wanjiru. I am Binyavanga, after my mother’s father, and so on. So Binyavanga becomes a Gikuyu name.

We are mixed-up people. We have mixed-up ways of naming too: the Anglo-colonial way, the old Gikuyu way, then the distant names from my mother’s land, a place we do not know. When my father’s brothers and sisters first went to colonial schools, they had to produce a surname. They also had to show they were good Christians by adopting a Western name. They adopted my grandfather’s name as a surname. Wainaina.

Baba says, in the old days, everybody had many names, for many reasons, a name only for your age-mates, a name as the son of your mother, a new name after you became a man. These days, most times, your name is what is on your birth certificate.

…

We are afraid to be inside the house. Shapeless accordion forces have attacked the universe. Kenyatta, the father of Kenya, is dead. Mum is always tired, always talking to our new sister.

Last month the pope died, and this month the new pope died, the smiling pope. All day today, they showed on television grainy old reels of traditional Gikuyu dancers singing for Kenyatta. A man and a woman do a Gikuyu waltz, another man plays shapeless sounds from an accordion as they dance, and Kenyatta, large and hairy, sits on a podium. The mourning for Kenyatta seems to last forever. There is no school.

Georgie and Antonina are our new neighbors. We like to sneak through the hedge into their garden. A whole quarter acre of ripe maize fills the back of their garden.

One warmer-than-usual day, during this never-­ending holiday, we run—­happymanic with uncertainty, fallen leaves crackling and breaking—­and play, sun hot and sure. Soft feathers and grass in an abandoned bird’s nest smell good, rotting and feathery. We find rats’ nests and mongrel puppies as we run with yellow and brown beetle kites. We tie the legs of the beetles with string and let them fly behind us. Hot syrup sweat drips into eyes and stings, and I am lost in this wheat-­colored world of flapping leaves and bare feet digging into hot soil.

We forget to sneak back in time, and as we squeeze through the hole in the kei apple hedge, there is Mum, a belt in hand, carrying baby Chiqy. Chiqy is crying, Mum’s face stony and silent. When she gets angry she does not talk.

At the corner of this fence there is a dead log, an old eucalyptus tree, and an abandoned car we mutilate every day. As we follow Mum, pleading, I stop for a moment to perform the ritual of this place. Every time we knock on the old log, ants come streaming out. They don’t stop. Sometimes so many come out they swarm into our clothes. You hit it and hit them, and they keep swarming out of the dead log. They have patterns I can’t see, but they keep perfect rhythm and time. You knock, they stream, there are endless streams hidden below safe logs, speaking not your language, arranged not like you have been taught to know.

…

It is dark and I don’t know where Ciru and Jimmy are. When the afternoon shadows strike, I knock on Mum’s door. She does not open. I walk to the sitting room, rubbing my back against the wall the whole way, to feel the world.

I am hungry, but do not want to go to the kitchen. The giant portrait of Kenyatta is in the dining room. His eyes watch you, red and real. I turn on the television. Cartoons. I call out, loud, for Jimmy and Ciru to join me. They don’t come. I can hear them playing outside. I sit on the big green velvet sofa.

Every day, all day, we see Kenyatta lying flat and dead on television, and people come to see his body. His body is gray and covered with death-­snot.

I want to explode like frying Uplands pork sausages.

The pouting tip of my cock hurts, swells, and tickles against my trousers. Then jazz trumpets burst the pressure open, and wonderful warmth seeps into my underwear, flutes down my thigh, into the spongy green velvet under my bum, a smooth steady stream of sound and liquid.

I run outside to find Ciru and Jim, before Mum finds out what I have done. My eyes are shut when I streak past the dining room.

…

Mum makes us supper, and that is nice. Baby Chiqy is sleeping. Then Mum goes away to feed Chiqy, and Baba is not yet home. If goat tripe could sing, this is what it would sound like, boiling goat tripe singing on television, singing for Kenyatta. Jimmy is in his room listening to Top of the Pops on BBC Radio. He is in a groovy mood, which means he wants nothing to do with us. Ciru and I are jumping on the sofas, trying to fill the strange silence with action.

An old man grins on the black-­and-­white screen. His beard shifts. Teeth flash. He pushes a stick across a wooden bow and string, tripe and beans boiling and spreading into the house on a hot day. My bright yellow mouth organ is stuck in my mouth and shaped like a maize cob. I am talking all muffled and letting the sounds of my words hum out of the organ. The music sounds like, like chaos.

Television voice: “This delegation from Nyanza Province is playing a nyatiti. They have come to sing for the late President Kenyatta. A nyatiti is a traditional Luo musical instrument.”

Matiti. Ciru giggles. I giggle. Titi. Titties.

We like to play Maasai sometimes. This means taking off our clothes and thrusting our necks forward and making guttural sounds. We move faster and faster, making our bodies perfect anarchy. Soon we are timeless beasts, carried by dizziness and adrenalin, no thoughts or plans or ideas, no past or pattern.

The old man has a colobus monkey–­skin crown. He makes belly sounds—­shaking, shapeless sounds. He rubs the stick up and down, up and down against the string; the tail of each upward movement accordions dangerously against my chest. I roll across the carpet on my stomach and put my eyes next to the screen. I have done this before. Close to the screen, my panic fades. It is clear that their faces are fully owned by the television screen: they have been broken into thousands of small dots; the television has counted every piece that makes them up and they have no mystery. But when I back away from the screen, the man’s shapeless sounds grab me again.

Ciru and I are jumping up and down on the springs of the sofa, and laughing and pointing at the man. We find a strong rhythm and can’t stop laughing. We hug each other, and roll, Ciru and I, laughing. Our bellies hurt. I lie down and face the ceiling, which is clear and white, and my stomach settles, and I can hear the nyatiti rubbing away.

In my mouth is the plastic yellow grin world of the toy maize cob harmonica: fixed, English speaking, Taiwan made, safe, imported unblemished plastic, an Americangrinning mouth organ, each hole a clear separate sound. In school we were taught that all music comes from eight sounds: do, re, mi, fa, sol, la, ti, do—but what those people are singing and playing cannot fit those sounds. Gibberish. Kenyatta is dead. Those red blowtorch eyes in the dining room pulling together all those gathered harambee sounds of people in the many costumes of Kenya, singing and dancing in no choir, many unrelated sounds and languages and styles and costumes, and facial expressions.

They have nothing to do with each other.

Ki-­may.

This is my new word, my secret. Ki. Maay. I let my jaw fall slack, with the second syllable, like a cartoon man with a cash register jaw. Ki-­maaay. It calls at the most unexpected moment. Certainty loses its spine, and starts to accordion. My jaw moves side to side, like a mouth organ. Once the word lives, kima-­aay, it makes its own reality. I rub the word against the roof of my mouth, which is ridged like the ribs of some musical instrument. I swing my jaw slackly from side to side, let small marbles of yodel clamber up my throat, from my chest, let the breaking waves of yodel run on my tongue and leap into the shape of the word, kie-­mae-­ae-­ae-­y… eay…

Kimay is the talking jazz trumpet: sneering skewing sounds, squeaks and strains, heavy sweat, and giant puffed-up cheeks, hot and sweating; bursting to say something, and then not saying anything at all; the hemming and hawing clarinet. Kimay is yodeling Gikuyu women, Scottish square dancing to the accordion-­playing man who wears a hat with a feather. It is a neon man called Jimmy, who has a screaming guitar and a giant Afro. It is ululating Gikuyu women crying around Kenyatta’s body on television. Gurgling Maasai men jumping up and down. Luo men in feathers and Kenyatta beards, nyatittying. Congo men singing like women.

I can speak English. I can speak Kiswahili. Ki-­may is any language that I cannot speak, but I hear every day in Nakuru: Ki-­kuyu, Ki-­Kamba, Ki-­Ganda, Ki-­sii, Gujarati, Ki-­Nyarwanda, (Ki) Ru-­fumbira. Ki-­May. There are so many, I get dizzy. Ki-­may is the accordion, the fiddle, the bagpipe, the trumpet. All those spongy sounds.

I fear slides and bagpipes, swings and dizziness, Idi Amin, and traditional dancers yodeling around the dead president on television. Most of all I fear accordions.


Chapter Four

It is a Sunday. I am nine. We are sitting on a patch of some tough nylon grass next to the veranda. Mum has brought out her Ugandan mats. I am reading a new book. I am reading a new book every day now. This book is about a flamingo woman; she is a secretary, her stick­like legs improbable in cloggy high heels, her handbag in her beak.

Flying away.

The flamingo book came with a carton of books my mum bought from American missionary neighbors who were going back home. The sun is hot. I close my eyes and let the sun shine on my eyelids. Red tongues and beasts flutter, aureoles of red and burning blue. If I turn back to my book, the letters jumble for a moment, then they disappear into my head, and word-­made flamingos are talking and wearing high heels, and I can run barefoot across China, and no beast can suck me in, for I can run and jump farther than they can.

On my trampoline of letters and words.

Mum is shelling peas and humming, and our bodies all hum smoothly with her. Chiqy is peeling petals off flowers; Ciru is running around with a yo-yo from the same American carton of goodies. When Ciru laughs, everybody laughs, and when she is running and laughing, everybody is warm and smiling.

Yellow dahlias hang their heads and start to shed their petals. I think about making a kite, like Jimmy showed us. Take a newspaper. Baba will beat you if you use the Sunday Nation. Cut one page off its twin. Use a knife to split a stick of old bamboo from the fence. Tape sticks, diagonally, with cellotape. Three holes in a triangle, in the right place. Make a long long newspaper tail. Run. Run run.

There are two old kites stuck on the electrical wire. We got into trouble for that.

Standing here, we can see my whole hometown—­stretched springs of smoke and the silos, one a clump of four tall, glued-­together concrete cylinders, Unga (flour) Ltd, and the other two separate metallic blue and silver tubes, silos, where Baba works, Pyrethrum Board of Kenya. We call it Pie Board. He is the managing director. It is a farmers’ marketing cooperative. There is a factory. Labs and research scientists. Process­ing. Pyrethrins are a key ingredient for international insecticides. Like Johnson’s It.

Behind us is Menengai Crater; to the west, sitting under Nakuru Golf Club, is Lena Moi Primary, where we all go to school. At the bottom, near the lake, are thousands of tiny rusty-metal-roofed houses. When school bells ring, tens of thousands of people come streaming out of those homes.

Ciru has been number one in her class every term since she was five. Last term I surprised everybody, including myself, and beat Ekya Shah and was number one in my class. I like the new things we do, like English composition, and geography especially. You don’t lose marks for handwriting, and my handwriting is terrible. I do not concrentrate in class, but I read everything I can touch.

Daniel Toroitich arap Moi is our new president. He is young, awkward, and fumbling, but clean, tall, and sharp in a suit. He is on tele­vision, moving like an accordion, apologizing in his uncertain voice for just being here. He has found himself at the center of things and does not know what to do now that he is no longer Kenyatta’s vice president.

Like Mary, in our class, who is large and hulking and always bent over scribbling. She pretends she can read, but sometimes we catch the book upside down, her body locked into a fierce bow, her eyes glaring at the book.

My neck and ears burn when I see a teacher turn to her and say, “Mary, what is the answer?”

Sometimes we like Moi because he fumbles, like all of us. He isn’t booming like Kenyatta, or polished and slick like Charles Njonjo. His English stumbles; his Kiswahili is broken and sincere. We have no idea what man and mind he is in his home language, Tugen. That is a closed world to the rest of the country outside his people. We are not curious about that world. We make a lot of jokes about him.

It is almost lunchtime, and boiled cauliflower looms. We live on top of the hill. We look down on the town. From here, looking down on Nakuru, everywhere there are purple, puffed-up cabbages of blooming jacaranda heads. Cauliflowering, I think. I shudder and look away.

I look past the silos, to the edge of town: the symmetrical fields of green maize. Kellogg’s Corn Flakes. Then wheat. Weetabix is unbeatabix. All around, in the distance, are mountains.

Nakuru is a high-altitute town at the bottom of the Rift Valley. This geography-class contradiction confuses me. Ciru and I like to call Kenya’s tallest building Kenyatta Cornflakes Center.

Brown is near. Green far. Blue farthest. The hills in the distance are dark. Maasailand.

From here you can see Kenya’s main highway—the Mombasa-­Kisumu Road, where there are often long, long lines of army tanks and trucks going to the Lanet barracks. Uganda is still falling. Idi Amin ran away. They killed all the prisoners and left blood and guts in the prison. Some bodies had no heads. Tanzania and Museveni attacked Amin. Mum is on the phone a lot with uncles and aunties. Most of them are now all over the world.

President Moi says Kenya is an Island of Peace. President Moi says Somali Shifta bandits are trying to destabilize Kenya. Somali Shiftas don’t tuck in their shirts. The king of Rwanda is nearly seven feet tall and is always standing outside Nairobi Cinema, where women come and kneel in front of him. He is not allowed into Rwanda. He is a refugee. He used to flirt with Mum before she met and fell in love with Baba.

Kings are in trouble. From presidents. The Buganda king is a waiter in London. Uganda is a picture on a map, shaped like the back of the bumpy head of somebody facing giant Congo stubbornly, his long kimay jaw swaying as it cuts into Rwanda. His face is full of lakes and rivers.

Presidents are also in trouble from generals. Like Uganda, and Sudan to the north. Everybody is in trouble from communists. Like Mengistu Haile Mariam, whose hand I shook when he visited Baba’s factory with President Moi and our school choir sang for him. He was very short and had size five Bata shoes, exactly my size. Lord Baden-Powell was also a size five. He left his footprint at Rowallan campsite in Nairobi.

In every classroom there is a map with a photo of the president’s head in the center of each African country. Kenya is an island of peace, it says on TV all the time. People should stop politicking, Moi says.

Mum’s home in Uganda is near the border with Rwanda, near Congo. She can’t go to visit; the border is closed.

I look up from my book, from the surety of flying flamingo secretaries, look up first at the sky, then at pink and blue Lake Nakuru below us. A first word and picture book, my own book, snaps into place in my mind. In it, clouds are the hair of God. He is old and balding. The radiant blue light leaks out of his head. We sit inside him, receiving rain and sun, thunder and lightning.

I look up to watch the flamingos rise up from the lake, like leaves in the wind. Our dog, Juma, is grinning, mouth open and panting and harmless, and I have this feeling. It is a pink and blue feeling, as sharp as the clear highland sky. Goose bumps are thousands of feathers, a swarm of possible people waiting to be called out from the skin of the world, by faith, by the right words, the right breeze.

The wind swoops down, God breathes, and across the lake a million flamingos rise, the edges of Lake Nakuru lift, like pink skirts swollen by petticoats, now showing bits of blue panties, and God gasps, the skirts blow higher, the whole lake is blue and the sky is full of circling flamingos.
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