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    FATBOY AND THE DANCING LADIES


  




  

    Praise for Last Orders at Harrods by Michael Holman


  




  

    “One of my novels of the year.”




    Alexander McCall Smith


  




  

    “Rather like Evelyn Waugh on acid meeting Alexander McCall Smith, veteran Africa journalist Michael Holman’s book Last Orders at Harrods is an explosion of

    pure reading joy . . . For the sheer joy and vitality of this book Last Orders at Harrods gets my vote as book of the year thus far.”




    Cape Times, South Africa


  




  

    “In this satirical feast, Holman hits his mark every time as he exposes the humbug and also humanity of life in modern Africa. With a Dickensian cast of characters in

    the troubled nation of Kuwisha, and a plot worthy of Waugh, this is a cracking fictional debut. Full of humour, home truths – and anger simmering beneath it all – this is a book

    that must be read.”




    Aidan Hartley, author of Zanzibar Chest


  




  

    “Gripping, informative, satirical . . . a road map though the social, economic and political landscape of Kenya.”




    Sunday Standard, Nairobi


  




  

    “Some devastatingly hilarious moments . . . a satire that should be required bedtime reading at Gleneagles.”




    Scotsman


  




  

    “Michael Holman’s new Africa novel is the fiction world’s answer to Jeffery Sachs’ The End of Poverty, combining cleverly drawn characters in

    the curious and poverty stricken nation of Kuwisha with a broad political narrative, exploring the causes of Africa’s woes and questioning the wisdom of the West in its continual quest to

    bring Africa under control.”




    University of New South Wales, Australia


  




  

    “This wickedly satirical novel is also a serious critique of Africa’s troubled state.”




    The Guardian


  




  

    “Last Orders at Harrods successfully gets under the skin of African society and politics in a way that is both insightful and amusing without being patronising.

    Mr Holman cleverly characterises both some of the continent’s most notoriously corrupt leaders and some of the most resilient ordinary Africans for whom life is a daily dignified struggle;

    often by rolling several characters, situations and realities into one thoroughly enjoyable read!”




    John Githongo, former permanent secretary, Kenya


  




  

    “Michael Holman’s beautifully realised comic first novel.”




    The Economist


  




  

    “Michael Holman’s excellent and witty debut novel . . . elevated by his skill at pitching entertaining characters into his tightly constructed, pleasurable

    plot.”




    Financial Times


  




  

    “An immensely important book that fearlessly slaughters sacred cows, cuts through the rubbish and tells it as it is. The plot is educated farce, in the way that Tom

    Sharpe’s novels are, but the message is deadly serious.”




    Geographic


  




  

    “A corrupt dictator, menacing secret police, a bumbling British journalist – and the big-hearted bishop’s widow who runs the Harrods International Bar (and

    Nightspot) on the edge of ‘East Africa’s biggest slum’. These are the spicy ingredients in this sharply written novel set in the fictional country of Kuwisha, lent a wolfish

    satire by its overtones of Evelyn Waugh’s African romp Scoop. The author, a veteran Africa correspondent, reveals an intimate knowledge of the rogues, the chaotic chancers but also

    the innate enthusiasm of the continent. The hack here is Cecil Pearson, hunting for stories while pressing his rather amateurish charms upon a canny young aid worker named Lucy. She, meanwhile,

    is delighted by the thought of an outbreak of cholera, because of the work – and press attention – it will garner for her. Meanwhile, Harrods’ owner, Charity, is being

    threatened by the London store demanding she change the bar’s name. As a World Bank visit to the country turns into a riot, Pearson finds his naïve adherence to the truth in his

    reports is a distinct handicap. Jolly good fun.”




    Daily Mail


  




  

    “The book is charming in its telling of Africa’s unique foibles and nuances, in the style that Alexander McCall Smith has recently popularised, but behind the

    eccentric and ebullient characters there lies a far more steely gaze . . . here lies the book’s real strength. It is a precariously difficult path to tread, the thin line between satire and

    polemic and Holman skirts the problem very effectively. His narrative is a confident one, the characters breathe life and the scenes are wonderfully coloured with detail in the manner that only a

    journalist could – here comparisons with someone like Jonathan Swift are perhaps not inappropriate.”




    South Africa Times
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        “Sometimes at midnight, in the great silence of the sleep-bound town, the doctor turned on his wireless before going to bed for the few hours’ sleep he

        allowed himself. And from the ends of the earth across thousands of miles of land and sea, kindly, well-meaning speakers tried to voice their fellow-feeling, and indeed did so, but at the

        same time proved the utter incapacity of every man truly to share in suffering which he cannot see. ‘Oran! Oran!’ in vain the call rang over oceans, in vain Dr Rieux listened

        hopefully; always the tide of eloquence began to flow, bringing home still more the unbridgeable gulf that lay between Grand and the speaker. ‘Oran, we’re with you!’ they

        called emotionally. But not, the doctor told himself, to love or to die together – and that’s the only way. They’re too remote.”


      




      

        Albert Camus, The Plague
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  PROLOGUE




  The sounds of approaching dawn woke her. For a few minutes Charity Mupanga lay in the delicious warmth of her bed, and listened to Africa preparing to face a new day.




  She could hear cousin Mercy, nurse at the only clinic in the slum called Kireba, stirring next door. The man with the hawking cough could only be Philimon Ogata, waiting patiently for the rattle

  of tin mugs which would signal the start of business at Harrods International Bar (and Nightspot). Soon his bad-tempered mongrel dog, banished from the bar’s premises, would begin to bark.

  Across the still-dark valley drifted the chatter of askaris returning from their duties in the adjacent city, and exchanging ribald comments with the women setting out from hovels and shacks

  to hawk vegetables, or to clean homes and offices.




  Kireba, East Africa’s biggest slum, was rousing.




  Closer to where Charity lay, on the other side of the wall, came the sound of running water, and whispered exchanges as kettles were filled from the tap by the clinic, and the clink of knives

  and spoons being set out for the first rounds of morning tea – only five ngwee, including a thick slice of Charity’s excellent corn-bread.




  The duty boys, Ntoto and Rutere, her little rats – though woe betide anyone else who used the term – were going about their business: Titus Odhiambo Ntoto, leader of the Mboya Boys,

  the slum’s toughest gang, and his friend, Cyrus Rutere. Barely 14, they were the lucky ones in a growing army of feral children, orphaned by Aids, the plague that consumed the future. Thanks

  to Charity, they could sleep unmolested, under the Harrods’ bar counter, and enjoy one good meal a day – providing, of course, they did their chores.




  The rasp of brush on nails as the boys prepared for hand inspection was followed by giggles. Then came a hiss from Ntoto: “Shish! She’s sleeping . . .”




  Charity rose, and dressed quickly, putting on her favourite green cardigan, with the worn elbows, for though it was midsummer, there was an early morning chill in the air.




  Before stepping outside, there was one daily ritual to perform. She took a dab of Vaseline from the jar kept on the bedside table and rubbed it into her skin, leaving her face smooth and

  gleaming, cheekbones accentuated. It was a face with character, handsome rather than beautiful, boasting strong white teeth and a ready smile.




  Now she was ready.




  Some thirty yards away the three shipping containers that made up Harrods, arranged as an E without the middle stroke, loomed like an elephant emerging from the morning mist. One container

  served as an eating room, the opposite one was a bar, with a counter made of old wooden railway sleepers which ran the length of the container; the third was the kitchen, where a gurgling

  second-hand fridge, connected by a cable to a power outlet in the clinic, kept the local Tusker beers cold, while the cooking was done on three gas stoves.




  All three containers had windows cut away, and Charity could see a candle that flickered from within. A match flared, as the boys lit the gas stoves.




  Thank goodness the foolish fuss about the name of her bar had been settled. She still found it outrageous that a London duka could own a name, wherever in the world it was used; and she

  still resented the fact that she had had to change it . . . now its official name was Tangwenya’s International Bar (and Nightspot). May her late father, after whom the bar had been named,

  Harrods Mwai Gichuru Tangwenya, rest in peace.




  The business undermined her belief in British justice. At least the lawyers no longer bothered her with foolish letters, with strange words like “pursuant” and “sub

  judice”.




  The last letter from them was especially unpleasant, she felt, even though it had been accompanied by a cheque for £200 “for the welfare of the orphaned boys”.




  She had asked her dear friend, Edward Furniver, manager of the Kireba savings bank, to explain some of the phrases.




  “What does this mean, ‘without prejudice’?”




  She pointed to the offending phrase. “They think I am dead, yes?”




  Furniver nodded.




  “Killed by rioters? And that Harrods was destroyed, by looters?”




  He nodded again.




  “But I cannot find any sorry in this letter? Where is any sorry?”




  Furniver had tried to calm her.




  “I think that to say ‘without prejudice’ is as close as a lawyer gets without actually saying sorry . . .”




  It was still a struggle to persuade her to keep the cheque, but she eventually agreed to spend half on drugs for the clinic, while half was to be invested by Furniver on behalf of the rats.




  But Charity Mupanga had had the last word.




  “For officials from London, we will call my bar Tangwenya’s. For customers, they will always be welcome at Harrods.”




  Charity had crossed herself, smoothed down her blue and white apron, and disappeared into the kitchen . . .




  It was getting lighter.




  Ogata greeted her, coughed again, cleared his chest with a long rasp that shook his frame, and spat.




  A few yards away from where he sat, patiently waiting for a cup of good, sweet, milky Kuwisha tea, a smoky fire came to life in a hut made of plastic bags.




  Clarence “Results” Mudenge, proprietor of the Klean Blood Klinic, was stirring. He too would join the queue for early tea and dough balls, the best value in town.




  “Mo’ningi.”




  Mildred Kigali had promised to arrive early, and she was as good as her word.




  The wife of Didymus, house steward to Furniver, could be irritating, particularly when she pretended to be deaf, and when she proselytised on behalf of the Church of the Blessed Lamb. But she

  was a good and loyal friend, and as active a 70-something as there was in Kuwisha.




  “Morning, Mildred. Did you sleep well?”




  Charity laid down the chewed, bristle-ended stick that served as a toothbrush.




  Time for work! No loafing! There were mouths to feed, jobs to be done, and important matters to resolve
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  “Africa,” said the Oldest Member, stretched out in his green leather armchair in front of the fireplace at the Thumaiga Club, favourite watering hole of the

  elite.




  Dusk had fallen, and the sudden shift from bright sunshine to soft half-light, and then abrupt darkness, caught the last players on the golf course by surprise. The click of steel on ball gave

  way to conversation as the group entered the bar, nodding at the OM as they ordered their rounds.




  “Africa,” he said again, and sighed, his outstretched feet nudging the day’s papers, dropped on the floor next to the chair.




  The front pages had much the same headlines: “UK Aid Minister Backs Rhino Debt Link”, declared one. “World Bank Pledges Rhino Aid”, announced the other.




  “Indeed,” said Edward Furniver, wondering just what point his host was trying to make. He took a handful of roasted cashew nuts from the bowl on the drinks stand. Furniver was in no

  hurry to get back to his modest flat above the bank’s office in Kireba. And while there were aspects of the Thumaiga Club he heartily disliked, there was something soothing about

  Kuwisha’s leading social venue. Old values – dressing for dinner, signed chitties rather than cash, and a black ball for undesirable candidates for membership – were maintained

  with unbending enthusiasm by the successors to their colonial counterparts. Whatever their differences, they shared the same belief in rule through committees.




  An evening at the club was like being in a protective cocoon, where mementoes of the past kept out the realities of the present. He soaked up the atmosphere of down-at-heel gentility, where the

  sanctity of the Residents’ Lounge was preserved by alert waiters, who courteously but firmly expelled visitors who dared to intrude. He loved to sink into the leather armchairs, flick through

  an old copy of Country Life, and wonder who had gone to the trouble of collecting what seemed to be the complete works of Dornford Yates. The last entry in the notebook attached with a piece

  of string to a stub of a pencil was dated a decade earlier: “Residents Only”, said a note on the dusty cover. “Two books maximum”.




  “How about one for the road?”




  The OM’s voice boomed around the bar, now nearly empty, the golfers having departed. Boniface Rugiru, the long-serving bar steward, took the orders for another round.




  Rugiru was a member of the “too late” generation, for whom independence had come just a few years too late. He missed out on a place at one of the hitherto segregated state schools

  that had opened their doors to black students; and without a secondary school certificate he had no chance of getting a job in a civil service that was open to black citizens of Kuwisha.




  Instead he ended up behind the bar at the Thumaiga, a chief bar steward at the height of his profession, and earning a pittance. But if he was bitter, he didn’t show it. Instead he

  radiated a quiet confidence – a big man with an easy smile, proud of the seven children he had brought up to respect their elders and to fear God.




  “And more cashew nuts, if you please, Mr Rugiru,” the OM called out. “As I was saying . . . Plenty of activity. Too many gimmicks, not enough progress,” said the OM.




  He gestured at the newspapers:




  “Trouser talk, my boy, that’s all it is. These chaps turning up for this World Bank conference – all bloody trouser talk. Save the bloody rhino one week, gender issues in

  semi-arid regions the next. When that doesn’t work, the silly buggers hug a tree and plant a street boy,” he rumbled on.




  Did the former district commissioner have a point, Furniver wondered?




  Forty years after independence, Kuwisha was poorer than ever. Millions and millions of dollars in assistance from donors seemed to have made little discernible difference. Surely the OM was

  right – things should be better?




  “It’s all a bit like the wheeze that chap Potemkin pulled.”




  Edward must have still looked puzzled, and the OM continued: “You know, the soldier chap who fooled his wotchacallit, empress, Catherine, Russia, couple hundred years ago. Gave her the

  impression that she was in charge of a better show than was actually the case.”




  History was not the strong point of Edward Furniver, ex-London investment banker turned micro-lender to the masses of Kuwisha’s biggest slum. But he dimly recalled reading that in General

  Grigori Potemkin’s time, Russian villagers were instructed to erect elaborate façades portraying thriving settlements. They concealed the brutal realities, and misled the empress about

  conditions under her rule, leaving her convinced that her affairs were in far better shape than was actually the case. The OM drained his gin and tonic, and again summoned Boniface, who was

  polishing glasses behind the mahogany bar counter. He said something in Swahili that made them both chuckle.




  “These days we fool the old ladies who run the WorldFeed bookshops and rattle the collecting cans. Get them believing that poor bloody Africa is better off for their help. Not so. In fact,

  it’s the victim – of the very people who claim to be its friends.”




  “Steady on,” said Furniver, although somewhat nervously. Disagreeing with the OM could bring out the mean streak in the old settler. “Steady on. May have been true a few years

  ago, but things have been picking up. World is taking notice, and there is more aid money promised. Growth rates up. And there’s debt relief . . . and China wants its raw materials, oil,

  copper, coffee . . . Geldof, Bono and so on . . .”




  Edward Furniver tailed off.




  The OM brushed his intervention aside, flapping a dismissive, liver-spotted wrinkled hand.




  “Fact is, you and I know that Kuwisha is deep in the poo. Africa ditto. Writing was on the wall long before Aids appeared. God knows who to blame . . . foreigners, slave trade,

  colonialism, Cold War, didn’t help. The indigenous have got a lot to answer for . . . and the poor sods have been cursed with bloody awful leaders.”




  If it were possible to take an angry sip of a gin and tonic, the OM took one, and as he swallowed he made a face, as if he had downed a mouthful of bitter medicine. He wiped his narrow

  moustache, a carefully trimmed mix of ginger and grey, and reached out for the nuts.




  “Not just that they were unable to run the traditional in a brewery. Not their fault they couldn’t. Weren’t trained. But come independence, the blighters drank the place dry,

  so to speak, and borrowed from banks, which were all too happy to lend. And instead of spending the money on a decent brewery or whatever, they put it under their mattress. Not in Africa – in

  their new homes in London, or Paris or New York . . .”




  The OM marked the end of what for him was a speech by sucking his teeth, and with his tongue, adjusted his dentures, making a soft clicking sound.




  “Of course, the Foreign Office Johnnies didn’t help, giving ’em independence too soon. Frankly, we all share the blame. Now we plan to send more billions in aid, to little

  effect, ends up in bank accounts abroad.”




  He reached into his jacket, and extracted a packet of Sportsman cigarettes, along with a box of matches. After four unsuccessful attempts, he got a stick to light.




  The OM took a long draw.




  “Have to justify this help, so we all pretend aid works. WorldFeed and their pals pretend it works, otherwise their collection boxes would be empty. The local politicians pretend it works,

  or their overseas bank accounts would run dry. Visiting politicians pretend it works, otherwise they would have to explain to their voters back home why so much has been wasted.




  “And of course there are the tossers who come to Africa at the taxpayers’ expense.”




  In the OM’s pecking order of villains, a tosser was about the worst there was, reviled beyond a “loafer”, and far worse than a “so-and-so”.




  “See the ads, every week, in The Economist. Take the latest one . . .”




  He picked up a copy of the magazine from the rack next to his chair, and flicked through the appointment pages.




  “Got it! Listen to this: Climate Change Adaptation Support Programme for Action: Research and Capacity Development in Africa – CCASPARCDA.”




  A piece of cashew nut had stuck under his dentures; he removed the plate, gave it a wipe with his handkerchief, replaced it and continued.




  “As a general rule, old boy, the longer the acronym of an Africa do-gooder, the bigger the waste of rations. And what will these chaps in CC etc. do?” He tapped the offending page

  with a nicotine-stained forefinger.




  The OM read out the job description: “The successful candidate will have an entrepreneurial approach to the identification, design and management of research for development; providing

  intellectual leadership . . . a demonstrated track record in working effectively within multidisciplinary teams . . . What the hell does all that mean?”




  The Oldest Member tossed another cashew into his mouth, and looked at Furniver with sharp pale blue eyes.




  “Flogger had the right idea,” he said wistfully. “Ever hear from him?”




  The OM had got it into his head that Furniver was related to “Flogger” Morland, a district commissioner notorious for his iron rule during the colonial era, when he ran an area of

  Kuwisha nearly the size of Texas. Furniver had given up trying to convince the OM that Morland was no relation; indeed, he had never heard of the man. He said nothing, and shrugged his

  shoulders.




  “Pity,” said the OM. “When you next write, give him my best.”




  The evening was ending.




  Furniver went to relieve himself while his host signed for their drinks.




  He took advantage of the full-length mirror in the Gents, and on his way out paused to inspect his reflection. He sucked in his stomach, pulled his shoulders back, and straightened up. Charity

  was right. His posture was terrible. He vowed to take more exercise.




  Re-emerging into the lobby a few minutes later, he nearly bumped into Boniface, busy polishing the brass door-handle of the Gents. The steward looked embarrassed, and mumbled a response to

  Furniver’s greeting. Looking back a few days later, Furniver realised that he should have spotted that something was amiss. Club chores were allocated with iron precision. Never would a bar

  steward perform any task not directly connected with dispensing drinks.




  The OM joined him in the lobby, and sniffed loudly.




  “Has someone been using a bloody aftershave?” He sniffed again: “Pongs to high heaven! Give you a lift home? By the way, gather you and that bar owner, Charity Mupanga, good

  friends, hmm? Splendid woman! Word of advice, old boy. Marula berries make the thingy wotsit – old Batonka proverb. Or to put it crudely, the wise man counts his buttons when the crow feeds,

  as they say in Nyali. Get my drift?”




  The two men walked through the arched club entrance into the African night, and Furniver used his expensive high-tech key-ring torch, “visible from a mile away” the makers claimed,

  to light the way.




  He changed the subject.




  “About this Potemkin business . . .” he said as he got into his host’s Mercedes.




  The OM’s reply was drowned out by the roar of the night flight to London as it passed overhead.




  In the undercarriage of the plane, a young stowaway started to shiver . . .
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  “Fatboy!”




  The sun was still burning the dew off the grass when the call from Lovemore Mboga emerged from within State House, seat of government in the East African state of Kuwisha.




  “Fatboy!”




  Ferdinand Mhango Mlambo, the disgraced kitchen toto, stirred, his head full of dreams, still in the thrall of the last of his store of Mtoko Gold, the best bhang the country

  grew.




  “Faatboy!”




  The mocking summons left the colonnaded, colonial mansion, white as a wedding cake, once the residence of the British governor, drifted across the ninth green of the State House golf course,

  between the strutting peacocks, and beyond. It slid like a snake, through the flowerbeds, around the purple bougainvillaea and red hibiscus, sidling along the unkempt rows of cabbage and

  gone-to-seed lettuce, in what was once a well-maintained kitchen garden.




  Finally the call, sustained in its journey by a brisk breeze, crossed the overgrown path which led to a long-abandoned boathouse on the banks of a green, weed-infested dam that once was the home

  of the Kuwisha Sailing Club. It slipped through a gap in the sheets of corrugated iron and old plastic bags with which, in happier days, the boy had constructed his den, and burrowed into his

  ears.




  “Faaatboy!”




  Mlambo squeezed his fingers deeper into his ears.




  They failed to stop the insult from reaching its destination, deep inside the soul of Ferdinand Mlambo. Given the chance, there it would thrive and grow fat, like a tapeworm in a cow.




  No-one, least of all Mlambo, would dispute the fact that he was a big boy. He had always been big for his age, even before becoming the senior kitchen toto soon after he turned 13, when

  the privilege of office entitled him to feed on unlimited scraps from the State House kitchen.




  He was large, certainly, with a massive butumba that served as a counterweight to his substantial belly, both resting on thick thighs, which made him such a formidable figure on the

  football pitch. Indeed, his eligibility for the Mboya Boys Under-15 football team had been regularly challenged by opponents, sceptical that someone of his girth and height could qualify. And of

  course there had been some boys who dared to call him mafuta, or “lard guts”. That was stopped easily enough, for when he won the fights that ensued he sat on his

  opponent’s head, until he heard a muffled cry for mercy.




  But to suggest that Mlambo was fat was simply not true . . . well built, certainly, stout possibly, even a little overweight. But fat? Never!




  His limbs twitched, as if kicking phantom footballs. Mlambo reluctantly began to surface into the reality of his new life.




  His offence had been unforgivable. He accepted that. He should never have agreed to conceal a tape recorder in the life president’s study on behalf of that English journalist, who hoped it

  would provide a recording of a compromising exchange between President Nduka and the opposition leader. Loyalty to the president had to be absolute.




  It was no defence, he realised, to explain that the leader of the Mboya Boys’ street gang, who was also the captain of your football team, had threatened to tell the dreaded mungiki

  thugs that you were uncircumcised. And what those mungiki did with a rusty nail . . . Mlambo’s testicles shrivelled at the mere thought of it.




  “Faatboy! . . . Faaatboy!”




  Once more came the summons, with that sneering, contemptuous tone for which Lovemore Mboga, the State House chief steward, was renowned.




  Ferdinand Mlambo tried to ignore his tormentor. Stretched out on an old mattress, bartered in return for favours to the deputy housekeeper, he pulled a stained grey blanket around his ears and

  thought about his dear departed grandmother. How he missed the warm untroubled nights, spent curled up under the huge table in the State House kitchen, deep in a nest of old newspapers, like a

  large dormouse.




  Now he lay restless in his garden shed, alone and vulnerable to the evil spirits that prowled the night, making noises that could quite easily be mistaken for the sound of the wind whistling

  through the cracks and crevices in his makeshift sanctuary.




  “Let him Fatboy me. I will not answer.”




  Mlambo still felt light-headed from the night before, when he had over-indulged, and had smoked too much Mtoko Gold. Indeed, he had smoked so much that he was finding it hard to distinguish fact

  from fantasy.




  There was one way to find out.




  He felt under the mattress, scrabbling for the trophies he was almost certain he had carried home from the monthly meeting of the Kireba Christian Ladies’ Sewing Circle. For a few seconds,

  he was filled with doubt. Could he have imagined the events at Harrods International Bar (and Nightspot)?




  Suddenly his fingers encountered something long and thin, like a bicycle spoke but with a filed, pointed end.




  “Ouch! Ayna!”




  He sucked his thumb, sat bolt upright, and lifted the corner of the mattress, revealing two grey knitting needles.




  Mlambo’s eyes widened, and his stomach tightened.




  Needles? Knitting needles, number nine size?




  If the needles were there, then . . . he had not been dreaming!




  His terrifying encounter with a tokolosh, that mischievous and malicious creature, southern Africa’s fabled equivalent of an Irish leprechaun, ever-present yet seldom spotted, was

  no creation of the bhang he had been smoking. He, Ferdinand Mlambo, had seen it, with its hideous face, bathed in a curious blue light. Indeed, he had heard it give out a blood-curdling moan

  as it advanced on his hiding place, next to Harrods, where a meeting of the Kireba Ladies’ Sewing Circle had been in full swing.




  The events of the day before, surely the worst day in his fourteen-year life, were all coming back to him . . .




  The calling ceased. Perhaps Mboga had simply been rubbing salt into the wound. Perhaps it was a reminder that Mlambo was obliged to attend the weekly State House staff meeting

  that Friday. Whatever lay behind the taunt, Ferdinand Mlambo embraced his bitterness, like a broody hen nursing an egg, reliving that grim morning twenty-four hours before, when he had been

  summoned to Mboga’s pantry.




  It was there, in that cool, dimly-lit room, with the unexplained aroma of vanilla, shelves running from ceiling to floor, big enough to accommodate a desk which was part of the original State

  House furniture going back to the 1930s, when it began life as the residence of the British governor, that he heard his punishment.




  From behind the desk, Lovemore Mboga, sporting the ruling party’s flaming torch emblem in the lapel of his green jacket, informed the boy of his fate with all the solemnity of a judge in

  the colonial era delivering sentence on a “cheeky” native who had dared challenge the European administration.




  Mboga himself had come up with the ingenious and cruel punishment he set out with unseemly relish.




  The steward began quietly.




  “Don’t worry, Mlambo. I am not going to sack you,” he said.




  Mlambo had looked up in astonishment.




  “Sacking is too good for you. Instead, you are demoted. You are now a small boy.”




  Mlambo winced.




  To be demoted to a non-job, a job with no status, at the very bottom of the ladder, was punishment indeed. He would be subject to the beck and call of people whom he considered nonentities, sent

  out to buy lunch for the State House telephonists, to collect a chicken for the messenger . . . even to buy cigarettes for the pantry boy, a lad he despised. It would be an endless cycle of daily

  humiliation.




  He had no option but to accept the blow. If he stayed, his life was hell; but if he left, the life on the streets that awaited him was at least as bad. As Mlambo tried to explain to Mboga, it

  was his fear of mungiki, Kuwisha’s fast-growing street gang of nihilistic thugs, which had overcome his loyalty to the president.




  He would have done better to stay silent, for the steward immediately turned this confession to advantage.




  “Perhaps I should change my mind . . .” Mboga mused, “maybe give you to mungiki as a present . . .”




  He appeared to consider his proposal, lips pursed, and looking over and beyond the boy at the end of his desk.




  “Perhaps, perhaps . . . Remember, boy, those mungiki, they are everywhere.”




  Then Mboga got down to business.




  “Your friend Mupanga . . .”




  Mlambo stiffened.




  Charity Mupanga was one of the few people outside his family who had shown him any kindness.




  “She is a troublemaker, a dissident, even,” Mboga continued.




  Mlambo wanted to protest, but fear had frozen his tongue.




  It was true that Charity Mupanga was no supporter of President Nduka. She made little secret of her contempt for the man whom many believed had contrived the death of her husband David,

  Kuwisha’s much loved bishop, some four years earlier. And as the deputy president of the Mboya Boys United Football Club, as well as running the best bar and eating house in Kireba, while

  providing a refuge for the city’s growing army of street children, she was a person to reckon with.




  But to call her a dissident was going too far. Frightened though he was, Mlambo tried to speak in Charity Mupanga’s defence.




  “Shut your face,” snapped Mboga. “She is holding dark corner meetings every month. You know this. Every month.”




  He looked suspiciously at the boy.




  “They call it the Christian Ladies’ Sewing Circle.”




  Mboga then spelt out his demand: Mlambo was to become an informer, that creature which had been encouraged during the colonial era and flourished after independence. Reporting back on Charity

  and her friends was to be the boy’s first task.




  As Mboga detailed the new duty, setting out everything he would expect, from information about the meetings of the Sewing Circle to Charity’s relationship with that Englishman Furniver,

  Mlambo felt himself swaying on his feet, close to fainting.




  But the worst was yet to come, a final turn of the screw, devised and applied by Mboga himself, a man whose influence went well beyond that of a State House steward, powerful job though it was.

  According to the gossip, he was almost certainly a senior member of Kuwisha’s Central Intelligence Organisation.




  Mboga stood up.




  “Ferdinand Mlambo, I call you by that name for the last time. I am giving you a new name. Your old name is finished. I have caught it already.”




  His hand reached behind Mlambo’s left ear as he spoke, as if plucking something out of the air.




  “Your old name is now dead, finished,” he said with relish. “It is ready to travel with me, now.”




  He thrust his clenched fist into a small cardboard box which had been sitting on his desk, and withdrew his hand while closing the top, as if an insect or a small bird was now trapped inside.

  Mlambo watched, horrified and wide-eyed, as Mboga wrapped the box, about the size of two packets of Sportsman cigarettes, in a copy of the previous day’s paper, and carefully bound it with

  twine.




  “I will bury it near my home,” said Mboga, “and my dogs will piss on it, so the name of Ferdinand Mlambo, which is already dead, will rot.”




  The boy was dumbstruck.




  To subject Ferdinand Mhango Mlambo, great-grandson of the famous Mzilikazi Mlambo of Zimbabwe, who had fought for his country’s liberation during the first chimurenga in the 1890s,

  to such inhuman treatment went well beyond the bounds of decency.




  Then the full implications of losing his name sank in. Without a complete and proper name, would his late grandmother be able to find him? And would his earlier ancestors, including his

  great-grandfather, be available for advice and counselling? A shiver of terror went through the boy’s frame, and his insides turned to jelly.
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