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Chapter 1 – Birth


Before I could breathe, the world was already changing direction. Three days that know nothing of each other and yet are linked like a chain around my first cry: 17 June, 30 June, 1 July 1991. Each calendar page marks a different end, and from each end grows a beginning that affects me, even though I cannot yet open my eyes.


On 17 June 1991, the South African Parliament repeals the Population Registration Act, that cold register that forces people into categories and derives their entire life destiny from them. In the news, the words sound matterof-fact, but between the lines there is trembling. Frederik Willem de Klerk speaks of a necessary step, Nelson Mandela of a path that is finally becoming passable, Cyril Ramaphosa and Roelf Meyer search for phrases that will hold up in negotiations, while Mangosuthu Buthelezi still vacillates between warning and approval. Outside on the streets, some cheer, others silently count the wounds that remain. I am still a breath away, a name that no one knows – and yet this date sets the tone for my time: lines that divide are not forever.


Thirteen days later, on 30 June 1991, Nairobi smells of rain and dust, diesel and soap. At Kenyatta National Hospital, the neon tube hums above the ward corridor, metal clatters somewhere, a nurse wraps gauze like a steady prayer. My mother digs her hand deep into the mattress, anchoring herself as if she had to pull two worlds together so that I could fit through. My father stands at the foot of the bed, pretending he knows exactly what to do, yet betraying himself with his fingers trembling in his trouser pockets. The radio on the counter by the nurses' station tells of South Africa, of a law that has been repealed, and of a continent trying out a new dawn. At this moment, I am just a bundle of warmth, a jumbled rhythm of heartbeats and cries, but everything that is happening outside seeps into the room like damp air through the window frame.


The midwife who takes me in her arms says my name loud and clear, as if engraving it into something soft that will later become hard: forms, school notebooks, passports. "Winnie," she says, and my mother laughs because there is suddenly space in that sound. My grandmother arrives hours later, places her hand on my forehead as if reading an invisible inscription there. "You'll see," she says, "and you won't go under." Someone is secretly selling mandazi in the hallway; my uncle brings in a greasy paper bag, and the nurse pretends not to notice. That's what my first celebration tastes like: sugar, flour and a little bit of rebellion.


One day later, on 1 July 1991, men in Prague bring an era to a close. The Warsaw Pact is formally dissolved with signatures that look sober but are in fact the result of hard work. Václav Havel, the writer who became president, gives a speech that is no grander than the people it concerns. Jiří Dienstbier and Luboš Dobrovský stand at his side, Hungary's Géza Jeszenszky and Poland's Krzysztof Skubiszewski speak of an end that opens doors, and in Moscow, Mikhail Gorbachev tries to stay the course that is making the world quieter. The television images show flags, pens, hands. What they do not show are the suitcases in attics, the cities that breathe differently when the sound of tanks is just a memory. I am one day old and learn my first law: even the smallest feel the impact of big decisions without knowing why.


It sounds like coincidence, but it is the framework that life gives me. In Pretoria, a law that kept people in boxes is repealed. In Prague, an alliance that hardened borders for decades comes to an end. I lie between them – between two acts of cessation that ask me nothing and yet give me something: the inkling that systems are mortal and that one can breathe in the cracks between yesterday and tomorrow.


Suddenly, the hospital room is quiet, that strange silence after the noise, when all hands know what they are doing. The midwife shows my mother how to hold me so that my head doesn't tilt back. Later, I realise that this is how you have to be carried through the years: with hands that are firm yet yield when you resist. My father counts his fingers as if the world consisted of ten tests that I had passed. Outside, the rain is drying at the edges of the city, and in the alleys, a matatu conductor calls out destinations that sound like poems. On this day, Nairobi is a sound that I remember without knowing that I remember it.


The first photos show neon lights, a grey blanket of clouds hanging over the hills, and a teacup on a tray. Later, I will be told how a young nurse dreamed of studying in Europe, of bridges in Prague and jazz cellars in Krakow; how a male nurse talked about South Africa and how it feels when a state finally allows you to be yourself; how the ward smelled of disinfectant and hope at the same time. I believe everything they tell me because that is how the world sounds this year: cautious, but true.


I have my first piece of clothing, a tiny fabric shirt with buttons that are too big. Someone has written my name on it, angular and clear, and I like that, long before I have any wishes. In the years to come, I will learn that names are sometimes passports and sometimes bulwarks, that they can open me up or lock me in, depending on who utters them. But today, on day one, "Winnie" is just a promise that I will be seen.


Later – so much later that another decade counts my breath – I will travel to Oman, not to look, but to work. I will mop rooms, make beds, stand in kitchens where the night smells of cardamom. A form will say "maid", above it my name, again in those block letters that never tremble. Perhaps then I will think of those three days that framed my beginning: the vote in South Africa, the signatures in Prague, the neon light above my first bed. I will understand that political and private are not separate languages, but two voices trying to sing the same song.


But now I am new to the world, and the world is new to me. My mother is asleep, my father is sitting on a wobbly chair and looking at me as if he first has to get used to the fact that something so small takes up so much space. Newspaper rustles in the hallway. A doctor moves a metal step. Somewhere, a cup clinks so brightly that I could swear it sets the tone for my whole life.


Three days, three beats. 17 June – a law is repealed. 30 June – I arrive. 1 July – an alliance ends. I don't know anything yet about registers, contracts, borders. But I learn that you can breathe while the world changes its skin. And that sometimes it's enough to open your hand to see if it fits inside.









Chapter 2 – City by the lake


Homa Bay was a smell before it was a place: damp nets in the morning, the sweet grease of mandazi, the metallic breath of the lake when the wind swept along the alleys from the water. I grew up in this mixture as if it were a language. The adults called it Lake Victoria, others called it "Nam Lolwe," and both names felt right. When the sun rose, it hung low over the boats, and the men on the shore carried their voices like paddles, broad, rhythmic, reliable. Oil sizzled in the huts, coins clattered in the kiosks, and somewhere, one child was always calling for another. That's how the day began: with calls and responses.


In the mornings, my mother took me to school if she had time, otherwise I went with the neighbour's children. We walked past the market, where the women spread out the fish, silver on raffia, eyes that looked at you as if they knew what you would become. The market women knew everyone's fate. They knew who was ill, who was engaged, whose husband was fishing further out than their nerves would allow, and whose son was suddenly walking around in shoes that were too big because an uncle had come from the city. They also knew what politics was doing to the price of tomatoes, without ever mentioning the word "politics". When the men in the tea rooms talked about "those up there," the women just said, "Beans are expensive today."


At school, there was a large, worn map of Africa, patched up with tape at the corners. Our teacher, Mr O., pointed with his stick to the lines that had been drawn, straightened and asserted in the years before I was born. "Borders," he said, "are promises or problems – depending on who reads them." He had us trace rivers, murmur names that sounded like poems: Congo, Niger, Limpopo. For me, the most important line remained the one between water and land. Standing on the lake shore, I understood that edges can be soft without disappearing.


In the afternoon, when the heat spread, I heard the radio voices from far away. They talked about new parties, about old men in suits shaking hands as if they had just carried something heavy together. The adults said the country was making progress – small, uneven, but noticeable steps. All I understood was that the discussions in the evening lasted longer than usual. Uncles argued in the courtyard, aunts stacked plates with a determination that said: we'll manage. When the power went out again, my father carried the old kerosene lamp into the middle and placed it so that every face got a bit of light. "Politics isn't just at the ballot box," he said quietly. "Politics is whether there's rice in the pot tonight."


Sometimes I went to the shore with my grandfather. He was a man who called a spade a spade without raising his voice. "Look," he said, pointing to the boats. "A boat is just wood until people give it direction." I nodded as if I understood and collected the small cuts that shells leave when you carelessly walk barefoot. Grandfather told me about years when the nets were fuller, about times when the winds changed and prices with them. "There are days when the lake takes something from you. And others when it takes you at your word," he said. That was a language I liked: no promises, but agreements.


At home, we lived close together. Walls were more like suggestions than boundaries, voices travelled through wood as they did through water. When the older children learned, I learned with them; when the older ones cared, I cared with them. My mother could make something that tasted like home out of very little. My father often said that his reward was a guest who didn't stay overnight. But he laughed as he said it, as if he wanted to force the guest to stay longer. Some evenings smelled of tea and exhaustion, others of stories. Then Uncle K. told us about the city, about lifts that you didn't have to walk to, and about streets that had more lights than we had stars. "One day," he said to me, "you will see these lights and know that they don't have to blind you."


On the radio, they sometimes talked about the continent as if it were a single body with many wounds and muscles. From the south came words like "transition" and "reconciliation," from the west "illness" and "hope," the north sounded like quiet agreements, the east like corridors that were to be built. I understood: the big things were never far away. When the currency fell on the radio, I felt it in the market women's bags. When politicians promised new rules, we found them the next day in the director's forms. When trucks full of cement bags clogged the road, we knew that somewhere nearby the future was being built – not for us, but close enough to breathe the dust.


On Sundays, the neighbourhood was painted in different colours. Clothes were taken out of boxes, shoes were polished, voices were tuned. In church, I learned to sit still, and at the same time I learned that silence is sometimes the loudest protest one can afford. We said prayers that were so general that they applied to every house, and so specific that the neighbour nodded when the pastor spoke of the hospital bill. After the service, there were hugs that lasted longer than necessary, as if we were holding on to each other so that nothing would be lost between Monday and Saturday.


Not everything was beautiful. There were days when the water seemed greyer than it should have been, and nights when people walked faster than usual in the neighbourhood. There were adults who promised too much and sounded different in the morning than they did in the evening. There were small acts of meanness that became big because they were not addressed. And illnesses that crept up quietly. But there was also the reliability of routines: the way to school, the market, counting coins, underlining a sentence in a notebook. I realised early on that order does not mean that nothing goes wrong. Order means knowing who will help when things go wrong.


My favourite place was the step in front of our house. From there, I could see the sky between two roofs like the spine of a book with no title. In the evenings, a cool wind would sometimes blow in from the lake, as if carrying news that would only find its words tomorrow. Then I thought of the map in the classroom and how Mr O. tapped his stick on Homa Bay, as if he had to assure the world that we would not be forgotten. I imagined the lines on the map breathing, shifting slightly in the dark and then snapping back into place, like boats rocking on the shore yet remaining tied fast.


During those years, I learned the silent laws of the adult world. That bills don't wait because someone is tired. That laughter is a tool. That advice rarely falls from the sky, but sometimes from the lake. I learned that the decisions made at round tables in faraway cities end up as round coins in my hand – or as empty ones that you run your thumb over to see if you've made a mistake. When I think of Homa Bay today, the first thing I hear is the beating of the wet nets and the "psst" of the lamp when the wick gets too short. I see my mother pulling the pot off the fire so that nothing sticks, and my father sharpening the machete with a mixture of defiance and care, as if he could use it to split not only logs but also worries. I see myself, a thin girl in a dress that belonged to another summer, my knees scratched, my forehead too big for my face. I see myself drawing a line in the dust with my foot and testing whether I can cross it with one step without turning around.


Homa Bay taught me how to wait without missing out. How to listen in order to understand, not to respond. How to think of a family as a team, even if everyone wears a different jersey. And that politics is not a distant spectacle, but the sum of the paths you walk every day: to school, to the market, to the shore, to your neighbour's house. When the radio talked about new beginnings, I held my mother's hand tighter. Not out of fear, but because I felt that beginnings need not only a place, but also someone to say: It's good that you're here.


That's how my town by the lake was: a beginning that never wanted to end. A chapter that quietly faded into the next. I didn't know yet that one day we would leave, that my father would receive news that could be summed up in a single word and would take a long time to get over. I only knew that the lake was breathing, and that I was breathing with it. That was enough to keep going.









Chapter 3 – The Move


The news did not come like a thunderclap, but rather like a leaf falling too slowly from a tree, so that you can see it for a long time and yet do nothing about it. My father brought it home in his bag, a letter with a stamp and date, its words dry as old wood. Retrenchment. A word that hung in the air as if it had barbs. My mother read it twice, as if the letters might be gentler on second glance. All I understood was that something had come to an end before we could prepare for it.


The days that followed had a temperature all their own. The adults spoke more quietly, but more often. Things that had been allowed to remain broken forever were repaired. Papers were sorted, piles were made that were supposed to look orderly. My father cut his nails short, as if he needed new handles on his hands. We were told we would be moving in with our grandparents in Ugunja, Siaya County, where children are never alone because cousins appear everywhere when the sun moves. I imagined a house that was bigger than its walls because the people inside stretched the walls with their presence.


Packing was a lesson in humility. What is important when space on the bus and in a future that does not yet know us is limited? A pot that reliably does not burn. A pot lid that no longer fits perfectly, but still does. Blankets that have stored stories. Two skirts that can be worn everywhere in rotation. Notebooks whose empty pages hope so loudly that you can almost hear them. My mother wrapped glasses in old newspapers, as if she were packing not things, but the hope that nothing would break at the next stop. My father sat next to her, counting in his head and keeping his mouth shut so that no number we might still need would escape.


The journey dragged on, as if the bus had to measure the distance not only in kilometres, but in life changes. The landscape changed more slowly than the thoughts of the adults, who whispered and compared prices and exchanged names at the stops. I sat by the window and watched fields pass by that looked like calm faces. In the seats in front of us, a woman said that her husband had also received a letter that he had been unable to prevent. Someone mentioned the government, someone else the upcoming elections, someone else spoke of new rules that judged old habits more harshly. Politics crept like fine dust through every crack in the bus, even to the children on the back benches.


Ugunja did not welcome us with trumpets, but with the sober gaze of a place that knows what work is. My grandparents' house stood a little apart, broad and close to the ground, as if to say that steadfastness has nothing to do with height. A courtyard where chickens directed where everyone walked. A shady spot under a tree whose crown regulated the heat. Inside, the rooms were not closed worlds, but stops in the roundabout of a large household. There were many of us. Grandfather, grandmother, aunts, uncles, children of different sizes, arranged like notes on a line, yet each retaining its own sound.


I was given a bed that was bigger in the evening than in the morning because I learned to make room. Rooms in large families follow different geometries. Doors are not there to be locked, but to divert the wind. Walls are pores through which voices wander. I got used to sleep that already carried stories in the morning – who coughed during the night, who laughed loudly in their dreams, who got up to go out into the yard because their thoughts became too much. It wasn't a disturbance. It was a choir.


Work here had a clock that ran fast. Fetch water before the sun beats down on your back. Gather firewood while your hands are still fresh. Read grains that teach patience. My grandmother gave tasks as naturally as if they woke up with the light. She could say, "Do it slowly," and mean, "Do it well." In her world, care was a form of love that didn't need to be constantly named. I learned that a good bowl of water is not only clean, but ready in time before anyone needs it.


My grandfather spoke little, but when he did, every syllable was firm. He showed me the plot behind the house, running his hand over the plants as if stroking a child's hair. "This earth," he said, "is not just soil. It is a contract. If you give, it gives back. If you take without asking, it becomes silent and pretends not to hear you." He spoke of rain as if it were a friend you don't push. I began to see the clouds not just as sky, but as a calendar. In the first few weeks, my father came back from the market later every evening, even if he didn't buy anything. He practised standing between stalls, weighing things up, talking without buying. He had to find his way back into a life that no longer revolved around a job. Men who knew him patted him on the shoulder as if encouragement were a tool. Some offered opportunities that were actually tests. My father listened. He said, "Not everything that helps today will help tomorrow." In this attitude lay a new pride, cautious but genuine.


In the evenings, the courtyard became a parliament. Children played until the voices of the adults narrowed the playing field. They talked about prices, about shoulders that were tired, about news from Nairobi. On the radio, commentators spoke in clear tones about directions, reforms, alliances. For us, this translated into questions that no one had to ask. Will the money be enough? How many roosters are too many when you have to buy grain at high prices? Who goes to the city to get a stamp that promises to make things easier, but ends up making them harder at the counter?


I went to a new school where the chalk smelled like chalk and the floor smelled like dust that didn't bother anyone. Classes became communities because we explained things to each other before the teacher was finished. I learned how to get far with little material when many hands are willing. A girl showed me the way to the water source as if it were the most important place in the world, and it was. Those who know how water flows learn how days flow.


There were moments of shame that didn't ask me if I was ready. When someone asked why we had come and I couldn't say the word 'retrenchment' without stumbling. When my father's shirt looked new because it no longer served any purpose to look old. When my mother smiled even though her forehead had no time for wrinkles. But shame is a poor advisor. One day, Grandmother took me aside. "Here," she said, "it doesn't matter why you fall. What matters is how you get back up." She gave me a cloth that was old and beautiful, and I understood that beauty grows in places you hold on to.


Over time, I noticed how different silence sounds in the countryside. In the city, silence is a pause in the noise. Here, silence was a presence in its own right. You could hear the corn growing, the chickens clucking, the wind tugging at the edge of the tiles. In this silence, I heard clearly for the first time what was speaking inside me. The concern about what we had lost. The relief that no one was alone. The curiosity about a life that has fewer choices but more closeness.


Politics remained a background noise that set the pace. When slogans grew louder somewhere, beans became more expensive elsewhere. When new promises were made, old lists were brought out. People talked about the possibility of a coming change, about faces that smiled too often on the radio, as if they were tired or very convinced. The adults said: Maybe it will get better, maybe it will just be different. I learned that both can be a form of hope.


The big discussions about the country, about corruption, about reforms had very concrete translations for us. Did a decision mean better roads to the market? Did it mean a health centre that not only had a name but also medicines? Did it mean school fees that could be paid with a goat without losing face? The world maps in the minds of adults were not colourful pieces of paper, but paths along which balance sheets ran.


I grew up in the midst of all this. I learned to share with cousins who laughed faster than me and with cousins who had their hands everywhere. I learned that respect does not mean being quiet, but speaking at the right time. I learned that a full pot is more of a result than a state of being. And I learned that families can be large without becoming chaotic if everyone knows what they are getting up for in the morning.


One afternoon, as the sun flattened the yard, I stood with my father at the edge of the plot. He held the machete like a promise he was deliberately putting down this time. "Sometimes," he said, "work ends before you do. Then you have to redefine what you're worth." He didn't say it like a lesson, more like a sentence he himself had only recently been able to say. I nodded and looked at my hands, which already knew the shapes of the tasks that awaited them.


Ugunja didn't make things easier for us right away. But it gave structure to the difficult. When you live together, a network automatically develops. Someone catches you when you fall – not always gently, but reliably. My grandfather called this "the geometry of closeness". I liked this expression because it showed that it's not just about feelings, but also about arrangement. People are like furniture that has to be arranged in a meaningful way for a room to function.


When the first rain came, the earth smelled as if it were relief itself. My grandmother held her face in the drizzle as if the sky were speaking to her skin. Children jumped barefoot through puddles, and the chickens acted as if they had always known this would happen. I stood there and thought: maybe this is our new beginning. Not as a return to the old, but as an acceptance of what is now.


Later, when I go to other cities, mop other rooms, speak other languages, I will always carry this courtyard within me. The tree that provides shade without being asked. The grandfather who measures time by listening to the water in the pot. The grandmother who checks with her hand whether a cloth is lying well, and in doing so actually asks whether the day has been good. I will know that retrenchment was an end – and our move the proof that endings do not have to have the last word.


So Ugunja remained the chapter in which I learned that loss and gain are not opposites, but often the same event from two sides. That politics is not a distant stage, but the sum of small decisions we make at home. And that an extended family does not mean chaos, but an architecture that supports you when the outer walls shake. In this architecture, I found my place – not as a point, but as a knot holding several threads together.









Chapter 4 – First love, first weight


Love often begins like a light that you only notice once it has been burning for a while. For me, it was a glance across a market stall, a laugh that sounded as if it knew more about me than I did myself. In Ugunja, feelings had little place in sentences, but plenty of space between them. We spoke in hints, in gestures, in small acts of service that suddenly became more meaningful because a hand lingered a little longer than necessary. That's how it began, quietly and without promise, in a year that was dusty and long.


He sometimes worked on the truck that unloaded and loaded the sacks, and sometimes in the fields when hands were needed. I liked the way he lifted things as if they were not just a burden but a task. We walked side by side when the evening flattened the heat and talked about the kind of future that you only hint at so as not to scare it away. He told me about plans that were just big enough to say out loud and small enough not to be lies. So far, so true.


Between our conversations lay the world. The years rustled on the radios, election campaigns rattled on in the cities, and somewhere promises burst that had been bigger than the ones we dared to make. At home, lists were kept of what money came in and what had to go out. My father searched for a rhythm that would not break him without a steady wage, my mother had a bowl for every problem, which she filled as if worry could be cooked. In the extended family, feelings were never private property. When someone laughed, everyone laughed. When someone was silent, you could hear it in every cup.


One day, a new word hung in the air without being spoken. I knew it first in my body, in the tiredness that couldn't be explained by sleep, in the urge to eat and then immediately not want anything anymore. I knew it from the look in my grandmother's eyes as she placed her hand on my back, as if she could read through my skin. Later, the nurse said the word, matter-of-factly, practised, without any of the music I heard in it. Pregnant. The sound was so loud that it drowned out all the noises of the market for a moment.


The news settled on my days like a star over a well. I carried it with wonder and acceptance, with pride and fear, with the feeling that something inside me speaks a language that all people have always understood. The adults sat down as if they had to hold on to their chairs. My father was silent, my mother breathed slowly, and my grandmother furrowed her brow in a way that looked more like she was calculating than reprimanding. He, the porter with the reliable hands, suddenly became lighter in his words. He did not say that he was overwhelmed. He said: soon, shortly, as soon as. Words that are like crooked supports – you lean on them until you feel them wobble.


The time until the birth was a mixture of tenderness and counting. I didn't knit names into blankets, I wrote them in my heart because wool was too expensive. I walked more slowly, without stopping. I learned that caring has a geometry – the belly becomes the centre, and all paths lead to it. The body was transformed into a house that sounded different in the morning than in the evening. Sometimes I lay awake and heard the soft scraping of the world on my windows, and sometimes I slept so deeply as if sleep were an agreement with the morning. My grandmother brought herbs, my mother brought stories, my father brought silence that was not empty, but heavy.


When my son was born, it was as if a second heaven had opened above the first. He cried briefly, as if to announce his arrival, and then calmed down with a breath so steady that I thought it was a call. I held him like an answer I had not sought but always needed. The extended family breathed with us. An aunt stood in the doorway and held the curtain as if light were a guest that had to be let through. My grandfather placed his index finger on the child's forehead and nodded, as if recognising something that only old people can see.


In the first few weeks, everything was palm-sized: the bottle, sleep, the fear that suddenly entered the room when a whimper sounded different from yesterday. I learned that love does not only reside in grand gestures, but in the short distances between bed, bowl, arm. I learned how to hold the world with one hand and try not to drop it with the other. And I learned that days get longer when you divide them in half – before the cry and after the cry, before feeding and after feeding, before the look that says I'm here and after the look that says stay.
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