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For Kenya and the Kenyan peoples, whose kindness and hospitality gave me two unforgettable years.
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I wish I could remember the way I first saw it – through the fresh and innocent eyes I had then and not the cynical ones that I have now.


I wish I could remember how it first felt to stand at the top of the aeroplane steps in the early morning January brightness and to look out across Jomo Kenyatta Airport towards the dust-blown Kenyan wilderness beyond the wire. To wonder about the wildness there, and not just to see the cracked tarmac beneath my feet. To see the acacia trees and scrub and to hear one million cicadas playing violins in the distance.


I am sure I must have been thrilled by the colonial façade of the decaying buildings, the superb starlings that must have been there, and the black kites hanging in the clear sky, when I still thought black kites were rare like the red kites back home and not as common as the crows which peck their carrion feasts from the rubbish dumps and slums that surround the city. And the heat on the back of my neck, even though it was only eight in the morning – that must have surprised me, and the dryness of the red sandy dust blown in from the Sahara.


I can remember the missing steps on the non-moving moving-staircase as if I stood above them now. And the dangling strip lights above the juddering baggage carousel and the piece of stained and fraying rope which acted as the flush on the toilet cistern that had no lid.


The sullen man behind the immigration desk waving me away for not completing a form correctly but not telling me which part of it I had filled out wrong. That must have made me smile at the time, I am sure, before I came to know the way Kenya works, that if I had offered him chai he might have been more helpful. He couldn’t have been less welcoming if he had tried.


And then through the unattended customs desk, past the big black cleaning ladies in shiny blue acrylic overalls and multi-coloured headscarves pushing battered tin buckets with broken-ended mops, and sliding them across the stained concrete floors. And on out into the mad scrum of the arrivals lounge and the first battle to keep hold of my possessions as a dozen Kikuyu taxi drivers fought for my attention.


Then Donald Otieno appeared holding a cigarette in one hand and a board with my name on it in the other. ‘Karibu Kenya Mr Griffiths,’ he said holding his arms wide and welcoming. ‘Welcome to Kenya,’ he said gently and his face crumpled into a smile. He guided me through the crowd and out to his vehicle and bounced me up the Nairobi-Mombasa Highway towards the city.


I will never forget Donald Otieno.
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I remember driving up the highway, past the people walking along the roadside. Men, neat in dark nylon suits and polished shoes, and women with babies on their backs in shawls and bundles on their heads like in the travel programmes on television. The smells of the market-stalls set out inches from the tarmac and the small duka kiosks selling fruit, soft drinks, chocolates and Rooster cigarettes one cigarette at a time.


The smell of the fruit and the diesel fumes and the sweet magnolia trees and flowers. The tiny, skinny children with huge white smiles and shiny black skin running along dirt tracks parallel to the highway, running to school, dressed up smart in bright red and blue uniforms, boys in short trousers, girls in longer skirts, some wearing shoes with socks pulled up to the knee, others barefoot but oblivious to the thorns and sharp stones in their path. 


The sight of the city ahead of us, growing nearer and larger with the tall glass-fronted hotels and Kenyatta Conference Centre that, from a distance, make the Nairobi city skyline look like any modern city in the Western world.


The posters for Coca-Cola and Fanta on huge billboards also could have been from anywhere in the world, but all the faces on them were black, which seems obvious now, and I am amazed I had ever imagined they would be anything else. Other billboards advertised Toss and Omo washing powders, Tusker Beer, Uchumi and Nakumat supermarkets and other brand names which became so familiar to me over the next two years.


‘There are as many accidents on Kenya’s roads each year as there are in England,’ said Donald as we passed an overturned lorry on the central reservation. ‘Kenya has only 50,000 vehicles while there are over 30 million cars on the roads in England,’ and he smiled toothily at the equation.


The highway was pock-marked with cavernous potholes, and huge piles of garbage lined the gutters and pavement. Shiny shoes walked round them and skipped from one side of the road to the other ahead of the rushing vehicles, while street-children danced between the traffic and competed with the street-corner cripples in their pleading for charitable help.


We came to rest at a packed roundabout, and I peered up at the luxury hotel to our right, but then a lorry pulled up beside us and gunned its engine, filling the car with putrid black smoke through Donald’s open window. The lorry edged forward, forcing its way into the traffic on the roundabout. There was a screech of tyres, and a packed minibus-taxi, known in Kenya as a matatu, ploughed into its side, spilling people into the street through its open side door and front window.


Donald seemed barely to notice as he took advantage of the break in the traffic and turned quickly left along Ngong Road.


With one hand on the clasp ready to release my seat belt I looked back at the wreckage. ‘Shouldn’t we stop and help?’ I asked.


Donald changed gear and shot past an ancient Mercedes on the inside lane before swinging in front of it and charging up the hill; he found the road blocked by another matatu waiting at a junction and cramming in still more people. ‘If you stopped at every accident you saw in this country,’ he said grinning again, ‘you would never get anywhere.’
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I handed in my notice at the school I had been teaching at in Cardiff when the father of a pupil threatened me outside the school gates one afternoon. It was the same day my divorce papers came through.


The previous day a fifteen-year-old boy had been excluded for pulling a knife on me in class. It was during the first lesson of a new year, September term, and we were doing a dictation. I came to a comma midway through a sentence.


‘Oi! How do you spell comma, Mr Griffiths?’ the boy shouted. A few children laughed, and I told him not to be stupid and to concentrate on his work. He got up from his desk, walked up the aisle with an exaggerated swagger, pulled a small Swiss Army knife from his pocket and held it up, pointing at my throat.


He was half my size, and his hand was shaking with fear, and I could see tears in his eyes as I reached up slowly and twisted his wrist until he dropped the knife at our feet. Then I let go, and he stumbled back against a desk and began to cry with shock.


The school’s headmaster listened to what happened and shook his head. ‘You should never man-handle a child, Griff,’ he told me. ‘You have been teaching long enough to know that.’


The headmaster called the boy’s parents and excluded him until the end of the week, but the next day there were reporters waiting outside the school when I came in to work.


The school trustees met at lunchtime and formally cautioned me for my behaviour; and at the end of the day the boy’s shaven-headed father and three of his buddies met me at the gate.


The next day I handed in my notice and bought a copy of the Times Educational Supplement. I applied for four jobs, was interviewed for three, offered two, and picked Greenfields School in Nairobi, Kenya.


I stayed in Cardiff until the end of that term, got my injections, had a party and, four months to the day after the knife incident, Donald Otieno dropped me in Greenfields School housing compound, saying I should make myself at home and that the headmaster, Mr Rivers, would be along sometime to check I was OK.


So I found my rooms, scattered some clothes around and went to bed.


I slept most of the afternoon and was woken by Donald tapping on my door to tell me that Mr Rivers was in his office waiting to take me out for supper.


The tall, grey-haired Mr Rivers looked me up and down as we shook hands and walked towards his 4x4, my jeans, sweatshirt and trainers just about tidy enough for an evening out at the Nairobi Club. ‘It’s your first evening in-country, and it’s not right for you to be alone here, Griff,’ he said and winked kindly. ‘You are one of our Greenfield’s family, and I hope you will feel a part of it in no time at all.’


He pointed out the Yaya Centre as we bounced along Argwings Kodhek Road heading in towards the city. ‘It has a good supermarket, bookshop and post office,’ he said. ‘It’s owned by Nicholas Biwott and has the best imported food. Even Marmite,’ and I smiled at his delight. ‘We have only been able to get Marmite for the last five years!’


‘Glen Stevens’ family live down there.’ He pointed up the potholed Tigoni Road. ‘They are missionaries from New Zealand and good members of the club. He hopes you might help out with some coaching in his mission school during the holidays. He is trying to teach some of them cricket, but see how you feel.’ He pointed to a large complex of wide, low buildings as we edged around a roundabout with much more caution than Donald had shown earlier in the day. ‘That’s the city crematorium.’ Behind it a series of tower blocks spread down the hill, and, further on, the plains of Nairobi National Park which opened up below us. ‘Beyond it is the Nyayo Estate,’ he said, ‘with the Kabira Highrise and Madaraka further down again. They are a couple of Nairobi’s concrete slums as opposed to the tin ones like Kawangwaire and Mukuru where Glen Stevens’ work is based.’ He spoke quickly and I tried to take it all in.


‘Nairobi Hospital is up on the left. It’s a private hospital with some of the best doctors in East Africa. All Greenfields’ ex-pat staff members have health insurance as part of their contracts, and it is there you will be going if you do get ill. It’s much better than Kenyatta Hospital.’ We passed the sign to another vast grey building on our right as we turned left into the Nairobi Club. ‘That is Kenyatta Hospital,’ he frowned. ‘Patients steal each other’s blankets in there. It’s certainly one to be avoided.’


In the Nairobi Club’s cricket pavilion Mr Rivers hung his club jacket on a rack by the bar, and we sunk into two low leather armchairs and looked out across the scorched brown grass towards the whitewashed walls of the squash clubs and leylandii hedge on the far side of the cricket field. Sacred ibis, with their round, white bodies and long, black, curved beaks walked in the outfield, and more black kites circled high overhead.


A dozen middle-aged Asians walked round and round the boundary rope, some in small groups and some in couples, with the woman walking a few steps behind. The evening light accentuated the magnificent colour of the women’s saris, and the acacia trees on a bank beyond the boundary glowed in the low evening sun.


‘This is my favourite time of the day,’ said Mr Rivers gently, leaning towards me as he gestured for the drinks waiter. ‘Mbili Tusker baridi tafadali,’ he called with authority. ‘We are so close to the equator that dusk lasts for such a short time.’ The red-waistcoated waiter hurried over with our two cold Tusker beers. He opened the bottles and left them frothing on a table in front of us. ‘Asante sana, Jacob. Thanks,’ he said to the waiter, glancing up and smiling at him. ‘It is an amazing light.’


We sipped the bitter hoppy beer and ate samaki wa kupaka – grilled white fish and coconut cream – with chips and bajias and a hot sweet and sour sauce. The fish was tilapia, freshly caught and delivered from Lake Victoria in western Kenya. It tasted like British perch, but without the bones.


‘I have been here nearly twenty-five years,’ Mr Rivers said, as he sat back and sipped slowly on his beer. ‘I started on a two-year contract like you, but I was up-county near Limuru. It was a very different time then.’


‘Pre-Marmite,’ I ventured.


‘Exactly,’ and he smiled thoughtfully. ‘It takes an age to be accepted by the families of the earliest white settlers who are still here, and I am only just starting to be considered a permanent fixture here.’ He lowered his voice and leant towards me as a couple of other club members joined us around our low table. Mr Rivers introduced us and we shook hands formally before he continued. ‘The KC’s – the Kenyan Cowboys – are white Kenyans whose families have been here for generations, since Colonial times. They have survived the struggle through Mau Mau, independence, the change from Kenyatta to Moi and everything since then. It takes a long time for them to really consider you part of the permanent Kenya scene.’


‘It is understandable that they don’t have much time for transitory workers on short-term contracts though,’ said David Brown, a junior from the High Commission. He wore a Nairobi Club tie like Mr Rivers’, but he had his tucked into his trousers which were pulled high up his belly. With his light-coloured linen jacket and dark brown brogues he looked like he was auditioning for the role of a lowly overseas diplomat in the film version of a Graham Greene novel. ‘“What’s the point of making friends,” they ask, “when you will be moving on before long?”’ 


‘Just another white bloke passing through,’ Mr Rivers nodded.


‘It’s a waste of effort,’ David Brown continued. ‘And they think of us “contracted workers” as Gypsies. A lot of the time it’s as if there are two white tribes here.’


‘You will find my Greenfields staff support each other though,’ said Mr Rivers. ‘I am sure they will help you adjust to life here. My niece, Sally, teaches Games to the girls, and I’m sure she’ll help you settle in. They are a good team, and they form invaluable backup.’ He crossed his legs and took another drink of beer. ‘I am very fortunate to have most of them.’


‘People at the club here give me good backup,’ said Yuri Ceffyl, a Russian-born South African who worked as a pilot for AMREF, the flying doctors. ‘Especially when Anya, my girlfriend, is working away.’ He was the star opening fast bowler of the Nairobi Club team. ‘Yah, it is a good place to be,’ he nodded. ‘Good people, yah.’


‘They are,’ agreed David Brown. ‘It is good to come here for practice on a Friday evening and then sit in the clubhouse with the lads, have a few beers and swap stories, talk about cricket and forget about other things going on out there.’


‘You will see,’ Yuri said with a grin. ‘There is an unfunny joke that is often made about this place. “What is the difference between a tourist and a racist in Kenya?”’


I shrugged and said I had no idea.


‘Two weeks,’ the three men chimed in together. ‘The answer is two weeks,’ and they shook their heads sadly.
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My rooms were in the small staff accommodation compound on the edge of the school playing-fields. It was owned by the school, but managed by a fierce Luo lady who called me mzungu, a term used for all white people. She told me to call her Madam as she laughed off my comments about cockroaches the size of mice living behind my bread bin.


There were a few staff houses around the school, but this sixteen-unit compound was where all new staff started out. There were six rooms on the ground floor and ten smaller ones up a flight of concrete steps on the floor above. My rooms were on the first floor, and I was able to sit in my doorway and peer over the high, spiked wall that surrounded the compound.


Security guards, known as askaris, dozed at the locked gate, a large, deaf Dobermann padlocked to their chair with a short chain. I learnt quickly to make a lot of noise as I approached the askaris, to be sure they were awake, so they could hold back the snarling beast when I left the compound. As they got to know me the guards and the dog became friendlier, but from the start I realised the sign reading ‘Mbwa Kali’ – ‘Angry Dog’ – on the wall outside was no exaggeration. The dog was hit and killed by a matatu a few weeks later, but the sign stayed, and the askaris protected the housing compound alone.


Our askaris were Somalis from up near the northern Kenyan border. The school’s priest, Father Marcus, found them work at Greenfields, and they took turns to go back north to their home-places with him during school vacation. Madam brought them a bowl of maize-flour dough called ugali at the start of their shifts, and we in the apartments took weekly turns to fill their battered Thermoses with sweet tea each evening.


Being on good terms with your askaris was vital, Donald told me, and ours, being Somalis, were harder to become close to than many. Donald was from the lighter-skinned Kikuyu tribe, who considered themselves the chosen ones – the Children of God. They, and the much darker Luo people, were the largest tribes in Kenya, and they looked down on each other and everyone else, but particularly the Somali, and Donald was very wary of the askaris.


Outside the compound a row of duka stalls sold newspapers, bananas, bread, pints of milk in thin, plastic bags, single hard-boiled eggs and chocolate bars that for some reason didn’t melt in the heat.


I spent my first morning sitting on a towel on the concrete step outside my door flicking through the Daily Nation newspaper, trying to make out what I could about the country. Pretty much all the paper told me was what President Moi did yesterday, what he was due to do today and how many people died in accidents on the Nairobi-Mombasa Highway.


I looked over the compound wall and watched a man sitting in a faded deck-chair next to the dukas, beneath a sign which said, ‘Onyango son of Suji Expat Bamba,’ with painted pictures of heads below. He bought cigarettes one by one from the duka kiosk, and called out to passers-by. A little while later I saw him hacking away at someone’s hair and realised what an ‘Expat Bamba’ was. Sometimes he hung a large piece of card from a tree reading ‘Back in five minuets’ and he and his deck-chair would be gone for days.


All the Greenfields overseas staff started off living in Madam’s compound, but most moved away very quickly and found places of their own around the city. Madam was bitter about this, but it was understandable because she wasn’t the most amenable person. Each flat had a flush toilet, warm water, a fridge and a mosquito net over the bed, so they were not bad places to live, but she was a cold and domineering woman who would poke around your room when you were out and steal biscuits if you left any in view.


There were many single-roomed servants’ quarters across the far side of the compound which were occupied by members of the Greenfields domestic staff. Donald Otieno had been living in one for years, and I watched him through my bathroom window washing at the servants’ cold-water tap near their communal pit-latrine. He made Nyambura laugh as she washed her bright plastic bucket and carried fresh water back to her room which was next door to his. Nyambura worked in the school kitchen, and was taking care of her sister who was slowly dying of Aids in her room. She gathered flowers each day from the trees and bushes surrounding the compound, filling the room with their sweet blossom and forcing away the atmosphere of illness.


Donald was always clean, tidy and dignified, with shiny leather shoes and spotless trousers. In height, he was barely up to my shoulder, but he stood so straight and with such poise that I felt ashamed slouching next to him in my dusty trainers and faded sports gear.


Early in the morning the muezzin at the Mosque boomed out the call to prayer, and I turned over and burrowed my head in my pillow. It was so hot at night that getting to sleep was a struggle, and until I got used to it, I dreaded this early morning wake-up call.


In the middle of my first full day I walked down into Nairobi to do some shopping. Mr Rivers told me I would find all the food I would need in the Yaya Centre, but I wanted some fresh air and to see Kenya’s capital for real.


Greenfields School stood in a fifteen-acre plot in the Kilimani East District between Ngong Road and Adrwing Kodhek. After watching a queue of people waiting for a matatu minibus on the corner of Ngong Road and then cramming themselves in with two-dozen others, all sweating from the heat and close confines, I decided to walk.


The school was a couple of miles from the city centre and the walk followed a dusty path running along the side of the aged tarmac road. As I dropped down Valley Road I passed a few barefoot street-boys in rags shouting at cars and banging on windows when they stopped at the traffic lights.


‘Mzungu,’ they yelled at me as I approached. ‘Mzungu! Howareyoufine!’ and they left the cars and surrounded me with grins and giggles. ‘Nipe shilingi’ – ‘Give me shillings’ – they called and pawed at me with sticky dirty hands and arms.


‘OK, guys,’ I laughed. ‘OK, get off and I’ll give you shilingi,’ forgetting what I had heard about street-boys and figuring they needed the few pennies more than I did, and anyway, I thought, what harm could possibly come of it?


I gave them five shillings each and walked on with them following me in a wave as I crossed Uhuru Park and headed into the city. At first I politely told them to go back and then tried to get rid of them by ignoring them, but one boy in a filthy Newcastle United football shirt wouldn’t leave me alone and kept jabbering away ‘Howareyoufine, Howareyoufine,’ and clinging to my hand. He called me ‘rafiki’, meaning ‘friend’ and asked me for more money. Every few minutes he’d drop back and I’d breathe a sigh of relief, but then he’d appear again, pulling at my sleeve and calling me friend.


At each set of traffic lights we passed people selling newspapers – Time Magazine, Cosmopolitan, House and Garden – and yet more street-kids calling ‘Shillingi tano’ at every car that stopped. Many of the kids were high on glue and sucked away at small plastic beakers. It was a tragic miracle they stayed alive for even one day on these crazy roads. They danced around the cars, while older beggars sat forlornly on the roadside. Many of the older ones had a limb missing, or were blind, but some were seriously deformed with elephantiasis and cerebral palsy, and their families pushed them around in battered wheelchairs and low-wheeled boards, their deformity being a major asset when it came to begging.


Shoeshine-boys, leaning against office-block walls, offered to clean my trainers for a few shillings, while hawkers sat on low stools selling single boiled sweets and peanuts wrapped in small newspaper pouches. Some sold roast maize from small barbecues they fanned with dusty cardboard strips. Other men sat by large potholes in the middle of the roads chipping away at boulders with small tin signs in front of them that said they were ‘volunteers’. They said ‘Hello Sir’ to each passing car and held out their hands for donations, but with so many cars going by they spent so long with their hands out that very little chipping got done, and it was usually weeks before the potholes were filled and drivers got used to swerving round the boulders in the roads along with the potholes they were intended for. With the power of the rains, flash floods washed the chippings away, and it wasn’t long before the volunteers appeared again, hands out and hopeful.


Shop askaris stared at passers-by and flicked flies away with horsetail swats as they chatted together quietly from their chairs in shop doorways. These askaris were paid one hundred shillings for a twelve-hour shift, and at night they sat inside the shops behind boarded-up and grilled windows, hoping nothing would happen, while street-children slept in groups on the doorsteps outside beneath newspapers and filthy blankets. For the equivalent of one pound a night I am not sure how much of a fight I would put up to protect a shop full of trinkets.


I stepped into a souvenir shop on Mama Ngina Street and spent time talking to the Indian shopkeeper about Masai shields and Samburu blankets. I asked him about a chess set made of soapstone. I had promised to send one home to my father.


When I told the shopkeeper I was not a tourist but the new Games teacher at Greenfields School, he was all smiles and shook my hand. He said his son, Rikesh, was in his third year at Greenfields and that he was a fine leg-spinner. He hurried his wife to pour me a cup of spicy tea which was brewing up in an ornamental urn at the back of the shop.


The shop was full of amazingly patterned batiks from Somalia and Ethiopia which he said could be risky things to sell. There were many warlords in northern Kenya and Ethiopia, and one had to be careful not to get caught up in any tribal troubles buying from one warlord rather than from another. Big Men up north have bigger friends in government who could revoke his work permit in an instant. Being a white man, he said, I was lucky and he knew he could talk to me without getting into trouble. The colour of your skin carries a lot of weight in Kenya, the shopkeeper said.


Idi Amin had expelled his parents from Uganda when he was a child, he said. They had settled there after working on the Antebbe-Mombasa Railway, and he didn’t want to be kicked out of Kenya in his turn. His brothers were living in Blackburn, in England, but his parents were too old now to start again somewhere new. They lived in a high-walled compound near the Aga Khan Hospital and very rarely went out.


He showed me pictures of some northern pastoralist women with huge loops in their ears, necklaces and earrings that dingle-dangled from the tops of their ears. They sat weaving some of the blankets he had for sale in the shop. I spent the equivalent of an askari’s daily pay on a few postcards and promised I’d be back to look at some chess sets he was expecting.


I drank a Tusker beer in the New Stanley Hotel’s Thorn Tree Bar on Moi Avenue, wrote the postcards and watched people trying to use the phone boxes on the pavement edge outside. I went to post my cards at the Central Post Office on Haile Selassie Avenue, a huge barn of a building with customer windows on each side of the great hall. The concrete stairway in the middle of the hall didn’t go anywhere but blocked the flow of people, and there were hundreds of people, all milling around and queuing up at one window after another as each window was for something different – some for stamps, some for packages, others for overseas items and more again for drivers’ licences and official documentation.


The walls were covered with flaking, yellowed, white gloss paint, done at a time when there was a budget for maintenance, and flies and mosquitoes gathered around the strip lights planning their next drive on the swarm of sweet-smelling, sweaty people below.


I stood in the doorway and looked out across the sea of heads and made my way to the Overseas Mail section. As I approached, I saw just one other white face amongst the mass and recognised Yuri, the big South African pilot I’d met at the Nairobi Club. We greeted each other with handshakes, and he stomped off to another office to try to pick up a registered package. ‘It will cost me hundreds of shillings in chai,’ he told me, rubbing his fingers together and shaking his head in resignation at the battle ahead. ‘I will see you. We will go for beer, yah? Go well.’ I smiled and nodded and turned back to the window, determined to try out my few words of Kiswahili.


Outside again, I bought some bananas from a duka and watched people fighting to get on and off matatus parked near the railway station. There were huge women wearing polyester tents that you’d expect to burst into flames in the heat, and many skinny men in dark suits with drainpipe trousers who skipped across the road with complete confidence in their survival. Many drivers seemed unsure what direction they should be going as they sped up and down the two-lane highway.


I chewed a banana and turned to look as a rush of people flooded towards me shouting ‘Mwizi! Mwizi!’ – ‘Thief! Thief!’ – and I saw the street-boy in the Newcastle United football shirt who had called me friend running ahead of them. He had terror in his wide eyes and a mango in his hand. He saw me and a look of relief crossed his face. He changed direction and headed towards me, thinking perhaps that my white skin might save him, but then he tripped on a pothole and fell, sprawling at my feet, and I lost sight of him beneath the mass of kicking feet and swinging arms. My body froze, and in the yelling I became momentarily deaf; all I could feel was the frantic excitement of the people round me – like being caught up with runaway foxhounds, delirious with blood lust at the thrill of the kill.


The flow of people drew me forwards, but then I felt someone grab my arm and tug me free, and I turned to see Yuri by my side. He dragged me away through the crowd. ‘Come on, big guy,’ he said. ‘Let’s go for that drink, yah.’ He opened the passenger door of his Trooper and pushed me in. ‘You don’t want to get involved in that.’ I turned to look back, but he took my head in his hands. ‘Leave it, man,’ he said looking directly into my eyes. ‘It is over. You do not want to see what is left.’


Yuri nudged his way across Haile Selassie Avenue and parked again barely a minute away on Kimathi Street. He climbed out, smiled reassuringly at me, and I trailed along behind as he waved at a man yelling ‘Mzungu, I watch your car.’ He led me round the corner to the 4Ex Tower block and into the La Scala restaurant. I stared blindly at the waitress while he ordered tea and cakes and sat talking about cricket and flying a plane and anything he could think of to take my mind off the lynching.


He told me about a Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers concert he had been to in 1991 in Paris, when he was working there for a short while and they were promoting their Into the Great Wide Open album. He saw Metallica play in Canada the following year, when a riot broke out and the band’s singer, James Hatfield, was injured by some fireworks thrown. Guns N’ Roses were part of the bill that night, and he had never been more excited about any concert. He saw Johnny Clegg and Savuka play in Johannesburg many times. They always played a pretty fine gig.


I asked where the toilet was and ran up the metal spiral staircase, getting there just in time to throw up in the toilet pan. I splashed water on my face and stared for a long time into the mirror. ‘Why didn’t you help him?’ my hollow eyes and grey face asked me back.


Downstairs again, Yuri had ordered more tea. He looked at me sympathetically as I sat down, watching my face and, no doubt, asking himself how I would cope with what I had seen. ‘Dropped your lunch, huh?’ he said eventually, and he smiled. ‘You look better, big guy. Yah, you do. It’s a natural reaction. Don’t worry about it. Now you have just got to forget about what happened. It will become something you saw on television soon, OK? It will fade, I promise you.’


I shook my head and told him it was my fault the boy had left the safety of the lights up at the Panafric Hotel. ‘I gave him money,’ I said in a whisper holding his gaze. ‘I know I shouldn’t have, but I did, and he followed me all the way down into town. He called me friend, and I didn’t even try to stop them killing him. I should have done something,’ I said, and my voice trailed away. ‘I mean, how could anyone do that? How could anyone stand back and do nothing?’


Yuri called to the waitress and asked for our bill in Kiswahili. ‘Street justice is one of the joys of Africa,’ he said quietly once she had gone. ‘Nothing you or I do or say will stop that. People on the street are the penal judges here, and they pass sentence with speed and volume. Once the call goes out, there is no stopping it. If others get involved, well, I have seen what happens to them. In Pretoria I saw three people necklaced with burning tyres, two of whom were Christians from my church. They were trying to save the sinning thief, but the mob saw them as accomplices who deserved the same punishment. The best thing you can do is to forget about it now. You must forget, OK,’ and he rested his hand on my shoulder as he stood up. ‘The boy will know you could do nothing. His suffering is over now.’


We left the restaurant and walked back to Kimathi Street. He waved again to the man who promised to look after his car, and we crossed the road to the Uchumi supermarket on the far side of Moi Avenue.


‘I have a favour to ask you, Griff,’ he said flashing me a grin. ‘If you are not too busy this evening?’ And my mind filled with the image of me sitting alone in my bedsit, staring at the walls and seeing flashes of a black-and-white-striped football shirt getting trampled beneath a mass of feet.


‘No,’ I said holding my hands wide and shaking my head. ‘I don’t have any plans.’ 


He led me through a mass of people in the supermarket and up to the second floor where the gardening and building section stored pangas, poles and knives, and we chose the three axe-handles that felt most comfortable in our hands. I felt like a little boy choosing my first cricket bat with my father in Bill Edwards’ sports shop on St Helen’s Road in Swansea, picking up pieces of wood, feeling the balance, the evenness of back lift and the imagined power of the follow through, except here we were swinging axe handles baseball-style like Babe Ruth, not practising the sweet straight drives of Alan Jones, David Gower and Sunil Gavaskar.


We bought one each and a smaller, lighter, one and laughed in the street as we walked back to the car. ‘Where in UK could you buy lethal weapons like those blades without a licence and walk down the street with them uncovered?’ said Yuri. ‘Here, it is the Masais’ tribal right to be armed, and you can buy anything you want at a price. I was offered an AK-47 assault rifle in Turkana District not long ago. Guess how much for?’ I shook my head. ‘Just twenty US dollars. Incredible!’


Yuri gave ten shillings to the man who had promised to watch the Trooper. ‘It’s a protection racket,’ he smiled. ‘If you don’t pay, the next time you are down here you find you have no aerial or that you are missing a wing mirror. Funny coincidence that.’ And we pulled out onto Moi Avenue heading north towards Westlands.


Yuri spoke in short, clipped sentences typical of South Africans, but he had very little of the usual South African abrasiveness. What he said appeared considered, rather than bravado and words for the sake of it, and when he asked me to help because he believed his house was going to be raided that evening, I couldn’t for a moment think he was joking.


‘I am meant to be away in northern Kenya for the next few days,’ he said, ‘and Anya got back early this morning after three weeks in Rwanda. Our house-girl, Monica, came to Anya as soon as she saw her, crying, and saying that she heard our askaris plotting to raid the house tonight.’ They would never have had the courage to do anything if the mzee, the master, was home, but with Yuri away and Anya there alone, they were rubbing their hands at the easy pickings.


When Yuri and I drove though the compound gate, bounced up the drive and climbed out of the Trooper, the askaris came out to greet us. Their faces fell as we unloaded our kit and Yuri’s rucksack and walked towards the house, and we watched them from the kitchen talking in hushed frustrated voices and gesturing toward the house.


Anya smiled and made some tea. She was a short pretty woman in her early thirties with very black hair and a determined stare, and she looked gritty enough to take care of herself. She carried a pistol in a waistcoat pocket, but to a Kenyan criminal, one, or even better, two big white men in the house would be more of a deterrent than a woman, even if she did have a gun.


‘Yesterday,’ said Anya, ‘they were acting strangely. Standing up at the hedge along the back fence, throwing things over to the path behind. I asked one what he was doing, and he smiled and pretended he didn’t understand me, that he didn’t understand my Kiswahili. Today they asked Monica when exactly Yuri was due home and she was so upset when she told me, and so keen to run away from here, that I knew it was time to call for help.’ 


‘It’s a pleasure to be here,’ I said as Yuri laid our weapons out on the kitchen table. The three axe-handles looked good, and Anya smiled as she tried the weight of hers. Then Yuri opened his rucksack and took out his pistol – a Beretta – and a box of bullets. He saw me staring at the pistol, and he smiled as he said, ‘With some of the places I have to go, man, I would be mad not to have a little friend close at hand. I am not going to carry it all evening, but it will be here if needs be.’ He loaded the gun and put it, and the bullets, in a drawer. ‘You have yours with you all the time,’ he said to Anya, ‘and mine up here, and we will carry our clubs wherever we go, yah?’


Anya led me round the house, pointing to the doors and the windows, all of which were barred and locked from the inside. We carried our axe-handles, Yuri twirling his through his fingers like a pool cue and Anya holding hers ahead of her like a Jedi Knight. I felt like a vampire slayer with my sturdy piece of wood and found myself grinning. We must have looked ludicrous.


‘I don’t know how many copies of the keys to the doors and windows there are,’ Anya said. ‘For all I know the askaris each have a set already.’


The askaris were still gathered together outside their hut near the garage. They had stopped talking and were just glaring towards the house, and we smiled at their obvious disappointment.


‘On our first night here there were noises on the roof, and Yuri called the security agency that provided these guys,’ Anya said wearily. ‘It turned out that one of the askaris had climbed a tree and was stealing avocados from it. He kept trying to hold too many, and he kept dropping them, and they bounced on the corrugated tin over the lounge-room and rolled off onto the lawn.’


‘When we found out what the noise was, we thought it was really funny and wanted to let him off, but the agency wouldn’t hear of it, and they sacked him on the spot. They wouldn’t even let him finish his shift.’ She turned from the window and shook her head. ‘This is the last straw. We are moving, yah?’ and Yuri nodded his agreement.


‘No point in having a base that is not secure. No point,’ he said.


‘Good. A retired police officer now manages the security agency,’ she continued, ‘and a lot of ex-policemen work for him.’ She tried to smile but brought her hand to her eyes to hold back tears. ‘That should make me feel safer, but it doesn’t.’ Her voice became a squeak, and Yuri put his arm round her shoulder and rubbed her back while I stood by the door feeling useless. He had a gentle way for such a big man. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I know I’m being stupid. I am sorry.’


We closed curtains in rooms with lights on and left the curtains open in rooms with lights off, so that we could see out and not be seen looking. We jammed chairs up against door handles so they wouldn’t open, and hung wind chimes on them so they would jangle if anyone tried them, and we opened all the internal doors so we could hear and see more easily throughout the building.


It was a beautiful house, light and airy with almost more windows than walls. The tiles in the kitchen were sand coloured, and flooring throughout the rest of the house was tanned parquet block. Even the magnificent mats in the lounge-room were the same sandy colour. The walls were all white with mosaic hangings and batiks and many large photographs.


The house smelled of the flowers in the garden. Frangipani, bougainvillaea and rose bushes of many colours. The lawn was immaculate and the avocado, peach and passion fruit trees were full of fruit. I watched a cat stalk along a path and sit looking up at some superb starlings splashing in the shallow water of a soapstone bird-bath.


On the lounge room wall was a photograph of a child carrying a baby on her back. They stood in a rubbish tip, searching for discarded food, and there was a fly perched on the baby’s nostril. You could almost smell the stench, but the child had an amazing smile and it was this that drew me in. So unlike the junky-smiles of the street-boys or our self-satisfied Western smiles back home. This was a truly angelic smile.


Anya said Yuri took the picture in a refugee camp in Rwanda. Like Steve McCurry’s famous portrait of the Afghan girl in 1984, there was real humanity in the picture. The baby was the child’s uncle and both had lost their parents in the genocide. Many parents died under panga blows and thumps from a rifle on the back of the neck as they hid their children beneath them. Why waste a bullet when you can use the butt of an AK-47 to meet the same ends?


Yuri poured some wine and passed me a glass. ‘May as well have as much fun as we can,’ he said grinning.


‘You don’t think it’s going to annoy them,’ I said, raising my glass as a toast and nodding in the direction of the askaris’ hut.


‘If they are coming, they are coming, but, even if they do, a couple of glasses aren’t going to hurt.’ 


‘Plus,’ said Anya, walking into the kitchen with a cat in her arms, ‘I would much rather throw empty bottles at an invader than full ones. That would be such a waste.’


Over supper we rested our weapons against the fridge and talked about other things, and by the end of the meal my eyes were streaming. ‘I used to have an allergic thing about cats,’ I said, ‘but I thought I’d grown out of it. I’m fine with dogs, but not with cats.’ I tried to smile and wiped my eyes with a damp paper towel. ‘Cats are bastards,’ I sneezed.


We moved through to the lounge-room, holding a glass of wine in one hand and an axe-handle in the other. It already felt the most natural thing to carry. I looked at the bookshelves, which were full of Kenya-related histories and political writings, along with novels and travelogues by Dervla Murphy, Graham Greene, Alan Paton and Elspeth Huxley.


‘I know nothing about Kenya,’ I admitted, pulling out a paperback copy of The Flame Trees of Thika. ‘It’s not that I’m not interested, I just never thought of finding anything out.’


Yuri came over, scanned the shelves and took out two books. ‘These are the best books about modern Africa,’ he said and handed me Blaine Harden’s Africa: Dispatches from a Fragile Continent. ‘That will get you started,’ he said flicking through the pages. ‘It will help you start to understand this beautifully fucked-up continent.’ I opened the book at a chapter called ‘The Good, the Bad and the Greedy’ and Yuri smiled. ‘You will shake your head sadly and bleed for the country, but the damn place gets under your skin.’ He put the other book, Rian Malan’s My Traitor’s Heart, back on the shelf. ‘That’s more about South Africa than here, and it’s very tough stuff,’ he said. ‘I think you should read Blaine Harden now and Rian Malan when you are more aware.’ 


‘This guy is in exile living in the US,’ Anya said, taking out another book and handing it to me. ‘You should definitely read Ngugi wa Thiong’o too.’


‘Certainly,’ nodded Yuri. ‘He’s up there with Chinua Achebe and Gabriel García Márquez.’


‘He is a Kikuyu who writes primarily in his tribal tongue,’ Anya went on. ‘But he has translated some of his novels into English. Weep Not, Child, and this one, A Grain of Wheat, are classics.’ She held a slim volume out to me. ‘Jomo Kenyatta locked him up for years and Moi forced him to flee. Hopefully there will be a time that he can come back and live safely in Kenya. Grow old in his home country.’


‘You should always grow old with the air of your homeland in your lungs,’ said Yuri dolefully.


Over another bottle of wine, Anya and Yuri took an hour to run through the last century of Kenya’s history, from the British farming settlers up in Happy Valley, the Asian influx at the time of the construction of the Mombasa-Entebbe railway, then Mau Mau and Jomo Kenyatta’s leadership and independence from British rule in 1964. Then the slow move to democracy when the former primary-school Calligraphy teacher Daniel arap Moi became Kenya’s second President in 1978. Moi was from the tiny Turgen tribe and was a master of political manipulation and of tribal games, which secured him the backing of potential rivals when he needed it. Many people, however, thought of him as a puppet to other Big Men from within the Kikuyu tribe. Right from the start his leadership was brutal and corrupt.


Even the semblance of democracy faded in Moi’s first decade of rule, as dissidents were imprisoned, universities closed and many tribal societies banned. Corruption blossomed and Moi became one of the richest men in the world, apparently owning top hotels in Florida and large farms in England’s Home Counties.


The IMF and World Bank tried to force democracy on him by threatening to withhold financial backing for projects, and aid was suspended briefly when Foreign Minister Robert Ouko was murdered just before giving evidence to a World Bank Commission about ministerial corruption. The only kind of democracy Moi was interested in was that of a one-party state, and he fought against change for as long as he could. Eventually he had no choice, and he agreed to a partial dismantling of his KANU party’s political stranglehold, and to remove the laws that outlawed opposition political parties.


There were dozens of chaotic opposition parties in the 1994 elections, and it was never in doubt that KANU would win. Together, the opposition won easily more than half the vote but individually they were pointless.


‘And here we are,’ said Yuri, slumped deep into a sofa. ‘Kenya’s next election is due next year. There is still little sign of a cohesive opposition.’


‘But that is another story,’ said Anya, seeing me stifle a yawn, ‘and now it is time for bed.’


‘Yah,’ said Yuri getting up and picking up an axe-handle. ‘It’s been a hell of a first day here for you, Griff, and with the altitude and heat, you must be bushed. It takes some getting used to, yah?’
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