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  Chapter 1

  
  




“By some estimates, there will be an average of two per cent annual growth in global oil demand over the years ahead along with conservatively a three per cent natural decline in production from existing reserves… So where is the oil going to come from? …While many regions of the world offer great opportunities, the Middle East, with two thirds of the world’s oil and the lowest cost, is still where the prize ultimately lies…”

—Dick Cheney, former US vice president and former CEO of Halliburton.




Only a snap decision caused him to discover the solution to the problem. If anyone had told him chewing gum would play any part at all, let alone be the panacea, the open-sesame, the magic key, the cheat-code, the trump-card to the dilemma, he would have said, “Go away! Go! Git!”

He had been working on the experiment for days without any progress. Using the Fischer-Tropsch process in radical ways, with new materials, gave him just the usual weak result. He did not give up. He continued catalyzing and filtering, mixing and decanting. He titrated and desiccated, heated and distilled, evaporated and crystallized.

At first it seemed as if he was on a mission to explode all the test tubes in the lab, if not the whole lab itself. But finally, after days of toil, he came up with a solution to prevent the explosions. So he experimented some more.

But the reaction he sought was over in a flash. This would not do. He sat back and patted his pockets. Then he remembered that he had quit smoking, because of the day he almost lit up in the lab. When one is surrounded by all manner of unstable elements and solutions which are undecided on their best state of matter, it is a very, very bad idea to smoke.

That day he completely kicked the habit. Just like that. It hadn’t required a New Year’s resolution or anything. He’d always known he could manage it. He had the willpower. If there was a good reason to do something, he just went ahead and did it. No need for endless fulminating or winding up. No waiting for the right moment or a gathering of momentum.

He hadn’t asked for one, but his sister, the one who had gone and married that cocky investigator from Nairobi, wanted a celebration. She had treated him to a colourful fireworks display in his backyard. A symbolic way of saying goodbye to smoking forever, she’d said.

But there were times, like now, when he needed to take his mind off what he was thinking about and still think. Times when he needed something to do while he meditated on a hard nut that was resisting sustained attempts to crack it.

That was why he’d started chewing gum. Not the smokers’ gum that is supposedly laced with nicotine to overcome withdrawal symptoms. He didn’t need that. No, just normal chewing gum. He’d gone for the unsweetened kind to protect his teeth. Cartons and cartons of it. Enough to last a normal person a whole year or more, taking one pack of five sticks per day.

This was the tonic he used when he mulled over chemical problems in his lab. It was the potion he now turned to as he leaned against the table, looking out the window. The tidily mown grass was very much unlike the jumbled state of his mind as he threw two sticks into his mouth and started chewing. He crumpled up the wrapper and inner foil, and without looking, threw them into the dustbin at the corner.

He chewed and wondered whether one of the specimens in various flasks behind him could be the solution to his problem. The government had been quick to set up this lab in close proximity to the rare earth elements discovery in the coastal area of Kwale. Whatever equipment was not available in Mombasa was rushed over from Nairobi. The converted office was now fitted with all the usual accoutrements of a modern lab.

Of course, more was needed, but the Japanese and Chinese were even now setting up more advanced equipment in the building next door. The converted county disaster recovery centre was more than measuring up to the task of making Kwale the largest centre of rare earth elements exploitation not only in Kenya, but in Africa and the world. He turned from the window and paced, casting glances at the array of beakers, dispensers and burettes in front of him.

Every one of the purified elements obtained from every subsequent extraction at the Mrima Hill mine now reposed in labelled reagent bottles on the wide tables before him. Most of the minerals would be going to China and Japan, for sure, with a lot of foreign exchange coming the other way. Hopefully, the money would be used correctly and would not end up padding someone’s pocket. But that was not why he was here. All this resulted from the words in that meeting, almost eighteen months ago.

“For how long shall our economy continue dancing to the tune of those who sell us petrol?” their boss, the Minister for Energy had asked. “When shall we liberate ourselves from the unstable politics of petroleum? I want a solution to this, and I want it now.”

So the think-tank had started work. Biogasoline was the obvious solution, but the process of producing it was not cost-effective. The group, comprised of a partnership between experts from private sector firms, academia and government technocrats, had utilized advanced computers and employed the best software programmers. Running thousands of chemical simulations per day, no one wanted to do the actual work in a lab. No one wanted to listen to his theories or look at the annotated equations in his notebook.

After a number of unfruitful attempts—showing the weaknesses of groupthink, in his opinion—his unconventional ideas and cranky temperament had gotten him kicked off the team of specialists. Because of his knowledge, they’d grudgingly put him in charge of the resource centre, while they continued with algorithmic data analysis and mechanistic modelling at the Research Institute in Mombasa.

That would have put paid to the efforts of a less determined person, but it only served to intensify his tinkering. And by a twist of fate, he was now in charge of the bulk of rare earth elements that he felt were key to a breakthrough, but which nobody wanted to look at twice.

Now working alone, he’d decided to start with the basic carbon that is present in all fuel. His reworked calculations pointed him to a compound which, taken together with the rare earth elements, made up more than sixty percent of the Mrima Hill ore deposits. Moissanite, otherwise known as silicon carbide, was as good a foundation to start with as any. It was not only packed full of carbon, it was strong and durable. Highly resistant to fire.

More chewing and he had introduced some azidoazide azide into the equation. It did not add up, but even worse were the explosions that flared in his lab regularly after that, as he tried out his idea. After some concentrated chewing, he had synthesized something that would not explode in his face. The missing ingredient was antimony, an element lying idle at the resource centre in copious quantities.

Now he had something that did burn, with a composition analogous to petrol, but the problem was that it burnt up too fast for it to be effective. So he chewed some more. And it was while chewing that it came to him.

A few calls later, he had everything he needed before him. Calling some of his former apprentices had produced varied excuses, but they’d caved in after he’d taken them on chaperoned guilt trips only he could conduct. Getting the optimum composition of the various elements took months more and pages and pages of complex experiments and lengthy equations. He made liberal use of more of the rare earth elements at his disposal. The reserves discovery could barely have come at a more opportune time.

Until the time when after a few more filtrations and titrations, carefully measuring out the various quantities, he was ready to shout, “Bazenga!” But he had to be sure. He hadn’t got to where he was by jumping to unverified conclusions. “Check and recheck your work,” his long-time mentor, now living in exile in Canada, used to tell him. “Be sure.”

So he did exactly that. He checked and rechecked. He tested and retested. A relaxed countenance replaced the frown of concentration on his face. His stiff shoulders loosened up, and he no longer patted his pockets as much. He forgot that bubble gum was for chewing. However, just as he was about to bring out the champagne and pop the cork, things got untenable.

Once the musclemen, gunslingers, and death-peddlers arrived, he had no option but to flee.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Open your mouth for the dumb, for the rights of all who are left desolate.

Open your mouth, judge righteously, maintain the rights of the poor and needy.


	Proverbs 31:8-9







The day before I broke my nose, I was seated at my desk, brooding over the newspaper story of yet another investment scheme that had gone bust with billions of investors’ money. Late February, and the tropical heat was at its peak, with the start of the long rains imminent. Outside, the sun was high, and I could imagine its harsh reflection off the luminous sign above my front door: ‘Third Eye Inc., Ltd: Private Investigators, Property Consultants and Climate Research.’

My office was located in Kayole, an iffy choice for a private eye practice. Kayole is a hood in the sprawling Eastlands metropolis, about ten kilometres from the Nairobi Central Business District. It is the only place in Kenya where bankers live across the street from bank robbers, where music celebrities and You-Tube millionaires reside alongside cooks, watchmen and muggers.

I moved my newspaper further from the window, trying to avoid the sharp light filtering through the slats of the Venetian blind. Then an angelic being interrupted me. She knocked at the open inner door and stood next to it.

“Yes, Rehema?” I raised one eyebrow, feigning annoyance. Though any human who could be annoyed at the appearance of such a belle would have to be a bit wrong in the head. Her body looked like it had been carefully poured into the fitted blue skirt suit that clung to her busty top, tiny waist and full hips.

The alluring figure forced my gaze to linger, before I pulled my eyes away. I was a happily married family man, to say nothing of my respected position in society. And, knowing Rehema as I did, I’d not have advised anyone to court this young woman on account of her beauty alone. Her dead stepfather would have backed me up, except that he wasn’t there to do so.

She stepped forward and dropped a thick file on my desk. “Majaryan Scheme.” Her soulful, olive-brown eyes met mine as she stepped back. A ghost of a cheeky smile danced on her face for a milli-second.

“Thank you.” I picked up the file and made a show of hefting it in my hands. “It’s got everything?”

“Yeah. And I threw in an article connecting Arturo Majaryan to Sonko.”

I frowned. A connection between Armenian mercenaries and a powerful local politician? “What sort of article? From the gutter press? A tabloid newspaper?”

“Depends on how you rate The Star. No names were included in the article, of course.”

“Well, check it for truth and accuracy. I want facts, not rumours.”

She puckered her lips and the cheery light left her eyes for an instant. My voice must’ve sounded harsher than I intended it to be. But what could a soul be expected to do in the face of such cheeky perfection?

“I’m following up on that.” Her voice had also fallen by an octave. “I’ll have everything verified by tomorrow.”

“Thanks.” I flipped the cover to peek at the first page, nodding my head in dismissal. “I’ll look at it a bit later.”

Then I looked up. She stood there, looking hopeful.

“What?” I asked.

“I was hoping I could leave a bit early today.”

“What gives?”

“I want to go to Skymax.”

The Skymax gym in Kayole is where I first met Rehema two years ago. When I decided to learn a street-wise combination of Karate, Aikido, Jujitsu and Krav Maga, Skymax was the place I chose. Rehema volunteered to show me how to land safely. After she’d twisted my hand behind my back and almost dislocated my shoulder, I’d demanded to know her name.

A few months later, she’d turned up at the counselling room at the Calvary Community Chapel (CCC) church to give me another unpleasant shock.

I was nodding my head when I glanced at her again. “You’re going to Skymax in that get-up?” I narrowed my eyes. “Come on, Rehema, admit it. You’ve got a date.”

She broke into a lop-sided smile. “I’m not sure whether you can call it a date. But yes, I’m meeting someone.”

I grimaced. “Why didn’t you say so? I told you I don’t like liars, because I’m not a liar myself.”

I fixed her with a thousand-yard stare, but far from looking apologetic, she stood at ease, looking at her feet with a tiny smile on her face.

I threw my hands in the air and returned my attention to the news. Then, as if I’d just remembered something, I gave her a cool glance. “You’ll be careful, won’t you? There’re a lot of—”

“Don’t worry.” This time her smile reached up to her eyes. “If he’s a jerk, I’ll introduce him to the Osoto Gari throw. Or I can show him how to land, the way I did for you…”

I groaned. “I hope you know you can always give me a call? Anytime?”

“No problem. But I don’t think that will be necessary.”

“Alright. If he’s the other type of jerk, you can always bring him for counselling…” I paused. Rehema was studying me with a frown, arms akimbo.

“Sounds as if you don’t trust me,” she said.

“What do you mean, I don’t trust you?” I struggled to keep my voice level. “This isn’t about you.”

“No, it sounds as if you don’t think I can make the right choice.” Her voice was packed with enough emotion to make me feel like a Brutus about to betray Caesar.

“No, umm, I mean yes, I wouldn’t want you to choose…” I bit my tongue before I said something patronising. “You know what, just go and enjoy yourself. Have a blast.”

“Okay, I will.” She turned with a swish of clothing. “But thanks for caring.” She glided out, her heels clicking on the parquet floor.

I flicked the file open. It would be detailed enough to trace the lost billions. But was it worth the danger, if I was discovered?

My other interaction with Rehema was courtesy of a misadvised piece of volunteer work I started two years ago. I came to anticipate and dread in equal measure this community service that brought me nothing but problems since I first took it up. Rehema’s case, amidst the endless tales of disaster, misfortune and broken dreams, was the only one that did not make me want to hide my head in the sand.

When our church deacon suggested I branch out from my formal jobs of climate consultant and investigator, I thought, yes, all for the good. When he suggested I could make a good church counsellor, I agreed.

A break from lecturing bored conference attendees on the reality of climate change would be nice. Time off from fighting those who steal from the poor would be great.

So, for a few hours every evening on Tuesday and Thursday, the latest white-collar pickpocket, the Ponzi scheme mastermind and the faceless cybercriminal receded into the background. The time to save the world, one distressed congregation member at a time, had come.

I hadn’t reckoned for the tipper truckload of problems that would bury and threaten to suffocate me. In short order, I was racking my brains as I tried to advise a woman on what to do with her cheating husband. The attempt to counsel a college-age girl on how to balance dating, studies and part-time work caused me to transmute back through time, re-opening some of my own scabs.

Though most of my advisees were female, there was also this fifty-something-year-old man who needed me to hold his hand and walk him through a mid-life crisis. The saving grace, just as I was about to obtain a strong rope and go looking for a sturdy tree that could bear my weight, was this twenty-year-old who had just killed her stepfather. And buried him in the backyard.

“You did what?” I’d blurted out. Those were my first few counselling days, when my affected veneer of non-judgmentalism had not become as habitual as blinking.

“It was self-defence.” Rehema pouted and tossed her head, sending the long braids of her hair a-shimmer.

That’s what you get in counselling when you’re hasty with your words. It has to be the only job where the less you say and do, the more you raise your stock as an expert in your field. As a result of those three ill-advised words, I had to wait two more days to hear the rest of what turned out to be a remarkable story.

By that time, I knew Rehema enough to take her at her word. So I went with her to where she’d buried the body. As crickets chirped and owls hooted, we exhumed, shifted, transported and buried the body in a corner of the Lang’ata public cemetery where no one would ever connect it to her, if they ever found it. I personally washed my car early the next day to remove all traces of our nocturnal adventures.

That’s what one does when a stepfather about to rape the daughter of his dead wife gets what’s coming to him. I opted to protect the life of the doe-eyed orphan who stood up for herself and prevented a vile sin.

Hiring her to help in my business was a given after that—after I had paid the tuition fees for her to finish her last two years of college. Rehema was definitely both a fearfully and wonderfully made human being. In Kayole, a receptionist who could double as a bodyguard—

“Hi there,” said the sole woman I know who puts Rehema in the shade. She had breezed in without knocking. “What are you up to? What are all these papers and files?”

“Hello there, gorgeous.” I rose, catching a whiff of the musky rose-flower-tinged perfume I gave her on our anniversary. “This here…” I said, planting a chaste peck on her warm lips “…is evidence.”

“Evidence?” Laurie’s brown, heart-shaped face split in her typical smile. “What evidence?”

“These are the details of all the people who have been conned in the Ekeza and Majaryan real estate pyramid schemes. All the innocent Kenyans who’ve been robbed of their hard-earned cash while the government looks the other way.”

She perched her hourglass figure on the corner of my desk, facing me. “Aw, Edu. Come off it. How do you know the government was looking the other way? They have a lot to do, dear. They don’t sit in the office all day looking at names and figures. They’re not like someone I know.”

“Nothing at all ever happens to the identified masterminds of the scams. Their names are not only common knowledge, they’ve been known to hobnob with top government officials. Just yesterday, I called up the office of the Minister for Trade, to request a meeting. His secretary hung up on me.”

“What would you do?” Laurie asked, a frown replacing the smile on her face. “Reclaim the loot and give it back to those they had conned?”  

“Even that would be something. The president is just seated on his hands while citizens suffer. The cost of living… poof!” I gestured at the ceiling. “Through the roof! People attribute the rising cost of fuel to the war in Ukraine. Very few know that, as if to deliberately worsen the crisis, the Kenyan government raised VAT on fuel from eight percent to sixteen percent. No one in government seems to have a grasp on the right economic policies.” I slammed my fist down on my desk. “I have a mind to do something myself!”

“And what would that be?” She scowled. “You’re not planning on going out to the streets to demonstrate, are you?”

“I was planning on doing just that.”

“Eduardo Kariuki! These are not your bachelor days, when you could do anything you wanted, anywhere and anyhow!”

“I don’t see how—”

“You have a wife and three kids, for heaven’s sake!” She parked her hands on the hips of her pink dress. “Think how that’ll make us look! We won’t be able to show our faces in public for the rest of the year!”

“I’m not asking you to accompany me—”

“Do me a favour, Edu.”

“Anything you say.”

“When you head out there to embarrass yourself and us, make sure you wear those running shoes I bought you last year. You’ll need them to run from the batons of those crazy anti-riot police.”

“Um, okay…”

“And you’ll also need them to run to your new home. Edu, I won’t allow it. I forbid it. I won’t have you acting out another cockamamie escapade at our expense. Only a fool tests the depth of a river with both feet.”

That’s how I came to add the title of public defender and crusader to my other monikers of church counsellor, climatologist, property prospector and investigator. I eventually overcame Laurie’s initial opposition to my intentions—by hinting that it could be the launching pad for a stab at the presidency. After all, who doesn’t want to be the First Lady?

I ended up scarred for life.
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As you go west on Masimba Road, towards the junction with Kayole Road, just past the chartreuse-yellow and grey Greenmatt supermarket entrance, very near to the Dafabet Betting Shop at the corner, you are accosted by a raucous assault on the senses. Yellow, blue, red, green, brown and grey umbrellas, the giant umbrellas that shield market stalls from the hot tropical sun, tower above you everywhere you look.

As far as the eye can see, a riotous array of colourful wares hang heavy on boxy display shelves made of wood planks and sack-cloth, and mkokoteni stalls.

A cacophony of loud voices advertising their wares, together with a background purr, murmur and rumble of haggling and arguing and laughing shoppers, lay siege on your ears.

The tang of exhaust fumes from vrooming motorcycles and luridly coloured, music-blaring buses whooshing by, mingles with the sweaty body odour of the seething masses of people rubbing against, thumping, bumping and trampling on your feet. The creamy, spicy, citrusy aroma of mangoes, onions, oranges, cabbages, pineapples, tomatoes and carrots that are fresh from the shamba envelops you like a blanket, obscuring the vague garbage smell that is always hovering somewhere in the air, in every market; not near enough to grasp onto, yet not too distant that you forget it completely.

Welcome, for you are entering Kayole’s Soweto Market, the market without boundaries, without shape, without form and pattern, just a furious, self-propagating, many-headed hydra sprouting heads and tentacles and hands and feet chaotically, all over the place.

This is where I decided to have my first stand as a public agitator. The swarming and throbbing crowd in Soweto market would be my first audience, and therefore my first supporters, who would stick with me like a river to its course. In any other place I would have needed a permit to address a public gathering. But Kayole has a law unto itself. No one requires a permit to speak in the ghetto.

Equipped with a horn loudspeaker I had borrowed for a day from our neighbour, Baba Simeoni, I was ready. Baba Simeoni, whose full name is Baba Simeoni Lodvikus Melkizedeki Ombwayo, had shown me how to operate the handheld device. He is the head of the Kayole branch of the Legio Maria sect, the most illustrious and deep-rooted religious organization in Kayole. I’d even tried the loudspeaker out, booming in my deepest voice, “The end of the world is at hand! REPENT, OR YOU WILL SURELY PERISH!”

That is scarcely the message you want to hear at ten p.m., when your wife is calling from the bedroom, “Are you coming to bed, dear?”

But we’re used to a lot of things in Kayole. Every time there is a full moon, we are awoken by this same loud hailer at around 3 a.m. — repetitively garbling out a certain Gujarati or Karamojong chant. As we stand on our balconies, rubbing our eyes and trying to focus, we spot Baba Simeoni at the head of a curious nocturnal ceremony, loudspeaker in one hand and what looks like a white horse-tail in the other.

Disbelievingly, we stare as he conducts a well choreographed tradi-religious dance across the ghostly streets. Clad in a purple robe, orange sashes hanging from his shoulders, bulbous white sheepskin hat on his head, the stately, white-haired Baba Simeoni is transformed into a spritely youth. Every few meters he jumps high into the air like a Maasai moran, swatting his fly whisk viciously and uttering unintelligible guttural chants and war whoops.

His congregation, numbering anywhere from fifty to a hundred men and women clad in all-white from head to toe, are usually not so animated but by no means restrained. They follow him in a retinue that sounds like a lot of owls rhythmically arguing with a pack of coyotes, and looking like a bevy of penguins auditioning together with some emaciated arctic polar bears.

A number of beat-possessed drummers and percussionists follow within grabbing distance of the peppy and fired-up Baba Simeoni, and, like a living, breathing animal, the whole entourage snakes forward, swaying and nodding their heads to a staccato tune that seems to sink right into the bones. The tom-toms of the many drums, the shaking rhythm of countless tambourines and the jingling beats of the famed karingaringas or triangles grab one by the throat and refuse to let go.

Making a conscious effort to keep from moving and shaking and swaying to the beat, you forget for the moment you can’t understand a word of what they’re saying. You find yourself surreptitiously nodding and humming in tandem, being careful to ensure the neighbour is not looking your way.

But that is neither here or there. I was talking about the beginning of my career as a public defender, aka agitator supremo. I watched the Forward matatu I’d alighted from lurch off in pursuit of another gaudily decorated bus that had just zipped past us with the heavy beat of dancehall music blasting from its speakers.

Tomorrow, I would organize a crowd to peacefully picket and deliver a message to the President’s office at Harambee House. But, for today, I would address these peaceful folks here at the market. I would let them know what was wrong with our country, and what we needed to do to rescue it from the dogs.

I took up a strategic position a few meters from the entrance to the market and began talking. “My dear friends and fellow citizens, the axe forgets but the tree remembers. We have received so many blows that it is becoming hard to continue…”

No one took any notice of me. The rancid smell of sweat and unwashed bodies vied for prominence with the dust and earthy smell of agricultural produce. Some of the women hawking ripe yellow bananas and red-and-green watermelon slices paused to give me a closer look, before walking away, shaking their heads.

The men acted as if I was invisible. One clad in a filthy blue overall, flapping open at the front to reveal a hairy chest, grunted as he came straight at me, heaving a huge sack packed full of cabbages on his shoulders. He would have knocked me over if I hadn’t jumped aside at the last moment.

I was trying to pick up from where I had left off when a burly man with a bald, egg-shaped head appeared from nowhere. His mouth looked like a tiny island in the bushy beard that covered his cheeks, upper lip and chin. He grabbed me, forcing the loudspeaker away from my mouth. “Do you want to be arrested for subversion?”

“Eh, what?”

“Unaleta mhadhara. This country has its owners and we all know it. Are you trying to overthrow the government?”

I decided to ignore him and proceed as if he wasn’t there. After all, hadn’t everybody been doing just that to me? I shook myself free and continued talking, as he stood some distance away and glared at me.

“Three score and ten years ago, our forefathers went to the forests to win back our independence at the bitter cost of their families, their possessions and, eventually, their lives. It is for that very reason that we cannot afford to sit back as our rights are trampled on. The right to free speech, the right to education, the right to a reasonable standard of life…”

There is a truth I’d come across in various learned journals and essays, authoritatively put across in such a way that even the most asininely stubborn of disposition would have believed it. They said the greatest danger to delivery of an effective speech is heckling. Intelligent questions demand an answer, but ideally after the end of the speech. With this in mind, I’d come prepared.

I’d prepared all sorts of intelligent rebuttals, canny putdowns and chuckle-inducing retorts. I had an arsenal of replies and countering remarks that would have blown even the most brilliant heckler to kingdom come. But the heckler I now encountered was anything but brilliant.

“Wewe ni mjinga. Foolish fool! Go away!”

The man-boy was covered in mud from head to toe. His dark clothing, which was several sizes larger than him, could have been an army camouflage suit, if the dark blotches and smudges all over it were anything to judge by.

His eyes seemed incredibly white in his face, due to the grime surrounding them. But they were more bloodshot than any I’d ever seen. Grimy hands held an open bottle half-full of glue next to his crooked nose, and fat, cracked toes peeped out of the battered sandals on his feet. Where had this maddeningly-loud street boy come from?

He was definitely wondering the same about me. “Umetoka wapi, jinga hii! Wherever you are from, go back there and stick it between your legs!”

I could have chosen to ignore him, since my voice over the loudspeaker was louder than him. But it wouldn’t have portrayed the message of solidarity with co-sufferers I wanted to put across. I therefore lowered the megaphone and approached him, dripping with sympathy.

But he ran from me, shouting, “Tothi wewe! Sod you, you burnt toast! Bwanyenye wewe! If you think you can come here to colonize us, you’re thick in the head!”

The youth retreated to where a mound of rotten and rotting mangoes, avocadoes, oranges and various other unrecognizable market wastes reposed, just next to the market entrance. I should have taken the chance then to accept defeat and left with my head held high. But I thought we could talk this over like reasonable people. I took another step towards the boy, my hands spread non-threateningly. It was a step too far in the wrong direction.

The boy snatched up a fruit from the rubbish pile, and with unerring aim, sent the missile flying towards me. Before I could dodge, my mouth, nose and chin were covered in the slimy and smelly sludge of rotten avocado, the residue spreading all over the collar and front part of my white T-shirt.

I tried to wipe the greenish-black, sticky jelly from my face, as I discovered I now had an audience. All the people who’d been too busy to listen to me a few minutes earlier were now turned towards me, smiling and chuckling and laughing merrily. People going by with cartons on their heads, and sacks on their shoulders and backs, now paused to regard me.

A bunch of smaller street boys had also congregated next to the first man-boy, and at strategic points around me. If their dirty clothes and glue bottles were anything to go by, they must have been his younger brothers.

That was the moment I should have run from the scene. But maybe I was still in a bit of shock, and I was also wondering whether some rotten fruit had made it into the borrowed megaphone. I was examining it to make sure of that when a fusillade of missiles descended on me from all directions.

A splashy orange hit me full on the nose, just as a soggy tomato snagged the left side of my forehead, slithering on for a few centimetres more before it came to a mushy stop next to my left ear. It fell to the ground as I felt its juice trickle down my neck, inside my shirt collar and down my back. Millions of frothy cabbages and discoloured mangoes and worm-filled onions and slushy pears rained on me.

By the time I was turning my back to run from the scene, I was looking like the elder brother to all those street boys, with my loudspeaker taking the place of their bottles of glue. I put as much distance as I could between myself and that accursed market, before I stopped to take stock.

I now looked exactly like what I felt; a burnt-out intellectual with garbage in his head who had properly mingled with the dirt-of-the-earth, until he was indistinguishably smeared in it from head to toe.

My T-shirt was completely ruined, but maybe my dark-blue jeans could be rescued. As I surveyed the toll on my clothes, there was a raw message that was struggling to come to the fore, in the depths of a mind clogged to the brim with bourgeoisie attitudes, a mind grown callous to the travails of the common man. Perhaps what these kind folk needed was some concrete action, not just more of the empty rhetoric that they were used to hearing every day from every other politician?

I was sure I could buy a cheap second-hand T-shirt from the many mtumba clothes sellers on the myriad Kayole side-streets. As soon as I had re-orientated myself, I tried to make my way to where a hawker had a bunch of T-shirts displayed on a sack laid by the road.

“Finje peke yake! T-shirt na fifty bob! Fifty shillings only!” the T-shirt seller cried, but no one took any notice. His neighbour, red bandanna tied around his head, was hogging all the action.

Swamped and surrounded by bustling women, the bandanna-clad man proclaimed in a voice dripping with sugar, “Kifuniko cha asali! Put the lid on the honey here! Bei ya asubuhi! Morning prices only! Honey corks by the dozen! Kifuniko cha asaliii…” as he turned over mountains of his pink, red and orange merchandise.

With no small amount of effort, I fought through the mob of women surrounding the panty-seller, chose two T-shirts from his neighbour and retreated to a quiet corner.

Removing the fruit-caked T-shirt, I used one of the clean T-shirts I’d bought to wipe my face, body, trousers and Baba Simeoni’s gramophone. When I had made myself presentable enough, I wore the other clean T-shirt. I looked for a dustbin to dispose of the dirty T-shirts, but there was none as far as I could see. So I left the two T-shirts there by the road and sauntered away.

My speech had barely taken an hour. In fact, I was not sure whether I’d been able to talk for thirty minutes. No way I was going back home so early, to concede defeat to Laurie. I remembered that the president was due to be flagging off the Safari Rally at eleven. If I jumped into a matatu now, I could make it to City Stadium by then.

Forty-five minutes later, after braving a moderate jam on Jogoo Road, I alighted next to the throngs ringing the stadium entrance. I decided to deposit the loudspeaker at one of the many kiosks on Stadium Road, with the assurance that I’d retrieve it after the event was over.

“The president hasn’t come yet?” I asked the kiosk-owner, as I finished up the soda I’d bought to win good will.

“No, but he should be here any moment now,” the lady said from the dark confines of her small rectangular space. “I expect that he’ll come by helicopter and alight inside the stadium.”

“But the actual flagging off will be here at the gate?”

“I think so. But I expect that there’ll be some speeches in the stadium for a while before that.”

I made my way into the stadium. Perhaps I could get close enough to the president to have a chat on the plight of the common mwananchi. The crowd seemed to part as if by magic when I approached, with everyone turning away and wrinkling their noses as I passed. In due course, the helicopter did come roaring from a westerly direction, blowing dust into our eyes as it dipped into the stadium.

There followed the usual charade of security operatives running bent over from the ‘copter, although the rotors were miles away from their heads. At least the president was dignified enough to walk upright.

All went silent except for the revving of the powerful engines of the race vehicles, which we’d been hearing and seeing for some time now. The rally vehicles were unmistakable, being covered with sponsor messages in all shades of every bright colour on the spectrum.

After a number of dour speeches by some of the dignitaries present, it was time for the president’s speech. Dr. Samowe stood up. Before he could say anything, however, there came some shouts and a commotion from a few meters behind him, right there on the dais.

“Punda amechoka! The donkey is tired! No more taxes! No more empty promises! No more mismanagement! No more corruption!”

Everyone turned to look at the very last row on the dais, where a stodgy man stood and was now shouting at the top of his voice. It was the renowned human rights activist, Okimya Matatah. He had been seated quietly behind the ministers, ambassadors and other distinguished guests all through, but had now decided to seize the moment.

“The citizens of Kenya demand accountability! We demand sound leadership! We demand the freedoms and rights enshrined in our constitution!”

Mr. Matatah had chosen well. The way the stadium dais was constructed, a slight incline of seats went up all the way to the closed-off back wall of the raised section. To take Mr. Matatah away, as the president’s men were even now trying to do, the only way was down the open corridor next to the podium where the president was standing.

“Free the donkey!” With the superhuman strength borne of righteous anger, Mr. Matatah threw off a burly security operative trying to throttle him. “The donkey is groaning and crawling! It is on the ground!” Sidestepping another suit-clad bodyguard, he took a few steps before he was bowled over by a third man. Rolling down the stone steps, he continued shouting, “It is almost dead! You’re whipping a dead horse!”

As he was pulled inch-by-inch down the narrow corridor, closer and closer to the president, Mr. Matatah continued shouting and gesticulating wildly, covered all over by grappling security operatives.

“No more lies! No more tyranny! No more impunity! Down with the interlopers!”

By the time he was taken past the president by his sweating burly handlers, almost the entire crowd was on its feet — laughing, cheering and catcalling. He was finally borne off to a waiting police vehicle, and the crowd roared as the vehicle screeched away, fishtailing on the slippery stadium turf. The first Safari Rally vehicle had zipped away before it was flagged off, it seemed.

The real flagging off however was a few minutes later. The president stood by a rally car, holding the large black, red, white and green flag we all knew so well. This was my moment. I jostled forward, with the crowd once again giving me an unusually easy right of way.

I was just two arm-lengths away from President Samowe when a loud bang, as if from a shot, resounded. Maybe somebody was holding a starter’s gun and it misfired. Whatever the case, the whole house of cards came tumbling down after that.

Everyone sprinted off in all directions. Someone punched me hard on the nose. The next moment a hard blunt object hit me on the forehead, and I fell over. Bleeding from the nose and forehead, I scrambled to my feet. I was running as fast as I could to where I knew not, when someone or something tripped me. I fell, hitting my head on someone’s running feet and causing them to fall over as well. Before I could pick myself up, a squadron of riot police descended on me.

Clubbing, cudgelling and whipping like mad, the uniformed men swarmed over me like so many bees. I must have blacked out after that. When a bunch of men are clubbing, kicking and whipping one with all their strength, there is only so much one can remember. My last recollection was of a big boot going up and then coming down on my testicles again and again, with so much force that I thought I would die, if I had not already died and gone to hell.

I woke up later in hospital. Kimende and Momanyi, two of my childhood friends, had seen me on TV and were at my bedside.

“Ah, matey, welcome back. How’re you feeling?” Momanyi was looking as mischievous as ever.

“I…I’ve been better,” I croaked.

“Hello, old granddad. You’re finally on TV, what?” Kimende regarded me, stroking his well-combed and jutting goatee. He actually succeeded in looking envious.

“TV? What do you mean?”

Momanyi chuckled. “Mate, don’t you know you were screaming for your mother? On live TV?”

I grimaced. “That’s not possible.” My voice sounded all nasal and muffled, coming through my many bandages. “I have two mothers.”




When I was discharged later that evening and went home to my wife, she was incensed. Laurie never watched TV during the day. While she must have heard whispers and snide remarks on what had transpired, this was the first corroboration of what others had seen on TV.

It turned out that things went pretty smoothly after I’d gone into my forcibly-induced coma. Maybe the shot, or whatever it was, was staged. Perceived assassination attempts would justify conspiracy theories against the president and enable more clamping down on any and all opposition. But Laurie was not concerned about that.

“Look at you! You look like a fudging Egyptian mummy, for heav—“

“Mum, your phone is ringing!” Nyuguto, our five-year-old son, came running with the phone extended. The girls, Waitherero and Zuriya, twelve and nine, were gathered around their mum, staring at me as if I was an alien from outer space.

“Hold on a sec.” Laurie snatched up the phone and looked at the display. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back as soon as I’ve talked with mama.”

As she strode away, I was racking my mind for something that could put a wise tint on what I’d done. By the time she came back to the dining table several minutes later, my mind had only come up with the not so convincing ‘All monkeys cannot hang from the same branch.’ But that could not be the reason for the worried look on her face.

“What’s up?” I asked as she took her seat.

“My brother. He’s missing.”
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