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Stephen Odinga stood in the sunlight next to his sister, gazing towards the traffic on the main road in front of their stall. Small children were running in and out between the cars and minicab taxis along Kwamchetsi Wachira Avenue, holding up bags of peanuts, copies of the Kisuru Telegraph, bottles of water and orange soda. One little girl in a green skirt marched across the path of a forty-ton lorry, balancing a basket of frangipani flowers on her head.


‘How much have you taken?’ Stephen asked.


‘Four hundred and ten shillings.’


Martha was deep-frying bananas and little satchels of dough in a pan of seething, bright yellow oil. Above her head, the sign on the front of the booth proclaimed: Aberdare Fried Bananas – Best Value in Kisuru.


Stephen hitched up his oversized trousers. ‘It’s not enough.’


‘It’s early,’ Martha replied.


There was a pile of rotting food in the gutter nearby. The smell of it was intensifying with the morning heat, and as he talked, Stephen kept brushing the flies from his face.


‘Why don’t you help me?’ she said. ‘I cook, you go to the buses and sell. Like we used to. We make more that way.’


‘No. I’m going to Makotsi Avenue. I can get two dollars today, maybe more.’


‘Tell Tom to help, then. He’s working over there – at Joy and Beauty Valeting.’


Stephen looked towards the traffic-lights where half a dozen small boys were swarming around a white Toyota Land Cruiser. Two had climbed up on the bonnet and were using rags to wipe the windscreen; others stood by with buckets of water, while Tom – clearly visible in his red shorts and blue baseball cap – was standing on the pavement outside the Prosperity Butcher’s Shop, holding a plastic bag in each hand.


‘He’s the toilet boy for that gang,’ Martha went on. ‘It’s a bad job for him. He’s not quick enough.’


‘Tom’s fast. He’ll be fine.’


‘And when the police catch him, what will you tell Mama?’


‘With that fever she has,’ he said angrily, ‘with fever and no money, what difference does it make what I tell her?’


Martha looked down at the boiling yellow oil, took her tongs and carefully pulled out a deep-fried banana, which she placed on a piece of newspaper. ‘Fried bananas,’ she called out, raising her voice to compete with the drone of an aeroplane flying low over the market. ‘Mandazi! Best value in Kisuru! Only five shillings.’


A middle-aged man in a jacket and tie stopped by the booth, and stood smiling at Martha, taking his time to examine the strip of printed cotton tied round her hair, and the shape of her breasts, visible through the T-shirt.


‘Good morning,’ he said, when the plane had passed. ‘How are you?’


‘Well.’


‘So, what have we got here? Mandazi?’ He grinned at Martha, leaning against the booth. ‘Tell me, young lady, what else do you sell?’


‘Banana fritters,’ she said, keeping her eyes on the boiling oil. ‘Good clean food.’


‘What if a customer prefers something else? I have a big appetite.’ And he added gently: ‘How old are you, mchumba? Seventeen – eighteen?’


‘You should try our fritters,’ Martha repeated. ‘If you want something different, go to another stall.’


‘You want to eat?’ Stephen asked, approaching the man. ‘I recommend it, sir. Take a fried banana. Five shillings.’


‘No,’ the man said, with a scowl. ‘I don’t think so. I don’t like the attitude of this little mamalishe.’ And he marched off.


‘Hot mandazi!’ Martha cried again. ‘Five shillings each, three for twelve, five for twenty – best value in Kisuru. You, ladies, it’s a beautiful day. Try our fried bananas . . .’


A group of young women had climbed down from their yellow minibus, marooned in the traffic, and were picking their way across the gutter.


‘This way, visura,’ Stephen called, striding towards them through the crowd of small children. ‘Let me help you, ladies – don’t let these boys bother you . . . What can we do for you? Banana fritters? Doughnuts? It’s such a fine morning, you deserve two each – really. Don’t laugh, it’s very nutritious food – it will sustain you all day . . .’ He yelled to Martha: ‘Four bananas and two fresh doughnuts for these beautiful ladies.’


The women stood chatting and laughing together as they ate, and seeing them there, other passengers began abandoning stationary minibus taxis to buy themselves breakfast.


‘Thank you, sir.’ Stephen pocketed a five-shilling coin. ‘You’re next, madam. That’s right, all our food is cooked to order . . . Here’s your double coming up, ma’am – fresh and clean. Ten shillings, please.’


For several minutes the din of the street seemed to rise up around Stephen, and he was too preoccupied to notice the commotion breaking out near the junction where Tom was working. But Martha had raised her head, straining to see what was going on, and other people were looking that way too. One of their customers, a large woman in a saffron headscarf, was pointing towards the traffic-lights. ‘That’s a real fight.’ She chuckled. ‘They must have caught a thief. Those street thieves are a holy terror. They can take your mobile while you’re still talking on it . . . It’s true – it happened to my niece. Still, they don’t live long. You know what happens to thieves in Makera?’ She widened her eyes, slowly running a thumb across her plump throat.


Stephen stepped on to the road to get a better view. A big man in a suit had leaped down from a black Mercedes four-by-four, and was yelling at the two boys on his bonnet. He had already grabbed them by their ankles and was yanking them off into the gutter; then he turned to threaten the rest of the valeting team, who had retreated into the crowd of spectators. ‘Keep out of trouble, Tom,’ Stephen urged, under his breath. ‘You’re no match for this balozi. Run – go home!’


But the little boy in red shorts had already broken away from the crowd, and was racing in an arc around the angry man, clutching his plastic bags. The man didn’t notice Tom: he was looking the other way, standing by the open door of his car. Tom paused to take aim, spinning one of his bags like a slingshot; then he sprang forward and let it fly into the Mercedes, where it exploded against the cream-coloured dashboard.


The crowd gasped. The big man swivelled round to stare at the inside of his car, and for a few seconds he was motionless with shock. Tom was taking aim with his second bag. Then, jumping into the air, he hurled it at the pale interior, wheeled away and ran for the alleyway.


‘Ah, that was the toilet boy!’ the woman in orange exclaimed. ‘I bet that fellow wishes he’d paid up. His beautiful car will never be the same again. Shit on the leatherwork, shit on the carpet, shit everywhere! And the little scamp who did it?’ She snapped her fingers impressively. ‘They’ll never find him.’


Tom had wriggled through the mass of spectators and was already running down a narrow passage into the Makera slum. The alley was a muddy rut, less than two feet across, half filled with sewage. He sprinted headlong without looking back, dancing from side to side to avoid the sludge, then veered off into another tiny corridor and flew on over greenish pools of waste until he was ten or twelve blocks from the main road.


When he came to a stop at the entrance to a tiny courtyard, he was gasping for breath. He had lost his baseball cap in the crowd. His face and neck were slippery with sweat, his T-shirt and red shorts saturated. The whole of his body was shaking, and it took him a few moments to be certain he had not been followed. Then he leaned back against the wooden shed. There was no wind: the tin roofs buckled and groaned in the heat, and the air was filled with a rich stench of garbage, diarrhoea, human sweat. The yard was really no more than a gap between buildings, a patch of mud the size of a single shack. Three small girls were playing hopscotch there; an old man sat in the shade of his workshop doorway mending a bicycle tyre next to a painted sign that read ‘Christian Fellowship Bicycle Repairs’; overhead, a tangle of electricity cables and aerial masts clung to a capsizing pole. In the shack behind him, Tom could hear a woman’s voice, chanting or saying prayers. He pushed the curtain aside to go in.


His younger sister Ruth was sitting on a chair by the door. ‘Where’ve you been?’ she hissed. ‘Mama was asking for you.’


‘I was working.’


‘Did you get money?’


‘Later I will.’


There were gaps between the wooden boards that formed the wall, and Ruth’s face was illuminated with strips of sunlight. ‘Go and talk to Mama. She keeps sleeping. Tell her to wake up.’


But Tom didn’t move. ‘What’s Gladwell Oyusi doing?’


‘She says we’ve been cursed,’ Ruth said. ‘She’s going to send away the evil spirit.’ And she added, in a whisper, ‘I think she’s in a trance.’


Tom felt his stomach contract, and he swallowed hard. ‘It isn’t a bad spirit. The nuns say she’s got malaria. Stephen’s going to buy medicine.’


Ruth looked towards Gladwell. The old woman was standing over their mother’s body, reciting a chant in the Kishala language as she swayed from side to side. She had a stick in her hand, and every few moments she broke off from her prayer to utter a cry, ‘Htchoo! Oucha!’ beating the ground as if she had discovered something lurking in the darkness and was sending it on its way.


Tom put his hand on Ruth’s shoulder. ‘Go and tell Stephen and Martha what’s happening,’ he said. ‘They’re at the stall. Tell them Mama won’t wake up. Describe the fever. Hurry. Go now.’


And Ruth slipped out into the stinking yard.
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‘The arrogance!’ Sarah shut her book angrily. ‘Why couldn’t we just leave Africa alone?’


She glanced towards her husband, but he hadn’t heard. Ed was staring at the architects’ plans spread out on the tray-table in front of him. Turning away, she pulled up the plastic blind on the aeroplane window. At once a pillar of copper sunlight slammed into the cabin, illuminating the whole width of the interior and picking out the blond hair of her son, fast asleep on the seat beside her.


‘How are you getting on with Makotsi’s memoirs?’ Ed whispered, looking up.


‘Oh, I had to take a break. He’s been arrested by the British. For treason, of all things. Can you imagine? Treason in his own bloody country . . . Still, he’s got an amazing spirit. He never became bitter. He spent his time in jail writing an account of Makhoto culture, how it was before colonialism.’ She leafed through the illustrations in the book. ‘Everything was decided by consensus. Nobody was left out. There: that’s Kenneth Makotsi’s uncle, the hereditary chief. Look at those eyes!’


Ed examined the grainy photograph of a chieftain watching a ritual dance. He was sitting on a pile of animal furs next to a giant fig tree, dressed in the flayed skin of a leopard, while a man in a loincloth held an ornamental parasol over his head. ‘I feel sorry for the guy with the umbrella,’ he said. ‘He hasn’t done so well out of the collective decision-making.’


‘But there’s so much dignity in that face,’ Sarah persisted. ‘He’s so alive, isn’t he?’


‘Well, that’s it,’ Ed said. ‘It’s happened already. My wife’s in love with a dead African chieftain. I won’t stand a chance once we’re out in Batanga.’


She reached across and clutched his hand. ‘Come and sit beside me, darling. Go on, change places with Archie.’


Ed got up carefully and lifted his son, who was wrapped in a blanket, then lowered him into his own seat. ‘There. Take it easy, mate – don’t wake up . . . What a star! Drugged to the eyeballs. He was so manic earlier, I thought he’d never sleep.’


‘D’you think he’ll be all right?’ she said.


‘Archie? Of course he will.’ He put his arm round her shoulders as he sat down, drawing her towards him.


‘I wish he’d had his shots earlier. It was my fault.’


‘He’s had them, that’s all that matters.’


‘I keep thinking about spiders and things. Snakes, scorpions . . . God knows. And food poisoning, Ed . . .’


‘It won’t seem so scary once we’ve settled into the house. We’ll be able to keep things clean. There’s a surgery in the compound. Honestly, love, we’ll be fine.’


For a moment they sat together under the reading lights, the sound of the engines filling their ears. Then he kissed her briefly on the mouth, sat up again and switched on the little television screen on the seat-back in front of him. ‘Let’s see where we are . . . There! Juba already. We’ll be landing in Kisuru in a couple of hours.’


Sarah opened the blind again and gazed out at the rusty, pockmarked earth. The plane had been flying over desert, its surface broken by fragile islands of vegetation. Now the landscape was turning pale green, and for the first time they could make out the bluish smudge of a mountain range along the southern horizon.


‘That’s the Ngozi Hills,’ Ed said. ‘They straddle the border with Sudan. It’s no man’s land, nowadays. Somewhere down there is the Army of Celestial Peace.’


‘It’s hard to imagine, isn’t it?’ Sarah gazed at the ridges of dark green jungle to the south. ‘It looks so primeval and mysterious. My God, it’s beautiful.’


The traffic was blocked across the junction. The big man had refused to move his Mercedes until the valeting team had been arrested, and a couple of dozen people were standing about, waiting to see what would happen. When the police arrived, two officers leaped from their Jeep and dragged the boys out of the gutter, throwing them down between the road and the butcher’s shop where they started to beat them with truncheons. Other policemen searched the crowd for their accomplices.


Gradually the spectators began to lose interest, and when the beating was over, the two boys limped to the big man’s car and started cleaning it up.


‘Fried bananas!’ Martha cried. ‘Mandazi! Best value in town . . .’ But the customers were moving away, and she caught Stephen’s eye. ‘That was Sergeant Mburu, did you see? The one beating those boys. He’s seen us – he’s coming this way.’


‘Oh, Jesus!’


‘Don’t blaspheme, Stephen. Go now. Take the money with you. I’ll talk to him. Here. That’s seven hundred and eighty shillings.’ Martha handed her younger brother a roll of notes, which he slipped into his trouser pocket. ‘Run, Stephen! Get downtown!’


But Sergeant Mburu was already close, grinning at them over the heads of the crowd and swinging his truncheon from side to side to clear a path for himself. ‘Greetings,’ he called, as he reached the stall. He prodded Stephen with his truncheon.


‘Good morning, Officer,’ Martha said. ‘What will you have?’


‘I’ll take a doughnut,’ he replied, pushing his blue cap to the back of his head and glancing about the stall. ‘Sooo – where’s your mother today?’


‘She’s not well.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that. Please send her my felicitations.’ He rested his stick on the counter. ‘I admire Mrs Odinga. Really I do. She’s a woman who understands business.’


Martha took a doughnut from the frying pan, and put it on the pile of newspaper.


‘I’m late for work,’ Stephen said quietly, beginning to move away. ‘Good morning, Sergeant Mburu.’


But the policeman shook his head. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said, taking the hot doughnut and biting off a corner. ‘There’s a little something we need to straighten out.’


‘I’m sure our mother will take care of everything when she’s well,’ Stephen said.


‘I’m sure she will,’ the policeman replied, his lips glistening as he blew on the hot doughnut. ‘But today she’s ill, so you must take care of it. You are responsible.’


‘We can’t pay,’ Stephen said. ‘There’s no money.’


‘Well, that’s a pity.’ The policeman took another bite. ‘I’d hate to close down your business. After all, I’d miss the doughnuts.’


‘Please, Officer Mburu,’ Martha said. ‘We can’t pay until our mother gets better.’


‘Oh, I see. You think I should let you have credit, is that it?’


She looked down. ‘Just a few days.’


‘Yes, of course. That’s fair. I like to be fair to all my people.’ He popped the last piece of doughnut into his mouth and licked his fingertips, watching two men who were pushing a freezer along the dusty pavement in front of DotNet Communications: We Sell The World For Five Shillings.


‘You see these people?’ he said. ‘These businesses?’ One by one he pointed his truncheon at the temporary kiosks of plywood and corrugated iron that stood along the wide pavement; then he swept it along the concrete shops that lined the side of the street. ‘These are all my people. I protect them. I look after them. Do you think they have the necessary paperwork to trade on this land? Do you think they have a legal right? Are they politicians? Do they have lawyers who can arrange these things? Do they have friends in State House?’ He widened his eyes. ‘No! They are small people – illegal people – people like you! They have no rights. I could shut them down like that!’ He thumped the tin counter with his stick. ‘But I am a father to them. I overlook their transgressions. I protect them. And they show me gratitude.’


He turned to Stephen, pressing the truncheon against his abdomen again and lowering his voice. ‘You listen to me, boy. I don’t operate on credit. I operate on cash. And I need to be paid. I have obligations – five children, many cousins, business interests of my own. You think my family should starve because of you?’


Stephen shook his head.


‘Do you want my wife and children to die of disease, just to help you? Is that it?’


‘No,’ he whispered.


‘Then pay me,’ he roared, shouting so loudly that people on the avenue turned to look. ‘You owe me two thousand shillings.’ And he tapped his stick against Stephen’s trouser pocket. ‘But you think I’m stupid! You treat me like a blind man . . . Let’s see what you’ve got.’


Martha tried to press herself between them. ‘Sergeant Mburu, not two thousand,’ she said. ‘That’s too much.’


He shoved her aside, keeping his eyes on Stephen. ‘Give it to me.’


And without a word, as though he was hardly aware of what he was doing, Stephen put his hand into his pocket and handed over the money.


‘Let’s see . . . Five hundred, six hundred, seven hundred and fifty – there’s almost eight hundred shillings here. You said you had no money.’


‘It’s all we’ve got,’ Martha insisted.


‘So, that’s settled,’ Sergeant Mburu declared. ‘I accept this as a deposit. I’ll be back tomorrow for the rest.’ He took his cap from the counter. ‘Now, I can’t spend all day with you. I have other clients, other business to attend to. Good morning!’ And he marched away towards the Family Love Hotel, a half-derelict oxblood shack, calling cheerfully to the three men sitting on beer crates outside.


Ruth had been standing by the stall for several minutes, waiting for Sergeant Mburu to leave. But now, seeing the expression on Martha’s face, she was afraid to speak.


‘I should have run,’ Stephen said in disgust.


‘There are police everywhere. He would have killed you.’


‘I’ll kill him one day,’ he declared. ‘I swear I will.’


‘Ssh!’ Martha said. ‘Not in front of Ruth.’


Stephen turned on his small sister. ‘And what are you doing here?’ he shouted. ‘You should be at home! Do you know what happens to little girls on the streets? Do you see any little girls here? Do you? No – because it’s not safe—’ He broke off, his whole body trembling.


‘Tom sent me,’ Ruth whispered. ‘He’s with Mama.’


Martha stared down at her. ‘Well? How is she?’


‘First she was hot,’ Ruth said. ‘She kept asking for water. Now she’s sleeping all the time. She doesn’t wake up, whatever we do.’ And she added, gazing up at Martha, ‘Gladwell Oyusi is with her.’


Everyone was silent for a moment.


‘Stephen, are you going to Makotsi Avenue?’ Martha asked cautiously. ‘There’s time. If you got a job right away, you could earn enough for the medicine.’


‘Even if I did, we owe Mburu twelve hundred shillings. Twelve hundred.’


‘I’ll pay him from the stall.’


‘You can never make that much.’


‘If I work hard I can. What choice do we have?’


‘I know what I can do,’ he replied. ‘I’m going to ask Solomon Ouko for work.’


‘No, Stephen! What’s the matter with you? Ouko’s a criminal. Last time you were almost killed by the police.’


‘He’s not a criminal. Listen to you! He’s a businessman – he runs Universal Exports. It’s a big company.’


‘But you promised Mama you wouldn’t work for him. It’s too dangerous.’


‘I could earn ten dollars quickly – maybe twenty. It would pay for everything.’


‘What if they arrest you again? You’ll earn nothing in jail.’


‘But if I get the medicine?’ he replied, stepping towards Martha. ‘Mama is dying. I have to make decisions now. I’m head of the family.’


Martha folded her arms, glaring at her brother. ‘You listen to me, Stephen. If you work for Mr Ouko again – even if you get paid – do you think Sergeant Mburu will leave us alone?’


‘He’ll never leave us alone, whatever we do. Don’t argue with me. I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to see him.’


She looked away and let her arms fall to her side.


‘Keep Ruth here,’ Stephen went on. ‘She can help you. Don’t worry about me.’


Martha watched her brother walk away from the stall; but before he reached the road, he turned round. ‘I’ll see you at home,’ he said. ‘I’ll be all right. I promise.’ And he disappeared into the crowd.
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The headquarters of Universal Exports was a four-storey poured-concrete office block on Kwamchetsi Wachira Avenue, about a quarter of a mile downtown from Aberdare Fried Bananas. All day long, on the pavement in front of the building, street vendors cried out to the brightly coloured minibus taxis and cargo lorries that stood rumbling in the heat. And on each side of the building, set back from the road, was a line of shops and bars, their proprietors sitting in the shade of plastic sheets rigged up on poles, guarding their crates of mangoes, old bed-frames, buckets of charcoal, paraffin bottles, bicycles with no wheels.


Stephen paused outside Ebenezer’s Super-size Wines and Spirits, directly across the road from Universal Exports. There was a burning sensation of hunger in his stomach and he longed for a drink of water: the whole street had started to reel and rotate around him. But he fixed his eyes on the green door at the other side of the road, brushed the dust from his trousers and marched out into the traffic.


The green door opened directly on to a staircase, and Stephen walked up, emerging into the cool air of the reception area on the first floor. He breathed in the tang of air-freshener, women’s scent, his own sour-smelling shirt. Five young women were sitting at desks arranged in a U-shape, speaking into their mobile phones, scribbling in notepads, typing briskly as they stared at their computer screens. Nobody paid him any attention, and Stephen’s eyes rested on the face of the receptionist at the end of the room – a beautiful woman not much older than him, with a great number of coloured beads threaded in her hair. On the wall behind her was a photograph of a benign-looking white-haired man in a field marshal’s uniform, above the caption His Excellency Kwamchetsi Wachira, President and Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Batanga. Next to it was a picture of a young man in an electric blue suit, smiling broadly at the camera: Solomon Ouko, President of Universal Exports.


‘What can we do for you, young man?’ one of the receptionists asked, peering at Stephen across the top of her screen. ‘Are you making a delivery?’


‘I’m, er – no. I’m looking for Solomon Ouko.’


The woman raised her eyebrows a fraction of an inch. She was older than the others, about the age of Stephen’s mother. ‘Is Mr Ouko expecting you?’


‘He knows me,’ Stephen said, in a voice that came out too loud. ‘I’ve worked for him before.’


‘Hundreds of people work for Mr Ouko,’ she replied. ‘Nobody sees him without an appointment. If it’s important, you can explain your business to his appointments secretary, Miss Kimani.’ And she pointed towards the beautiful girl with the beads, who was talking on the phone again.


‘Ah, Mrs Mwaliko,’ the young woman was saying. ‘Yes, this is Elizabeth Kimani speaking. I’m so glad you called, madam. Mr Ouko asked me particularly to contact you this morning on his behalf.’


Stephen remained where he was, waiting for her to finish, his eyes coming to rest on the five-gallon water-cooler in the corner by the window.


‘There’s no need to look so furtive, young man,’ the chief receptionist said. ‘Go on, help yourself. There’s no charge.’ And she calmly picked up another of the jangling phones. ‘Universal Exports. How can I help you?’


Stephen filled a plastic cup with water and drank it down. His lips and tongue, the back of his throat and his whole oesophagus began to loosen, and he could feel the cold liquid penetrating his stomach. He refilled and drank again. Something was happening in his abdomen: the burning sensation was beginning to subside, and he swallowed another cup of water, closing his eyes in relief.


‘Young man,’ the head receptionist called out. Stephen started to fill up again. ‘Hello, son?’


He turned round, holding his full cup. ‘Yes, ma’am?’


‘Miss Kimani is ready to see you now. Tell her what you want.’


Looking along the line of desks, Stephen saw the bright, sceptical eyes of Miss Kimani resting on him. ‘You want to see Mr Ouko?’ she asked, as Stephen gulped down the water.


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘But does he want to see you?’


Stephen hesitated.


‘Is he expecting you?’


‘No.’


‘Well?’ she persisted. ‘What do you want to see him about?’


‘I want to work for him. I’ve done jobs for him before. He told me to come back.’


One of her mobiles vibrated on the desk, but she ignored it. ‘And?’


‘And here I am.’


‘Hold on,’ she said, with a sigh, glancing at the screen. ‘Just a minute.’ She answered the phone. ‘Hello, Mrs Naliaka. Yes, of course. I’m so sorry – yes, it’s very frustrating. He’s exceptionally busy at the moment. I’m sure he’ll ring as soon as he can . . . Yes, yes, thank you. I’ll make sure he has the new number.’


She put down the phone and made a note. ‘All right, young man. What’s your name?’


‘Stephen Odinga.’


‘Odinga?’


He nodded, and Miss Kimani’s expression softened a little. ‘Well, I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll have a word with his recruitment people and see if they’re taking anyone on at the moment.’


Stephen gazed back at her, without appearing to understand.


‘Well, you might look a little less miserable,’ she told him. ‘You never know, you may be in luck. Take a seat over there.’ She slipped out into the main office.


Stephen sat on the bench by the back window, in the stream of the air-conditioner, leaning his head forward over his knees. He waited a long time for Miss Kimani to come back – half an hour, maybe more. There was a bowl of plastic fruit on the table in front of him, and instead of preparing himself for an interview, or worrying about his mother, he gazed intently at the fake mangoes and bananas. Then his mind began to wander, and he closed his eyes. In his imagination, he had left his cramped, hungry body, and his spirit was flying away. He sailed out of Universal Exports, across the slums and high above the airport until he reached the hills. He could see the farmland of Central Province, the dry savannah, the forests far away to the north. And almost at once he found himself back in his family village, on the farm, in the misty green land he had known as a child. He could see the landscape. He could smell the wood-smoke and the animals. He was home.


Then someone called his name.


‘Stephen Odinga! Come and meet Mr Machi.’


He jumped to his feet. An enormous man was standing next to Miss Kimani at the other end of the room, his arms folded across a clean white shirt. ‘Come and say hello,’ she repeated. ‘Mr Machi, Stephen here says he has worked for Mr Ouko before.’ She added: ‘Mr Machi is in charge of recruitment for special projects.’


Stephen stood in front of him. Mr Machi had a weightlifter’s body, his hard, swollen arms and shoulders tapering to a neat waist.


‘Look at this boy,’ he remarked, with a smile. ‘He needs some training. He needs a proper fitness regime . . .’ He gave Stephen’s shoulder a gentle push with his fist. ‘You see?’ He laughed. ‘There’s no muscle on him. He’s a mop, that’s all he is – he’s what you call a raggedy boy.’


‘Perhaps he’s got brains,’ Miss Kimani suggested.


But Mr Machi shook his head pessimistically. ‘You come with me, child,’ he said. ‘You got two minutes to tell me why I don’t throw you out.’ He led Stephen into the next room.
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The seatbelt signs had come on, and a stewardess was handing out hot flannels in little plastic bags. Ed got up and bundled Archie back into the middle seat.


‘There we are,’ he said, turning the baby to face the window. ‘That’s Mount Batanga, Archie – two horns in the distance, you see?’


But the plane was descending in steep steps, dropping suddenly every few minutes before levelling off, and Archie’s face creased as though he was about to cry.


‘It’s okay, mate, don’t worry,’ Ed said, trying to distract him with a plastic fire-engine, ‘we’ll soon be there. You should check out the Makera slums,’ he added to Sarah. ‘You’ll never see them so clearly from the ground.’


Sarah was already looking at the neat rectangular gardens of the Kisuru suburbs, each with its aquamarine swimming pool and a clump of tropical trees. ‘Is that where our villa is?’


‘We’re going to be further out,’ Ed said, ‘a new development. Not as posh as this, but it should be all right – if they ever finish building it . . .’


‘And what the hell’s that? It looks like Surrey.’


‘That’s the Aberdare Country Club. Best golf course in East Africa.’


‘With Makera, right next door.’


The felted golf course ended abruptly at a big road. All at once, on the other side, the whole landscape turned black and rusty brown, and for a mile or more, as the plane flew in towards the airport, Sarah could see nothing but the tin roofs of the slums, a silver railway running north to south along a dark embankment, and a succession of little hills, which seemed to be crawling with ants.


‘Look at those people,’ Sarah said. ‘What are they doing?’


‘Ragpickers. Children, mostly.’


‘Jesus! It makes you wonder why they don’t just invade the bloody golf club. It would be so easy.’ And she turned back to Ed. ‘There’s just so much to do here. I really want to get working again.’


‘There’ll be lots of opportunities, love, I promise. With your qualifications, they’ll be all over you. Just remember to be extra nice to Milton when you meet him at the airport. He’s Pamela Abasi’s nephew. If anyone can open a few doors for you, she can.’


‘Seriously, Ed? Pamela Abasi? You never told me that. I met her once – well, not exactly. She gave one of the guest lectures I used to go to at SOAS. Wow . . . I wouldn’t mind working for her.’


The plane dropped another fifty feet, and Archie began to cry.


‘I expect his ears are popping,’ Sarah said, searching in her bag. ‘No, no, it’s all right, darling – sssh! Here, have some delicious milk. Go on, take a sip . . .’ But Archie knocked the cup away, screaming and arching his back.


Ed gazed down at his son for a few moments. ‘Okay, give me the cup,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing for it: we’re going to have to violate his human rights. Here – you hold him. I’m going to pour something down his throat. Then he’ll have to swallow.’


‘Don’t, Ed. He might choke.’


‘No, no. He’s much too sensible to choke.’ Leaning across Archie’s writhing body, he tipped half a cup of milk into his open mouth.


Archie spluttered and gulped, twisting his head away. Most of the milk shot out of his mouth on to Sarah’s cotton jersey, but he swallowed some, and was suddenly quieter, sitting up and gazing about.


‘God, I think it’s worked,’ Sarah said.


‘That’s it, Archie – good man . . . We’re going to try some more.’ He gave him another drink, and this time Archie took the cup in his hands. ‘Well, that’s a relief. I thought we’d have to use the codeine. Come on: let’s put you back in your seat before someone arrests you.’


‘Did Milton text you back?’ Sarah asked, as Ed did up Archie’s seatbelt.


‘Not before we left. He was probably on the road. It’s okay, though. He knows we’re coming. I’ll call him when we land.’


Stephen was standing with Mr Machi at the back of Solomon Ouko’s office, which occupied the penthouse on the fourth floor of the Universal Exports building. To their right, bottles of imported spirits gleamed behind the black and gold mosaics of the bar. In front of him, Solomon was marching up and down by the windows with a phone pressed to his ear. Stephen could see the buildings on the other side of Kwamchetsi Wachira Avenue; when he peered through the back window, he found himself staring out across the rusty roofs of the Makera slums, which stretched away into the distance, with nothing rising above them except the white control tower of Kisuru International Airport to the north and the double peak of Mount Batanga far beyond.


‘Of course we’ll take them,’ Solomon was saying. ‘Yes, yes – the whole shipment. Only tell him we won’t pay more than ten cents a box for the Durex. Socks are like taxes: nobody wants to pay.’ On the wall behind him, hanging between the windows, was a giant poster of Sean Connery and Ursula Andress in Dr No, and at the far end of the room, opposite the bar, BBC 24-hour news was playing on a plasma TV. ‘The vitamins, that’s another matter,’ he went on. ‘That’s a good brand, Nelson. You can pay up to fifty cents per jar . . . Okay, I’ll see you then.’ Switching off the phone, he swung round to face Machi and Stephen. ‘So, Machi, who’s this boy?’ he asked, crossing the room.


‘Stephen Odinga,’ the big man said.


Solomon studied him. ‘Where’re you from, Stephen?’


‘Makera, sir.’


‘From the slums? A street boy, huh?’ He frowned, and Stephen stared down at the cream carpet. Then Solomon broke into a smile. ‘Hey, don’t look so sad. You think I am a snob, is that it? I also was raised in the slums. Many of the best people in this country came from the slums. All of us are standing in the gutter, Stephen, but some of us are looking at the stars. You remember that!’


He looked up again. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘Ah, but not Machi here.’ He patted Machi’s enormous upper arm. ‘No, no. Machi’s no slum-boy. He’s from the shags. He’s a proper farmer – you can tell from his physique.’


‘This child says he worked for you before, Mr Ouko,’ Machi put in. ‘On a special delivery.’


‘Yes?’ Solomon narrowed his eyes. ‘What did you do?’


‘I was look-out, sir. I created a diversion when the police came. It was on Parliament Street, near the law courts. I smashed the window of a government car. The police said it was the car of the Interior Minister.’


Solomon laughed. ‘That was you?’


He nodded. ‘I was smaller then.’


‘That was a good job. You did well.’


‘I got arrested.’


‘Well, I should think you did. You can’t go about throwing stones through wabenzi car windows.’ And he added, ‘I expect they gave you a good beating in jail. Still, you’ve come to work for me again?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘He’s keen,’ Machi said. ‘He needs money for his mother’s medicine.’


Stephen lowered his eyes, and Solomon shook his head at Machi. ‘What a person needs money for is his own business,’ he said calmly. ‘You do good work for me, Stephen, you’ll be well paid. Machi will decide how to use your talents.’


‘I need a boy at the airport tonight,’ Machi said at once. ‘A new face to carry the cash – load the merchandise. Joe Mwaliko and Alfred Wamba are doing a delivery in Upshala. Geoffrey’s in jail.’


‘You’re willing to take a few risks, Stephen?’ Solomon asked. ‘In this world, risk and reward always go together – always. If something goes wrong, you can’t come squealing to me. You realise that?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Okay.’ Solomon nodded. ‘All right. Take Stephen with you.’ And he added, ‘I want to be generous, young man. I want to give you another chance to get arrested – it doesn’t seem fair that it only happens once.’


Stephen tried to smile.


‘Besides, we Shala should stick together, no? I know what it’s like in Makera – everyone’s there. Shala, Ngozi, Kishana, they all do their jig together. Even the Makhoto live in the slums, if they’re not cousins of Kwamchetsi Wachira . . . There’s no tribalism in Makera – not in Univeral Exports, either. I detest tribalism.’ He paused. ‘But, still, it’s good to remember your own people, isn’t it? One day you might need them. You take this boy along with you, Machi. Explain the job to him.’


Stephen and Machi turned towards the stairs, but Solomon was still looking at Stephen. ‘Have you had any lunch, kijana?’


‘No, sir.’


‘You hear that, Machi?’


‘I hear, Mr Ouko.’


‘Get this young boy something to eat. Take him to the burger place on Woodstock Road.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘You thank me tonight, when it’s all over,’ Solomon said, checking the screen of his phone as it started ringing. ‘Pay attention to what Machi says, and don’t make any mistakes. Go now. I’ve got to take this call.’


Stephen nodded nervously, and Machi ushered him out along the length of the room.


‘Is that you, Constance?’ Solomon began as they reached the door, in a gentle voice. ‘Listen, I have to see you. I can’t stop thinking about you. Is it true that Mr Mwaliko’s away? . . . Really? . . . Of course, baby, of course I want to. Yes, tonight at the Hilton. I’ll fix it . . .’
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Isaias Murungi, Chief Inspector of Customs at Kisuru Airport, sat in his office beneath a slowly moving fan. He was looking with obvious distaste in the direction of Stephen, who was standing by the open door. Machi had sat down on a wooden chair in front of the desk and was waiting in silence, his eyes resting on the official portrait of the President of Batanga which hung on the wall behind the inspector. ‘Under my administration, the Batangan Customs Service will be a corruption-free zone,’ the caption read. ‘Every member of the public is entitled to polite, honest and efficient service.’ – H. E. Kwamchetsi Wachira, President of the Republic of Batanga, Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces.


Inspector Murungi cleared his throat, rubbed the puffy sacks of skin beneath his eyes, and peered through the open door towards the soapstone elephant that stood in a glass case in the middle of the reception area.


‘Well? What do you want?’ He spoke so quietly that Machi had to lean towards him. ‘You say you have a proposal? Let me tell you something. Many people come here with proposals and I throw them out of my office – I chuck them out! There are plenty of people who sit here every day, wasting my time.’ He paused, examining Machi’s dark blue suit. ‘All right, get on with it.’


‘You have done business with us before, Chief Inspector,’ Machi began, after signalling to Stephen to close the door. ‘My boss would like to offer you the same opportunities again. He would like to establish what you call a regular business relationship.’


‘In that case, he should have come in person.’ Murungi glared at Machi. ‘Why should I be discussing business with people I don’t know – with people of low rank – with you, and this . . .’ he sniffed, then cleared his throat again impatiently ‘. . . this slum-boy? I am the Chief Inspector of Customs.’ He picked up a bottle of tablets from the desktop. ‘There needs to be trust in business dealings. How can there be business without trust? It’s impossible. The risks are too high.’


‘My boss was unable to come, Your Excellency,’ Machi said. ‘He has sent me with his fondest esteem – his highest regards. He asks me to discuss these matters with you, to negotiate on his behalf. We can have what you call an off-the-record discussion. If we cannot agree, there’s no harm done.’


‘And the boy?’


‘He’s just a messenger.’ Machi swatted an imaginary fly. ‘He’ll bring us what we need.’


The inspector sniffed once more, leaning back in his chair. Stephen was standing as straight as he could, trying not to sway. For the first time in weeks he had eaten well. His head no longer ached and even the burning pain in his abdomen had gone; instead of anxiety, his brain – his whole bloodstream – was filled with a kind of impatient energy.


‘Well?’ Murungi said. ‘What does he propose? Let me be clear: I am asking just for the sake of politeness. I am giving you a chance to speak – that’s all. Besides,’ he looked at his watch, ‘I have only a few minutes. The London flight is landing at seventeen thirty hours.’


‘We would like to drive a truck into the international baggage warehouse,’ Machi replied.


‘And why would you want to do that?’


He smiled. ‘Just one small truck, Excellency.’


The inspector sat up straight, putting the pills down.


‘We will take no more than thirty minutes,’ Machi went on. ‘We will be handling only large suitcases, private cargo shipments – clothes, electronic goods, spirits, perfume . . .’


But Inspector Murungi was shaking his head. ‘No, no, it’s quite impossible. Nobody can enter the warehouse without permission. There is no access for civilians. It’s not something that can just happen. It’s a complex business – a licence is required. There are many factors, many people to take into account . . .’


‘My boss is anxious to do everything properly,’ Machi said. ‘He understands that there will be expenses. He doesn’t want you to be inconvenienced – not in any way.’


Murungi hesitated, casting his eyes across the papers on his desk. ‘Let us say, just for the sake of argument, that you were granted a temporary licence, that you had access for a short time, just twenty minutes . . .’


‘The whole matter will be over very fast – very efficiently,’ Machi said. ‘It will be invisible, really, what you call an invisible job. All we ask is access.’


The inspector held his breath for a moment, pressing his hand against his chest. ‘No contraband,’ he said, in a strained voice. ‘If you are dealing in contraband, I will have you arrested – you understand that? The Special Bureau will not permit it.’


‘No, sir, no contraband,’ Machi assured him. ‘We are legitimate businessmen, everything above board. Your officers can inspect our work – no drugs, no guns . . .’


‘No official property, either.’


‘Private goods only. Gifts, for example – gifts and commercial shipments. Clothes, toiletries, electronic gadgets, alcohol . . .’


The inspector took a pill from the bottle and poured himself a glass of water. ‘You must realise I absolutely cannot permit this kind of activity. I am responsible for all the passengers at this airport – everyone has a right to pass through unmolested.’


‘I understand,’ Machi said.


‘I take great care to protect this airport from crime. The Minister of Transport himself has congratulated me for bringing an end to the thievery and fraud of the last government. I have posted guards around the whole perimeter.’


Machi said nothing, and the inspector swallowed his pill.


‘Of course, it occasionally happens that the guards are absent without leave,’ he went on. ‘Sometimes they get drunk. They have a great weakness for Scotch. It’s a sadness to me. I hate to see the men drunk. But sometimes I believe they cannot help themselves. Then, naturally, when they are drunk or chasing after women, security becomes lax and thieves will take advantage. But it happens less and less: I am bringing the problem under control.’


Machi returned his gaze and leaned closer towards the desk. ‘My boss would like to offer you an opportunity to participate,’ he said. ‘To share his profits as a partner.’


The inspector shook his head. ‘How can I be a partner? I am not involved – I cannot be involved in any way. Besides, what if you’re stopped by the police?’ he demanded. ‘That often happens, I must warn you, and if so, I cannot offer any protection. Or what if one of your people is killed by the guards at the perimeter? Those boys are always shooting in the dark, especially if they have drunk too much. I can make no assurances . . .’ He cleared his throat a third time and started to get up. ‘Well, it’s just as I thought. There’s no point in pursuing this. I don’t want a share of profits. That is the wrong business model. A man in my position requires certainty, insurance – guaranteed compensation. I must know where I stand.’


Machi rose from his chair at the same time. ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘I am authorised to make a transfer in advance of the operation . . . an enabling fee.’


‘No, I don’t think so,’ the inspector said, examining his neat moustache in a little wall-mirror. ‘How could such a fee be adequate? The whole business is impossible – I am not some lackey, looking for kitu kidogo.’


‘Perhaps if I were to write a number on this piece of paper,’ Machi suggested. ‘Then we could consider the situation in a businesslike spirit, without prejudice.’ And he passed the paper to the inspector.


Murungi glanced at the note, and his eyes widened. ‘Three hundred shillings!’ he said in disgust. ‘Three hundred shillings! Are you a joker? Are you a clown?’ Stephen turned towards the inspector: beads of sweat were standing out on his forehead, and he seemed to be struggling for breath. ‘You – you said you were a serious man, a businessman. I’ll have you thrown out. You’re wasting my time.’ He tossed the paper on to the floor.


‘No, Your Excellency, not shillings,’ Machi said soothingly. ‘I’m talking about American dollars.’


Murungi’s face, which had expanded in anger, seemed to deflate as Stephen watched.


‘Three hundred dollars?’


‘Yes, Excellency.’


But after a brief pause, he shook his head again, and turned back to the mirror to do up the top button of his tunic. ‘One thousand,’ he said. ‘I cannot manage such a thing for less. Take it or leave it. Now I must go. You have occupied too much of my time. The London flight is arriving now. Please leave my office at once.’


Stephen stepped aside, ready to open the door for Machi, but the big man had not moved. ‘I quite understand,’ he was saying quietly. ‘I’m sorry we cannot come to an agreement. My boss will be disappointed. Unfortunately, he has not authorised me to offer more than five hundred.’


The inspector had taken up his peaked cap, and was settling it on his head in front of the mirror.


‘Five hundred is not enough,’ he said again. ‘I have to be realistic. There is a large cost to me, a significant risk, which I am bearing alone. Besides, I have many responsibilities. A great number of people are dependent on me – my family, my business associates, my staff . . . Whatever happens, I cannot help you for less than a thousand dollars.’


‘Seven hundred?’


The inspector straightened his tunic and snatched up his swagger stick. ‘Seven hundred and fifty,’ he said, and he added at once: ‘Well? Do I have to repeat myself? For seven hundred and fifty dollars, I might be able to grant you a limited licence.’


Machi paused, as the inspector faced him.


‘I make no guarantees about the success of your work,’ Murungi went on, fixing Machi in his gaze. ‘I only say that a licence can be arranged.’ And he swished his stick back and forth for a moment, so that it hummed through the air. ‘But why am I saying this to you? You tell me you cannot pay, so it is of no consequence.’


Machi scratched the side of his huge neck. ‘Would it be possible to have the licence tonight, sir?’


‘Will I have the fee tonight?’


‘My boss will be angry,’ Machi said. ‘I will have to disobey his orders . . .’ Then he pursed his lips and gave Stephen a quick nod. ‘All right, Excellency,’ he said quietly. ‘Seven hundred and fifty dollars for an access permit for one truck.’ And he turned to Stephen, who at once pulled two bundles of notes from his pocket, and handed them to Machi.


‘Here is seven hundred and fifty dollars, Excellency.’ He put the money on the desk. ‘Please confirm the sum for yourself.’


The inspector took up the banknotes and began to count. Then he folded them, and slipped them into the pocket of his tunic. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I will instruct Lieutenant Ngumi. But you must be quick, you understand? I cannot tolerate delays or inefficiency of any kind. I detest tardiness.’


‘We will manage everything in twenty minutes, Excellency, thirty at the most.’


And opening the door, Inspector Murungi shouted, ‘Ngumi! Lieutenant Ngumi!’ Then, in an angry voice: ‘You men, bring Lieutenant Ngumi to me. You’ll find him in the security office – or at Passport Control.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Hurry up. Tell him it’s urgent. Run!’ As they hurried off, he called after them: ‘If you can’t find him there, look in the warehouse.’
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‘You take Archie,’ Sarah said. ‘I’ll make sure we’ve got everything.’


She peered at the floor in front of the seats, and Ed lifted his son, now waking up, pressing him against his right shoulder. ‘Load me up a bit,’ he said. ‘I can take your coat.’


The aisles were already full of passengers, but nobody was moving.


‘Has Milton texted?’ Sarah asked, stuffing a tiny sock into her bag.


‘Have a look – it’s in my top pocket.’


She pulled out his mobile phone. ‘Nothing.’


‘That’s odd.’


‘Does he usually get back to you?’


‘Yes, he’s pretty reliable.’


‘Try calling him. I’ll take the coat.’


Ed started to carry Archie towards the open door, moving with the queue, and Sarah struggled behind him with baggage. ‘He’s not answering,’ Ed said. ‘Perhaps he’s in the car.’


It was hard to keep the bags clear of the armrests as everyone moved forward, and Sarah’s whole body was sweating long before she reached the door.


‘Hi, Milton,’ Ed was saying. ‘We’ve just landed. We’ll be inside the airport in a few minutes. Let’s meet by the stone elephant.’


An atmosphere of reeking humidity had penetrated the aeroplane, and when she reached the top of the steps, Sarah stood in the sunshine inhaling the hot air. ‘It’s so bright,’ she said. ‘I thought it would be dusk by now.’


‘Come on,’ he said gently, glancing towards the Batangan Army Jeeps parked in the shade of palm trees. ‘Let’s get Archie inside . . .’


Lieutenant Ngumi was a thin man with anxious, rapidly moving eyes, and a permanent line across his forehead. He listened to Inspector Murungi’s orders, the expression on his face impossible to interpret. Then, leading Stephen and Machi out of the arrivals building, he crossed the tarmac to the hangar that served as the cargo store. Two uniformed guards were on duty near the entrance, and Ngumi went up to them with Machi, who shook them by the hand and started chatting. When the Universal Exports truck arrived, he handed each of the guards a twenty-dollar bill, and they retreated to their booth, where they settled down to watch football on a portable TV.


The three men who had been waiting in the lorry jumped out, and started examining the crates and canvas bags arranged in piles all over the building, while Stephen kept watch by the main doors. He could see the London passengers walking towards the terminal building. Behind them, under the fuselage of the plane, a team of porters was unloading luggage from the hold, piling it on to a series of trailers attached to a little tractor.


‘Hey, Raggedy! Is the luggage coming?’ Machi called, from the darkness inside the hangar.


‘No, sir. They’re still unloading.’


‘So let’s get this into the truck.’ He climbed on to a pile of crates with a crowbar in his hand, prised open the highest one, and held up a six-pack of Stellenbosch beer. ‘Come on. Tell Harvey to back up. This is premium lager – two dollars a bottle downtown. We’ll take one crate, all right? Hey, Godfrey, what have you found? Show me.’ He jumped down and strode off between the lines of boxes.


Sarah put her baggage down on the hot tarmac, and peeled off her cotton jumper, which she stuffed into the mouth of her bag, then hurried to catch up with Ed and Archie. The doors of the arrivals hall were closed, and the passengers nearest the building had formed a queue. Ed was standing next to a group of Indian nuns and a smartly dressed Batangan couple with three young children. Everyone put their bags down. Sarah and Ed squinted towards the windows of the arrivals hall, then back towards the aeroplane and the setting sun. Beyond a high security fence, they could see rows of white Toyota Land Cruisers and black Mercedes gleaming in the car park, a miasma of heat rising from the ground all around them.


‘Still nothing from Milton?’ Sarah asked.


Ed shook his head. ‘We must get Archie into the shade,’ he said. ‘Does he have a hat?’


‘It’s in the big blue case.’


‘All right, love. I’m going to find out what’s going on. You take him for a minute. Put something over his head.’ He walked off towards the arrivals hall.


Several young soldiers were standing about in the shade of the palm trees, but the reflection of the low sun made it impossible to see what was going on behind the glass.


‘The doors are chained,’ someone remarked. ‘I suppose they weren’t expecting us.’


‘Where are the BA people, for God’s sake?’


‘There’s our luggage, anyway,’ Ed said, gesturing towards the red tractor with its line of trailers, all piled high with suitcases, which was snaking off towards the cargo hangar. ‘At least we won’t have to wait about for that.’


‘Do you think we could get some water out here?’ a woman asked.


‘What about some beers? We could be here all night.’


‘No, don’t worry. Here comes the army.’


There was a sound of scraping metal as someone opened the doors, and Lieutenant Ngumi appeared blinking in the sunlight. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Passport Control is this way. Please have your travel documents ready for inspection.’


People in the middle of the queue cheered ironically, and everyone started picking up their things.


‘It’s okay,’ Ed said, getting back to Sarah. ‘It won’t be long. Hey, look at that. You found Archie a hat . . .’


‘Mrs Kimathi has lent us her son’s.’


‘Mrs Kimathi?’


The woman in front turned with a stern look. ‘No, no, not lent,’ she insisted, giving the peak of Archie’s baseball cap a gentle tug. ‘You must keep it. He’ll need it.’


‘That’s incredibly kind,’ Sarah told her. ‘He was beginning to wilt – hey, Mister,’ she added to Archie, ‘stop pulling it off.’


‘Take it as one mother to another,’ she said. ‘I know what it’s like travelling with small children.’


Sarah beamed at Ed, mouthing, ‘So kind!’


‘Well, we’re moving now,’ he said, picking up the bags. ‘We’ll get Archie into the shade.’


As soon as the baggage train arrived in the hangar, Stephen wolf-whistled, and Machi jogged out of the interior, carrying a box of brand new iPods. Then he chatted to the driver and the baggage handlers, slipping them ten dollars each and opening another case of Stellenbosch, while Stephen and the other men pulled suitcases down from the trolleys.


The truck was already half full, so it was only possible to fit another twelve or fifteen pieces of luggage inside. Stephen started opening the most expensive-looking cases and rummaging through the contents. ‘This one’s locked,’ he called. ‘What do we do, sir?’


‘If it’s everyday kind of luggage, use the screwdriver,’ Machi said, pulling open a leather bag and tipping out the contents. ‘If you think it’s a good suitcase – if it’s a luxury model – we’ll open it at the warehouse. We can always sell a good case – Louis Vuitton, Longchamp . . .’ He called over his shoulder: ‘Hey, Harvey, what are you doing? Get back in the lorry, fool. You help Jacob and Hastings load it up.’


Stephen had succeeded in forcing open a blue Samsonite case, and he was searching through the shirts and dresses and children’s clothes that spilled on to the ground. He held up a pair of little trousers, trying to judge if they would fit his brother Tom. But Machi was standing over him. ‘What you doing, Raggedy? Keep focused. We’re not looking for baby clothes. What else have you got?’


‘Women’s stuff. Perfume. Makeup.’


‘Labels?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You’ve got to learn the trade, Rags. Look at the labels. Study them. We need quality goods – Christian Dior, Ralph Lauren, Giorgio Armani, Dolce & Gabbana . . .’


‘Zara,’ Stephen read out. ‘Topshop . . . and there’s medicine, sir.’ He held up a bottle of iron supplements. ‘Lots of it – all new.’


‘Okay, load it up,’ Machi said. ‘Hurry. Take the whole case.’ And he raised his voice: ‘We’re leaving in five minutes. Take your last items. Concentrate. Look for the labels.’


‘Non-Batangan passport holders to the left,’ Lieutenant Ngumi called out, as Ed and Sarah finally staggered over the threshold of the arrivals hall. ‘To the left, please . . .’ There was a row of ten Immigration cubicles, but only three were manned, and the queue stretched for at least a hundred yards outside the building. Behind them, through the glass wall, the sun was now touching the horizon, and the whole hall was filled with light.


‘God, it’s stifling!’ Sarah said. ‘It’s worse in here than outside.’


‘Stand under the fan.’


She stood looking up at the slowly spinning blades, but could feel nothing on her face.


‘We’ve got to find some shade. Archie really needs water.’


Archie had been complaining while they were standing outside, but now he was beginning to bawl, kicking his legs against Ed, who was blowing on his face. ‘There must be water somewhere in the building,’ he said, looking round the hall. ‘There’s a little kiosk over there – I’m going to check it out.’ He sat Archie down next to Sarah. ‘There you are, mate. You stay here with Mummy for a bit.’


But as Ed left the queue, Lieutenant Ngumi strode up to intercept him. ‘No one must leave the line, sir. Stand in the queue.’


‘I’m just getting water for our baby.’ He pointed towards Sarah, who had picked up Archie.


‘Do not leave the line.’


‘But the shop’s just over there.’ He gazed at the space behind the lieutenant, where the sunlight was obliterating the grey marble floor. ‘It won’t take a second.’


‘It is closed now,’ Ngumi replied. ‘There is no one there. Return to your place.’


‘I didn’t want to tangle with him.’ Ed put out his arms to take Archie. ‘I don’t get the impression he’s altogether happy in his work. Any movement?’


‘Yes, a bit.’ Sarah peeled her shirt from her stomach. Her side was sodden with sweat from shoulder to waist. ‘Those little nuns got through at once, but it’s taking ages for the rest of us. That man in the crumpled trousers has been arguing about his visa all the time we’ve been standing here.’


‘This is where we really need Milton,’ Ed said, watching the man’s sunburned face, and the nervous movements of the Immigration official as he looked down from his cubicle. ‘Milton would steer us through. It’s much harder if no one’s waiting for you – the guards can take advantage. It happened to me a couple of times last year.’


‘What did you do?’


‘I sat it out, threatening to call the Ministry of Development, the British High Commission, State House – you name it. Eventually they lost their nerve and let me go. But it took a few hours. I don’t want you and Archie going through that.’


‘What did they want?’


‘Just money.’


‘I expect they’re not paid very much,’ she said, watching the guard thoughtfully. ‘Look! They’re arresting him.’


A couple of soldiers were escorting the red-faced man away from passport control, across the shining floor towards a blue door marked Customs and Immigration Personnel Only.


‘I’m going to try Milton again,’ Ed said, pulling out his phone and pressing the repeat button. ‘He must be here by now.’


But as he was leaving another message, four new guards appeared on duty and took up position in their cubicles. The queue immediately broke up, and everyone surged forward. ‘Quick, Ed, give me the passports. We’re next.’ And the guard – a man in his fifties with a neat moustache and white hair at the temples – gestured them to come forward.
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Stephen was the last to climb on board the truck as Harvey revved the engine and leaned on the horn. He squeezed himself into the cab next to Machi and slammed the door. ‘All right, Rags. Everyone on board?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Then we’re going home.’ He laughed, giving Stephen a gentle shove. ‘You still nervous?’


Stephen shook his head.


‘All the same, you look out for the airport police,’ Machi told him. ‘The army, too. Those thugs have a lot of guns.’


Stephen peered about the spaces of the airport as they drove out of the cargo hangar on to a deserted section of runway. In the time it had taken them to load the lorry, the sun had gone down, and all at once it was dark. Harvey drove without headlights, navigating by the glow of a fire half a mile away in the Makera slums, just beyond the perimeter fence.


‘That’s a nice cargo,’ Machi said. ‘A good variety of merchandise: spirits, perfume, computers, clothes, toys – all good quality. The boss will be pleased.’ He nudged Stephen again. ‘You’ll get your cash, Rags. You can buy your mother’s medicine.’


‘Yes, Mr Machi.’


‘No, no. You call me Machi.’


Stephen rested his head against the back of the seat, fixing his eyes on the red glow in the slums. For a moment he was unaware of the wailing sound behind them.


‘Oh, Jesus,’ Harvey said. ‘Oh, fuck! Blue lights.’


‘I can’t see.’


‘Here – they’re on this side.’ He pointed at his wing-mirror. ‘Oo-oh, fuck!’ he repeated, and raising his voice: ‘Jesus – no way! What do we do? They’re following us.’
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