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Touchdown


 



 

Wonderful warm tropical air embraces us the minute we land at Mombasa Airport, and already I feel in my bones that this is my country: I’m going to be at home here. The extraordinary atmosphere works its magic only on me, however. My boyfriend Marco’s comment is more succinct: ‘This place stinks!’ 

After customs control a safari bus takes us to our hotel. Mombasa is on a peninsula, and we have to take a ferry across a river to the southern bank. It’s hot. We sit in the bus, gawping. Right now I have no idea that in three days’ time this ferry will change my entire life, turn it upside down.

On the other side of the river we drive for another hour along rural roads through little settlements. Most women sitting outside their simple huts seem to be Moslems, wrapped up in black robes. At long last we reach our hotel, the Africa Sea Lodge. It’s a modern but traditional, African-style development, our accommodation a little roundhouse, cute and cosy. Our first visit to the beach only amplifies my overwhelming impression: this is the most beautiful country I have ever visited. I could live here.

Two days later we’ve settled in and are ready to set out off our own bat on the public bus to Mombasa, taking the Likoni ferry over for a spot of sightseeing. A Rasta slopes past us, and I hear the whispered words: ‘Hashish, marijuana’. Marco nods and says in English: ‘Yes, yes, where we can make a deal?’ After a quick conversation we’re supposed to follow him. ‘Leave it, Marco, it’s too dangerous!’ I say, but he pays no attention. When we find ourselves in a deserted, dilapidated district, I want to call it off, but the man tells us to wait for him and disappears. I’m uneasy, and eventually Marco agrees we should go. We get out just in time before the Rasta turns up with a policeman. I’m furious and lose it with Marco: ‘Now do you see what might have happened?’ 

By now it’s late afternoon, time to go home. But which way is home? I have no idea how to get to the ferry, and useless Marco is no better. Our first big row, and it takes forever until we eventually catch a glimpse of the ferry. Hundreds of people with crates and chickens and crammed-full cardboard boxes packed between lines of waiting cars. And all of them want to board the two-storey ferry.

At long last we get on board, and then the unimaginable happens. Marco says, ‘Corinne, look, over there, on the other side, that’s a Masai!’ ‘Where?’ I ask and look where he’s pointing. And then it’s as if I’ve been struck by lightning. A tall, dark brown, beautiful exotic man lounging on the quayside looking at us, the only white people in this throng, with dark eyes. My God, he’s beautiful; more beautiful than anyone I’ve ever seen.

He is wearing almost no clothes – just a short red loincloth – but lots of jewellery. On his forehead is a large mother-of-pearl button with lots of little bright pearls, the whole thing glittering. His long red hair has been plaited into thin braids, and his face is painted with symbols that extend right down onto his chest beneath two long necklaces of coloured pearls. On each wrist he wears several bracelets. His face is so elegantly proportioned that it could almost be that of a woman. But the way he holds himself, the proud look and wiry muscular build betray his undoubted masculinity. I can’t take my eyes off him; sitting there in the last rays of the sinking sun, he looks like a young god.

Five minutes from now, I think to myself, suddenly depressed, you’ll never see him again. The ferry will dock and chaos will break loose, people piling off onto buses and disappearing in every conceivable direction. All of a sudden my heart feels like lead, and I find it hard to breathe. And next to me Marco, of all things, says: ‘We ought to watch out for that Masai, they steal from tourists.’ Right now I couldn’t care less, all that’s running through my mind is how I can make contact with this breathtakingly beautiful man. I don’t speak any English, and just staring at him isn’t going to get me anywhere.

The gangplank drops and everybody starts squeezing between the cars already starting to drive off. All I can see of the Masai is his glistening back as he lithely vanishes amidst the mass of ponderous heaving humanity. It’s over, I think, on the brink of tears. Why I feel like that, I have no idea. 

Once again terra firma is beneath our feet, and we push our way towards the buses. It’s already dusk; in Kenya darkness falls within half an hour. In next to no time all the buses are jam-packed with people and parcels. We’re standing there, clueless. Sure, we know the name of our hotel, but not which beach it is on. I prod Marco impatiently: ‘Go on, ask somebody!’ Why don’t I do it, he says, even though I’ve never been to Kenya before and don’t speak English. I’m unhappy; my thoughts are with the Masai who has somehow lodged himself in my head.

In total darkness we stand there and argue. All the buses have gone, and then from behind us a dark voice says, ‘Hello!’ We turn around simultaneously, and my heart skips a beat: it’s ‘my’ Masai! A full head taller than me, even though I’m almost six foot. He’s looking at us and speaking a language that neither of us understands. My heart is palpitating, and I’ve gone weak at the knees. I’m a complete wreck. Marco meanwhile is trying to explain where we want to get to. ‘No problem,’ says the Masai and tells us to wait. For the next half hour I simply look at this beautiful human being. He hardly notices me, but Marco is getting annoyed: ‘What’s got into you?’ he wants to know. ‘I’m embarrassed the way you’re staring so fixedly at this man. Pull yourself together, you’re not yourself.’ The Masai stands beside us and doesn’t say a word. I only know he’s there by the silhouette of his long body and his exotic smell, which is giving me an erotic charge.

All around the bus station there are little shops that look like a shanty town and all sell the same things: tea, sweets, vegetable, fruits and lumps of meat hanging from hooks. People in ragged clothing stand around these little shacks lit feebly by petrol lamps. As the only white people, we stick out like sore thumbs.

‘Let’s go back to Mombasa and get a taxi. The Masai didn’t understand what we wanted, and anyhow I don’t trust him. Apart from anything else, I think you’re bewitched by him,’ says Marco. But as far as I’m concerned, the fact that of all these black people he was the one to approach us is a happy omen.

A few minutes later a bus stops, and the Masai says ‘Come, come!’, swings on board and saves us two seats. Is he going to get out again or come with us? I ask myself. To my relief he sits himself down across the passageway, directly behind Marco. The bus sets off along a country road in complete darkness. Now and then, between the palms and shrubs, a fire glows, hinting at the presence of people. Night changes everything, we are completely disoriented. Marco thinks the journey is taking far too long and several times moves to get out. Only my imprecations and a few words from the Masai make him see that we have no alternative but to trust this stranger. I’m not in the least afraid; on the contrary, I could travel like this forever. It’s the presence of my friend that’s starting to annoy me. He sees everything so negatively, and on top of it all he’s blocking my view! Like a stomach cramp the thought occurs to me: ‘What happens when we get to the hotel?’ 

After an hour or more the moment I’ve been dreading arrives. The bus stops, and Marco says thank you and climbs out with obvious relief. I look at the Masai and, not finding any words to say, throw myself off the bus. It drives off, who knows where, maybe to Tanzania. For me the holiday is as good as over.

My thoughts return to me and Marco and the business. For nearly five years now I’ve been running an upmarket nearly new clothing shop in Biel with a special department for bridal wear. After a few teething problems the business is doing well, and I now employ three dressmakers. For twenty-seven years old, I’ve got myself an impressive standard of living.

I came to know Marco when there was carpentry work to be done in setting up the shop. He was polite, good fun; and since I had just arrived in Biel and didn’t know anybody, I took him up on an invitation to dinner one night. Over time the relationship developed, and six months later we moved in together. Back in Biel people think of us as a ‘dream couple’. We have lots of friends and all of them are just waiting for a wedding date to be set. But I think of myself as a full-time businesswoman and am actively looking for a second shop, in Bern. I hardly have time for thoughts of weddings or children. Anyway, Marco can’t get very worked up about all my plans, probably because I earn a lot more than he does. That gets to him, and of late it’s led to rows.

And now, all of a sudden, this completely new experience! I try to understand exactly what’s happening to me. My feelings for Marco have evaporated to the point where I hardly even notice him. The Masai has lodged himself in my brain. I can’t eat. The hotel has excellent buffets, but I can’t bring myself to force anything down. It’s as if my intestines have tied themselves in knots. All day long I gaze along the beach or walk up and down it in the hope of catching a glimpse of him. Now and then I see a few Masai, but they are all smaller and nothing like as beautiful. Marco leaves me to it; he has no option. He’s looking forward to going home and thinks everything will return to normal then. But this country has turned my life upside down and nothing will ever be the same again. 

Marco decides to go on a safari into the Masai-Mara. I’m not particularly entranced by the idea because it means there’s no chance of finding my Masai again. But I agree to a two-day trip.

The safari is tiring, because it means taking buses far into the interior. After several hours of travelling, Marco is already bored: ‘We didn’t need to go through all this just for a couple of elephants and lions we could have seen at the zoo back home.’ I’m enjoying the journey. Soon we reach the first Masai villages. The bus stops, and the driver asks if we want to get out and see the huts and the people. ‘Of course,’ I say, and the other safari fans look at me askance. The driver negotiates a price and we pile out, clumping in white trainers through the muddy clay, careful not to tread in the cowpats that are everywhere. We have hardly reached the huts, the manyattas, when we are surrounded by women with their throngs of children pulling at our clothes and wanting to swap spears, cloth or bits of jewellery for almost any and everything we have. 

The men meanwhile have been lured into the huts. I can’t bring myself to tramp through the mud another single step so instead I pull myself free from the pushy mob of women and storm off back to the safari bus, followed by hundreds of flies. The other passengers hurry back too and shout, ‘Let’s go!’ The driver smiles and says: ‘Now maybe you’ve been warned about this tribe. They’re the last uncivilized people in Kenya; even the government has problems with them.’

It stinks in the bus now, and the flies are an absolute plague. Marco laughs and says: ‘Well, now you know where your pretty boy comes from and how they live.’ Funnily enough, in those few minutes I hadn’t even thought of ‘my’ Masai.

We drive on in silence, past great herds of elephants. In the afternoon we arrive at a tourist hotel. It’s almost incredible to be spending the night in a luxury hotel in the middle of this semi-desert. We get our rooms straight away and head for the shower. Hair, face, everything is sticky with sweat. Then there’s a lavish meal laid on, and after nearly five days fasting I’ve almost got an appetite. The next morning, we’re up at five to see the lions and really do find three of the animals still asleep. Then it’s time for the long trek home. The closer we get to Mombasa, the more I feel strangely happy. One thing is clear to me now: with just one week left, I have to find my Masai again. 

In the evening the hotel has a Masai-dance floorshow with a jewellery sale afterwards, and I am full of hope that I’ll see him again. We’re sitting in the front row as the warriors come in, some twenty men in all, small ones, tall ones, good-looking ones, ugly ones, but my Masai isn’t among them. I am disappointed. Even so, I enjoy the show and once again I smell this aroma they exude that distinguishes them from the other Africans.

Not far from the hotel there’s supposed to be an open-air dance joint called the Bush Baby Disco, where the natives can go too. So I say to Marco: ‘Come on, let’s find this disco place’. He’s not so keen because the hotel management rather obviously warns that it might be risky, but I insist. We wander along the dark road for a bit until we spot a light and hear a few bars of rock music. We go in, and I like the place immediately. At last something that isn’t just another sterile air-conditioned hotel disco, but a dance floor under the heavens with bars between palm trees. All around tourists and natives are leaning on the bars. There’s a relaxed feel. We sit ourselves down at a table. Marco orders a beer, and I ask for a Coke. Then I get up and dance on my own, because Marco isn’t keen on dancing.

Towards midnight a few Masai come in. I take a good look at them but recognize only a couple who were in the show at the hotel. Disappointed, I go back to the table. I make up my mind to come here every night for the rest of our stay, as it seems the only chance of finding my Masai again. Marco protests but doesn’t want to sit in the hotel on his own, so every evening after dinner we set out for the Bush Baby Disco.

After the second evening, it’s the twenty-first of December already; Marco’s had enough of these little excursions. I promise him we’ll go just one more time. As always we sit ourselves down at what has become our regular table under the palm trees. I decide to dance on my own in the middle of the couples, black and white. He has to come!

I’m already dripping with sweat when just after eleven the door opens, and it’s him! My Masai! He leaves the heavy stick he’s carrying with the doorman, walks quietly across to a table and sits down with his back to me. My knees have gone weak, I can hardly stand. Sweat is flowing from every pore. I have to hold on to a pillar on the edge of the dance floor to stop myself collapsing. 

I’m wondering frantically what to do. I’ve waited days for this moment. As calmly as possible I go back to our table and say to Marco: ‘Oh look, there’s that Masai who helped us out. You should get him over to our table and buy him a beer to say thanks!’ Marco turns around, and at the same time the Masai spots us. He waves and comes over to us of his own accord. ‘Hello, friends,’ he says, laughing and holding out his hand to us. It feels cool and supple.

He sits down next to Marco, directly opposite me. Why, oh why, can’t I speak English! Marco tries a bit of conversation, but it soon becomes clear that the Masai doesn’t speak much English either. We try to communicate with signs and gestures. He looks at Marco and then at me, and pointing at me says to him: ‘Your wife?’ When Marcos goes ‘Yes, yes,’ I protest: ‘No, only boyfriend, no married!’ The Masai doesn’t understand. He asks if we have children. Again I tell him: ‘No, no! Not married!’

He’s never been so close to me before. There’s only the table between us, and I can ogle him to my heart’s content. He is fascinatingly attractive with his jewellery and his long hair and his proud look! I would be happy for time to stand still. He asks Marco: ‘Why you not dance with your wife?’ While Marco, turned towards the Masai, tries to tell him he prefers to drink beer, I seize the opportunity to make it clear to the Masai that I would like to dance with him. He looks at Marco and, seeing no reaction, agrees.

We dance, me European-style, him more sort of hopping up and down like in a tribal dance. Not a muscle moves in his face. I have no idea if I’m even remotely attractive to him. Strange and alien as this man is, he attracts me like a magnet. After two tracks there’s a slow dance, and I want to press him to me. But instead I pull myself together and leave the floor in case I lose control.

Back at the table Marco’s reaction is sharp: ‘Come along, Corinne, we’re going back to the hotel. I’m tired.’ But I don’t want to go. The Masai is gesticulating again to Marco. He wants to invite us, to take us tomorrow to where he lives and introduce us to his friends. I agree quickly before Marco can refuse. We agree to meet in front of the hotel.

I can’t get to sleep all night and by morning I know that it’s all over between Marco and me. He looks at me quizzically and all of a sudden it all comes out: ‘Marco, we can’t go on. I don’t know what’s happened to me with this complete stranger, I only know that I feel something that’s beyond reason.’ Marco puts his arm around me and says: ‘There, there, it’ll all be all right and when we get back to Switzerland everything will sort itself out.’ But I turn on him crossly: ‘I don’t want to go back. I want to stay here in this beautiful country, with wonderful people and above all this mesmerizing Masai.’ Marco thinks I’m mad. 

The next day, as agreed, we’re standing in searing heat in front of the hotel. All of a sudden he appears on the other side of the street and comes over. He greets us briefly and says, ‘Come, come!’ and we follow him. For some twenty minutes we plough through jungle and brushwood. Here and there monkeys, sometimes half as big as we are, spring through the trees. Once again I’m astounded by the Masai’s way of walking; it’s as if he hardly touches the earth, as if he hovers, although his feet are clad in heavy sandals with car-tyre soles. In comparison, Marco and I are like elephants.

Then we see five roundhouses in a circle, just like at the hotel except much smaller and instead of concrete they’re made of piled-up stones plastered with clay. The roofs are of straw. In front of one little house sits a stocky woman with big breasts. The Masai introduces her as his friend Priscilla, and for the first time we find out the Masai’s name: Lketinga.

Priscilla greets us warmly, and to our astonishment she speaks good English. ‘You like tea?’ she asks. I thank her and accept. Marco says it’s far too hot, he’d prefer a beer. But here that will have to remain just a wish. Priscilla fetches a little spirit cooker, sets it down by our feet, and we wait for the water to boil. We tell them about Switzerland, about our jobs and ask how long they’ve been living here. Priscilla has lived by the coast for ten years, but Lketinga is new; he arrived just a month ago, which is why he speaks hardly a word of English.

We take pictures and every time I come close to Lketinga I feel physically drawn to him. I have to force myself not to touch him. We drink the tea, which is excellent but damn hot. Both of us almost burn our fingers on the enamel cups.

It begins to get dark quickly and Marco says, ‘Come on. It’s time for us to be making tracks.’ We say goodbye to Priscilla and exchange addresses, promising to write. With a heavy heart I trail behind Marco and Lketinga. Outside the hotel he asks, ‘Tomorrow Christmas, you come again to Bush Baby?’ I beam and before Marco can answer, I say, ‘Yes!’

The next day is our second to last, and I’ve made up my mind to tell my Masai that, after the end of the holiday, I’m leaving Marco. Compared with what I feel for Lketinga, everything that I have felt up until now seems laughable. Somehow I have to make that clear to him tomorrow and tell him that soon I will be coming back on my own. Only for a moment does it cross my mind that I don’t know what he might feel about me, but immediately I tell myself there is only one answer: he feels exactly the same! 

Christmas day. But with temperatures of 104 degrees in the shade, there is hardly much of a Christmassy atmosphere. I make myself as attractive as possible for the evening and put on my best holiday dress. At our table we order champagne as a celebration, but it’s expensive and bad and served too warm. By ten o’clock Lketinga and his friends still haven’t shown up. What if he just doesn’t come today? Tomorrow is our last day and the following one we’re off to the airport at dawn. I stare at the door imploringly, willing him to come.

Then a Masai turns up. He looks around him and comes up to us hesitantly. ‘Hello,’ he says and asks if we’re the white people who’ve arranged to meet Lketinga. We nod, and I feel a lump in my throat and break out in perspiration. He tells us that during the afternoon Lketinga was on the beach, where natives are normally not allowed. Because of his hair and clothing, he was hassled by other blacks. As a proud warrior he defended himself and lashed out at his tormentors with his rungu, the heavy stick I had seen him carrying. The beach police had arrested him without listening to his side of the story because they couldn’t speak his language, and now he is in jail somewhere, either on the southern or northern coasts of Mombasa. This man is here to tell us that and to wish us from Lketinga a safe journey home. 

Marco translates, and as I take in what has happened my world falls apart. It takes a huge effort to hold back the tears of my disappointment. I plead with Marco: ‘Ask him what we can do, we’ve only got one more day here!’ He replies coldly: ‘That’s the way things are here. There’s nothing we can do and I’ll be glad to get home.’ I’m not giving up. ‘Edy,’ that is the Masai’s name, ‘can we find him?’ Yes, he will go round the other Masai this evening and get some money together and tomorrow morning at ten he will set out to try and find him. It will be difficult because nobody knows which of the five jails he’s been taken to.

I ask Marco if we can go too; the man had helped us, after all. After a lot of humming and hawing he finally agrees, and we arrange to meet Edy at ten outside the hotel. I can’t sleep all night. I still don’t know what’s the matter with me, but I know that I want to, have to see Lketinga again before I go back to Switzerland. 




  





The Search Party


 



 

Marco changed his mind and decided to stay at the hotel. He keeps trying to persuade me not to go ahead with this, but no well-meant advice has a chance against the force that’s driving me. So I leave him behind with a promise to be back by two p.m. Edy and I head for Mombasa in a matatu; it’s the first time I’ve used this type of taxi. It’s a small bus with about eight seats, but when it stops there are already thirteen people on board, jammed between their luggage. The ticket inspector hangs on outside. I’m staring speechless into the crush. ‘Go, go in!’ says Edy, and I climb over bags and legs, hanging on bent-double for fear of falling on people at corners. 

Thank God we get out after just nine miles. We’re in Ukunda, the first big village that has a jail. We go in together. But before my foot has even crossed the threshold, a beefy character stops us. I throw Edy a questioning look. He negotiates, I’m told to stay where I am. After several minutes the big man opens a door behind him. Standing in the bright sunshine, looking into the darkness, I can make out next to nothing. But there’s such a stink coming out that a wave of nausea hits me. The hefty guy shouts something into this dark hole, and a few seconds later a completely wild-looking individual emerges, apparently a Masai but without any of the usual tribal ornaments. I shake my head in horror and ask Edy, ‘Is he the only Masai here?’ Apparently so. The prisoner is thrown back in with the others huddled on the floor. We turn and leave. Edy says: ‘Come on, we’ll take a matatu – they’re faster than the big buses – and look in Mombasa.’ 

We take the Likoni ferry again and then the bus to the edge of the city, where there’s another jail. It’s much bigger than the last one. Here too I get harsh looks because I’m white. The man behind the barrier pays no attention to us, just leafs uninterestedly through his newspaper, leaving us at a loss what to do. I nudge Edy: ‘Go on, ask!’ But nothing happens until Edy tells me I should slip the man a few Kenyan shillings. He doesn’t say how many. I’ve never had to bribe anybody in my life before. I set down a hundred Kenyan shillings, which is about ten Swiss francs. He trousers the cash almost without noticing it and at long last looks up at us. No, no Masai called Lketinga has been brought in recently. There are two Masai here but both are much smaller than the man we’re describing. I still want to see them; after all, he might be wrong and he’s already got his money. He gives me a black look but gets up and opens a door. 

I am shocked by what I see: a crowd of people crammed together in a room without windows, some sitting on cardboard boxes, others on newspapers or on the concrete floor. Blinded by the sudden light, they hold their hands up to their eyes. Only a narrow space to walk has been left between these cowering human beings and in a minute I see why; a prison worker appears and throws a bucket of ‘food’ in, directly onto the concrete. Unbelievable: even pigs are treated better! At the word ‘Masai’ two of them come forward, but neither is Lketinga. I’m losing hope. What on earth do I expect when I find him?

We drive in to the city centre, take another matatu and rattle along for an hour towards the northern coast. Edy tries to calm me down, saying he must be here. But we don’t even get as far as the door. An armed policeman asks what we want. Edy tells him, and he shakes his head, says they haven’t had anyone new brought in for two days. We leave. By now, I’m despairing. 

Edy says it’s already late and if I want to be back by two, we have to hurry. But I don’t want to go back to the hotel. I only have today left to find Lketinga. Edy suggests we try the first jail again because inmates sometimes get moved from place to place. So in the sweltering heat we drive back towards Mombasa.

Crossing the river, our ferryboat passes another and I notice there are almost no people on board, just vehicles. One in particular stands out: a bright green van with barred windows. Edy says it’s the prison transport van. I feel sick at the thought of the poor creatures inside but think no more of it. I’m tired, thirsty and sweaty all over. By two-thirty, we’re back in Ukunda. 

There’s a new guard outside the jail now, and he’s a lot friendlier. Edy explains once again who we’re looking for and there’s a lively discussion of which I understand nothing. ‘Edy, what’s going on?’ He tells me that barely an hour ago Lketinga was taken off to the north coast, where we’ve just come from. He had been in Kwale, then was here for a short while and now is on his way to the jail where he will be kept until standing trial.

I’m starting to go mad. All morning we’ve been charging around and not half an hour ago he went right past us in the green prison wagon. Edy looks at me helplessly. We ought to get back to the hotel, he says, and tomorrow he’ll try again, now that he knows where Lketinga is. I can give him the money, and he’ll bail him out.

I only need a second to decide: I ask Edy to go back to the north coast with me. He’s not exactly delighted but agrees to come along. We travel the whole way back in silence and the whole time I’m asking myself: Corinne, why are you doing this? What on earth do I want to say to Lketinga? I have no idea, there’s just this force driving me.

Just before six we’re back at the jail on the north side. The same armed man is still standing there. He recognizes us and tells us Lketinga was brought in two and a half hours ago. I perk up immediately. Edy tells him we want to get the Masai out, but the guard shakes his head and says there’s no way that’s going to happen before New Year because the prisoner hasn’t been processed yet and the jail’s governor is on holiday until then.

I’d thought of everything except that. Even money won’t get Lketinga out. By pleading and wheedling, I manage to get the guard to understand that I’m leaving tomorrow and let me see Lketinga for just ten minutes. And the next thing he comes strolling into the courtyard with a beaming smile. I’m horrified. His jewellery is all gone, his hair is tied up under a dirty cloth, and he smells appallingly. Even so he seems happy to see us and surprised only that I’m here without Marco. I could scream! He understands nothing! I tell him that we’re flying home tomorrow but I’ll be back as soon as I can. I write my address down and ask him for his. Hesitantly and with some difficulty he writes his name and a P.O. Box number. I manage to give him money, and then the warder takes him away again. As he’s going, he turns around, says thank you and sends his best wishes to Marco.

We head back, waiting for a bus as the darkness falls. Only now do I realize how exhausted I am and suddenly burst into uncontrollable sobbing. Everybody in the crammed matatu stares at the wailing white woman with the Masai, but I couldn’t care less: I want to die. 

While we’re waiting for the ferry, Edy says: ‘No bus, no matatu to Diani Beach.’ At first I think I haven’t heard him right. ‘After eight p.m. no more public buses to the hotel.’ I don’t believe it! We’re standing there in the dark, by the ferry, and the other side is as far as we can get. I wander between the waiting cars, looking for white people inside. There are two returning safari buses. I knock on the window and ask if they can give me a lift. The driver says no, he’s not allowed to take any strangers. The occupants are Indian and in any case all the seats are full. At the last minute a car pulls onto the ramp, and I have a stroke of luck. Sitting in it are two Italian nuns. I explain my situation to them and under the circumstances they agree to take me and Edy back to the hotel. 

For the next three quarters of an hour, as we drive through the darkness, I start to worry about Marco: how he’s going to react. I would understand if he gave me a clip around the ear, I deserve it. I almost hope he’ll do something like that; that’ll bring me to my senses. I still don’t understand what’s got into me, why I seem to have lost control of my capacity for reason. The only thing I know is that I’m more tired than I’ve ever been in my life and for the first time feel afraid, of Marco and of myself.

At the hotel I say goodbye to Edy, and a few minutes later I’m standing in front of Marco. He looks at me sadly. No shouting, no big words, just this look. I throw my arms around him and burst into tears again. Marco takes me into our little hut and tries to calm me down. I had been prepared for anything except such a loving welcome. He just says: ‘It’s all okay, Corinne. I’m just glad you’re still alive. I was about to go to the police and make a missing person report. I had almost given up hope of ever seeing you again. Can I get you something to eat?’ Without waiting for an answer he goes out and comes back with a plate piled high. It looks delicious, and for his sake I eat as much as I can. He waits until we’ve finished before he asks: ‘Well, did you at least find him?’ ‘Yes,’ I say and tell him everything. He looks at me and says: ‘You’re crazy but strong-willed. When you want something, you don’t give up. Why can’t I take the place of this Masai?’ The answer is that I don’t know. I can’t explain, even to myself, what secret magic there is about this man. If anyone had told me two weeks ago I would fall in love with a Masai warrior, I would have laughed out loud. Now my life has been thrown into chaos. 

On the flight home, Marco asks: ‘What’s going to happen to us now, Corinne? It’s up to you.’ It hurts to make Marco understand how confused I feel. ‘I’ll find myself another apartment as soon as possible, even though it won’t be for very long. I’m going back to Kenya. Maybe for good,’ I reply. Marco just shakes his head sadly.




  





A Long Six Months


 



 

It takes two months before I find a new apartment outside Biel. Moving is easy: I take only my clothes and a few personal items, the rest I leave to Marco. The hardest thing is leaving my two cats, but seeing as I’m leaving anyhow, it’s the only solution. I keep working at the shop but with less enthusiasm because Kenya is on my mind all the time. I get hold of everything I can find about the country, including its music. All day long in the shop I listen to Swahili songs. My customers notice I’m not as attentive as I used to be, but I can’t or won’t explain. 

Every day I wait for the post and then finally, after three months, I get a letter. Not from Lketinga, but from Priscilla. She tells me that Lketinga was let out of prison three days after we left. That same day I write to the address I got from Lketinga and tell him of my plan to return to Kenya in June or July, alone this time.

Another month crawls by, and finally I get a letter from Lketinga. He thanks me for my help and says he’d be happy if I were to visit his country again. That same day I charge into a travel agent’s and book three weeks in July at the same hotel.

There’s nothing to do now but wait. Time seems to stand still; days crawl one after another. Of the friends Marco and I had in common, there’s only one left who still calls me up from time to time, and we meet for a glass of wine. At least he seems to understand me. The departure day draws steadily closer, and I get restless because only Priscilla answers my letters. And then my resolve steels itself again, and I am as convinced as ever that this man is all I need to be happy. 

In the meantime I have learned to make myself more or less understood in English. My friend Jelly gives me daily lessons. With three weeks still to go, my little brother Eric and Jelly, who’s going out with him, decide to come with me. I’ve got through the longest six months of my life. We fly out.




  





The Reunion


 



 

July 1987. After more than nine hours’ flying time we land in Mombasa. We plunge into the same heat, the same incredible atmosphere. Only this time, everything is familiar: Mombasa, the ferry, the long bus journey to the hotel. 

I can hardly wait. Will he be there, or won’t he? We’re standing in reception, and immediately there’s a ‘Hello!’ behind me. We turn around and there he is! He laughs and comes up to me, beaming. All at once the six months are swept away. I nudge him and say, ‘Jelly, Eric, here he is: Lketinga!’ My brother fiddles embarrassedly in his pocket, but my friend Jelly smiles and gives him her hand. I introduce them but for the moment I dare no more than a handshake myself.

In the general chaos we settle in to our little hut while Lketinga waits at the bar. At last I can ask Jelly, ‘Well, what do you think of him?’ She’s searching for words and says, ‘He’s certainly something special, perhaps I’ll have to get used to him. Right now he seems a bit foreign and wild-looking.’ My brother has no opinion. The obsession is mine and mine alone, I think somewhat disappointedly. 

I change and go to the bar. Lketinga’s sitting there with Edy. I greet him happily too. And then we try to exchange stories. I learn from Lketinga that after he was released he went back to his tribe and only came back to Mombasa a week ago. He heard from Priscilla that I was coming back. A special allowance had been made so that he could greet us in the hotel because blacks who don’t work there are normally not allowed in.

It occurs to me that without Edy’s help I can say hardly anything to Lketinga. My English is still pretty basic, and Lketinga knows barely a dozen words. For a while we just sit on the beach beaming smiles at one another, while Eric and Jelly hang around the pool or in the room. Eventually it gets towards evening, and I’m wondering what we do next. We can’t stay much longer in the hotel and, apart from our initial handshake, nothing has happened between us. It’s hard when you’ve waited six months to see a man; in my mind’s eye I’d lain in this man’s arms often, imagined kisses and the wildest of nights. Now when he’s here next to me, I’m afraid even to touch his brown arm. I just give in to the happiness of having him next to me. 

Eric and Jelly are off to bed, both tired out from the long journey and the insane heat. Lketinga and I slope off to the Bush Baby Disco. I feel like a princess with my prince. We sit down at a table and watch the dancers. He laughs all the time. Even if we can hardly have a conversation, we sit there together and enjoy the music. The atmosphere and his presence give me goose bumps. I want to stroke his face and know what it’s like to kiss him. When at long last a slow record comes on I grab his hands and point to the dance floor. He gets up and stands there helplessly, doing nothing.

Then suddenly we take hold of each other and start moving to the rhythm of the music. All the tension in me drains away. My whole body is shivering, but this time I can hold him tight. It seems as if time is standing still, and my desire for this man, suppressed for six long months, comes back to life. I don’t dare lift my head and look at him. What will he think of me? I know so little about him! Only when the tempo of the music changes do we go back to our seats, and I notice that we were the only ones on the floor. I imagine I can feel dozens of pairs of eyes following us.

We sit together a little longer then get up to go. It’s long past midnight when he brings me back to the hotel. At the entrance we look in each other’s eyes, and I think I see a changed expression in his. In these wild eyes I think I recognize astonishment and excitement. At long last I dare to come close to his beautiful mouth and softly touch my lips to his. All of a sudden I feel his whole body go rigid, and he’s staring at me in horror.

‘What you do?!’ he asks and takes a step backwards. Brought down to earth with a bang I stand there, understanding nothing; then, suddenly ashamed, I turn around and run into the hotel distraught. In bed I’m overcome by a fit of crying, as if the whole world’s falling apart around me. There’s only one thing going through my mind: that I desire him to the point of obsession and he obviously feels nothing for me. At some point, eventually, I fall asleep. 

I wake late, long after breakfast. I don’t care because I don’t feel the slightest hunger. The way I look at the moment, I’m not fit to be seen, so I put on a pair of sunglasses and crawl down to the pool where my brother is romping around with Jelly like a dog with two tails.

I lie down on the beach, stare up at the blue sky and ask myself: was that it? Were my perceptions so totally wrong? No, something inside me screams. How could I have had the strength to break up with Marco, to shun sexual relations with any man for six months, if it weren’t for that man?

Suddenly I sense a shadow fall over me and a soft touch on my arm. I open my eyes and look straight into that man’s handsome face. He gives me his beaming smile and says, ‘Hello!’ I’m glad I’ve got my sunglasses on. He spends ages looking at me as if he’s studying my face. After a while he asks after Eric and Jelly and rather awkwardly tells me we’re invited to tea with Priscilla this afternoon. Lying on my back I look up into two soft, hopeful-looking eyes. When I don’t immediately reply, his expression changes, his eyes get darker and a proud glimmer shines in them. I struggle with myself and then ask what time we should come.

Eric and Jelly agree, so at the arranged time we’re waiting at the hotel entrance. After about ten minutes an over-filled matatu stops and two long legs emerge, followed by Lketinga’s long body. He’s brought Edy with him. I know the way to Priscilla’s from my first visit; my brother casts somewhat sceptical glances at the apes playing and eating along the route. 

Seeing Priscilla again is great. She gets her little spirit cooker out and makes tea. While we’re waiting the three of them talk together, leaving us looking on, not understanding anything. Every now and then someone laughs, and I get the impression that I’m being talked about. We leave after about two hours, and Priscilla tells me I’m welcome to come with Lketinga any time.

Although I’ve paid for two more weeks at the hotel I decide to move out and lodge with Priscilla. I’ve had enough of eating without him and going to the disco. The hotel management warns me that I’ll end up without any money or clothes. Even my brother is more than sceptical, but he still helps me to carry all my stuff into the bush. Lketinga carries my big travelling bag and seems happy. 

Priscilla has cleared out her hut and moved in with a friend. When it gets dark and we can no longer hold off the moment of physical contact, I sit down on the narrow little cot and wait with pounding heart for the minute I have longed for. Lketinga sits down beside me and all I can see is the mother-of-pearl button on his forehead, the ivory rings in his ears, and whites of his eyes. All of a sudden everything happens at once. Lketinga presses me down onto the cot, and already I can feel his erection. Before I can even make up my mind whether or not my body is ready for this, I feel a pain, hear strange noises and it’s all over. I feel like bursting into tears of disappointment. This was not at all what I had expected. It’s only now that I realize that this is someone from a completely alien culture. But my thoughts don’t get any further than that when suddenly the whole thing happens again. It happens again several times during the night; and after the third or fourth time we ‘do it’, I give up trying to uses kisses or caresses to prolong the experience. Lketinga doesn’t seem to like that.

At long last day breaks, and I wait for Priscilla to knock on the door. In the event it’s around seven before I hear noises outside. I peek out and find a basin full of water in front of the door. I bring it in and wash myself thoroughly; I’m covered in red marks from Lketinga’s body paint.

He’s still asleep when I go to see Priscilla. She’s made tea and offers me some. When she asks me how my first night in a real African home was, it all comes tumbling out. Obviously embarrassed, she listens quietly and then says: ‘Corinne, we’re not the same as white people. Go back to Marco. Come to Kenya for holidays, not to find a partner for life.’ She has learned that white men treat their women well, even at night. Masai men are different; what I have just experienced is normal. Masai don’t kiss. The mouth is for eating, and kissing – she makes a face – is contemptible. A man never touches a woman below the stomach and a woman is not supposed to touch a man’s penis. A man’s hair and face are also taboo.

I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. I desire this wonderful man, but I’m not allowed to touch him. All of a sudden I remember the dreadful scene when I kissed him that first time and I realize that what I’m hearing is the truth.

Priscilla hasn’t looked at me while we’ve been talking, and I realize too that it must be hard for her to talk about things like this. Everything is rushing through my mind, and I’m not sure if I’ve understood it all properly. The night’s experiences force themselves into the back of my mind, and the only thing I know is that I want this man and nobody else. I love him and beyond that everything else can be dealt with, I tell myself. 

Later on we take an overcrowded matatu to Ukunda, the next biggest village, where me meet more Masai sitting around in a native teahouse. It’s nothing more than a few planks nailed together, a roof, a long table and a few stools. The tea is brewed in a white pot hung over the fire. We sit down together and people look me over with an eye that’s partly critical, partly curious. And then they’re all talking at once, obviously about me. I look each of them over in turn, and none of them looks as handsome or as peaceful as Lketinga. 

We sit there for what seems like hours, but I don’t mind not understanding anything. Lketinga is touchingly attentive, continuously getting me something to drink and then fetching a platter of meat: little pieces of goat that I can hardly bring myself to swallow, they’re so bloody and tough. Three is as much as I can manage without choking, and I indicate to Lketinga that he should finish it, but neither he nor any of the other men will take anything from my plate even though it’s obvious that they’re hungry.

After half an hour they get up, and Lketinga tries to explain something to me using his hands and feet. The only thing I understand is that they all want to go and eat but that I can’t come with them. I’m determined, however, that I should. ‘No! Big problem! You wait here,’ I hear. I watch them disappear behind a wall, followed minutes later by mountains of meat. After a while one Masai comes back. He looks like a man with a full stomach, and I ask him why I had to stay behind, but all he says is: ‘You wife, no lucky meat.’ Something else I’ll have to ask Priscilla about.

We leave the teahouse and take the matatu back to the beach. When we get to the Africa Sea Lodge we decide to get out and visit Jelly and Eric. We’re stopped at the entrance, however, and I have to explain to the doorman that we just want to visit my brother and his girlfriend before he lets us in without saying a word. At the reception desk the hotel manager greets me with a smile and says in English: ‘So you will now come back into the hotel?’ I say no and tell him I like it just fine in the bush. He shrugs his shoulders and says: ‘We’ll see how long it lasts!’ 

We find Eric and Jelly at the pool. Eric comes up to me and says irritably: ‘About time you showed yourself.’ He asks if I slept well, which makes me laugh, and I reply: ‘Well, I’ve spent more comfortable nights, but I’m happy.’ Lketinga’s standing there, and he laughs and says: ‘Eric, what’s the problem?’ A few white people in swimsuits stare at us. A couple of women stroll past noticeably slowly and gape openly at my beautiful Masai in his finery and freshly applied body paint. He pointedly ignores them, rather embarrassed at the sight of so much flesh. 

We don’t stay long; I have shopping to do – paraffin, toilet paper and above all a torch. Last night I didn’t need to go out in the middle of the night to find the bush toilet, but I might not always be so lucky. The toilet is outside the village, reached by a rickety chicken ladder six feet above the ground – a little hut made out of woven-together palm leaves with two boards for your feet and a hole in the middle.

We get everything in one shop, obviously where the hotel employees do their shopping, and for the first time I notice how cheap everything here is. Compared to what I’m used to, all my purchases – apart from the batteries for the torch – cost next to nothing.

A bit further along there’s another shack with the word ‘Meat’ painted in red. I follow Lketinga inside. A hunk of goat carcass is hanging from a big hook fixed to the ceiling. Lketinga looks at me questioningly and says: ‘Very fresh! You take two pounds for you and Priscilla!’ I shiver at the very thought of having to eat this meat, but even so I do as he says. The butcher takes an axe and chops off a rear leg, then with another two or three blows he measures out our piece and hangs the rest back up on the hook. He wraps it all up in newspaper, and we head back to the village.

Priscilla is really pleased to get the meat. She puts tea on and goes to get another little cooker from a neighbour. She cuts the meat up, washes it and boils it for two hours in salted water. In the meantime we drink our tea, which I’ve come to like. Priscilla and Lketinga talk non-stop. After a while Lketinga gets up and says he has to go but will be back soon. I try to find out where he’s going, but he says only: ‘No problem, Corinne. I come back,’ smiles at me and disappears. I ask Priscilla where he’s gone but she says she doesn’t really know, it’s not something you can ask a Masai, it’s his business, but probably he’s gone to Ukunda.

‘For God’s sake,’ I protest. ‘What does he want in Ukunda? We’ve just come from there.’

‘Maybe he wants something more to eat,’ replies Priscilla.

I stare at the simmering meat in the big iron pot: ‘Who’s this for, then?’

‘That’s for us women,’ she tells me. ‘Lketinga can’t eat this meat. No Masai warrior ever eats anything that a women has touched or even looked at. They are not allowed to eat in the presence of women, they can only drink tea.’ 

The curious business in Ukunda comes back to me, and suddenly my question for Priscilla about why all the men disappeared behind the wall is superfluous. So Lketinga can’t even eat with me and I can never cook anything for him. Funnily, this is something that shakes me even more than the idea of never having good sex. When I have collected myself I try to find out more. What is married life like? Once again her answer is a disappointment. Basically the wife stays with the children while her husband associates with other men of the same status, warriors, at least one of whom must accompany him at mealtimes. Eating alone was not done either.

I’m speechless. All my romantic fantasies of cooking and eating together out in the bush or in a simple hut collapse. I can hardly hold back my tears, and Priscilla is looking at me in astonishment. Then she breaks out laughing, which makes me furious. All of a sudden I feel quite alone and realize that Priscilla too is alien to me, someone who inhabits a completely different world.

But what has happened to Lketinga? It’s night and Priscilla has served up the meat on two battered aluminium plates. I’ve got hungry by now so I try the meat and am astonished at how tender it is. The taste is quite unique, salty like slow-braised pork. We eat with our hands, in silence.

When it gets late I say goodnight and retreat into what was Priscilla’s hut. I’m tired. I light the paraffin lamp and lie down on the cot. The sound of cicadas outside fills the air. My thoughts drift back to Switzerland, my mother, my little shop and my everyday life in Biel. How totally different the world is here! Despite all the primitiveness of their lives, the people seem happier, maybe because they can get by with less expense, and that thought lingers and makes me feel better.

All of a sudden the wooden door squeaks open, and Lketinga is standing smiling in the doorway. He has to lower his head just to get in. He takes a look around and then sits down beside me on the bed. ‘Hello, how are you? You have eat meat?’ he asks, and the way he asks about me and listens attentively makes me feel good, and I feel great desire for him again. He looks magnificent in the glow of the paraffin lamp. His jewellery gleams, his chest is naked, adorned with just the two strings of pearls. The knowledge that under his loincloth there is nothing but flesh excites me. I grab his long, slim, cool hand and press it against my face. At this moment I feel bound to this man whom I know to be wholly alien to me, and I know that I love him. I pull him towards me and feel the weight of his body on mine. I press my head against the side of his and inhale the savage perfume of his long red hair. We stay like that for what seems an eternity, and I notice that he too is excited. The only thing between us is my thin summer dress, and I pull it off. He forces himself inside me, and this time, if only briefly, I feel a whole new sense of joy, even without reaching a climax. I feel myself at one with this man and now, this night, I know that despite all the barriers between us, I have already become a captive of his world. 

During the night I feel stomach cramps and grab hold of my torch, which I have luckily left near my head. Apart from the never-ceasing cicadas it is quiet outside, and everyone must hear the creaking of the opening door. I make my way to the ‘chicken toilet’, literally jumping the last step and reaching my destination only just in the nick of time. Because everything has to be done squatting, my knees are literally trembling. With the last of my strength I get back to my feet, grab my torch, clamber back down the chicken ladder and make my way back to the hut. Lketinga is still sleeping peacefully. I squeeze myself onto the cot between him and the wall.

By the time I wake it is already eight a.m. and the sun is shining so strongly that even inside the hut there’s a sticky heat. After the usual ritual of tea and washing I decide I want to wash my hair too. But how am I going to do it with no running water? Our water comes in five-gallon canisters, which Priscilla fills up each day from the nearby well. I try to explain to Lketinga what I want to do and he’s immediately ready to help: ‘No problem. I help you!’ Using an empty tin he pours water over my head then laughing hilariously rubs the shampoo in for me and then professes amazement that with so much foam I’ve still got any hair left.

Then we decide to go and see my brother and Jelly at the hotel again. When we arrive, they’re both sitting over a lavish breakfast. Looking at this magnificent spread I realize just how frugal my breakfast is these days. This time I decide to tell them a bit, and Lketinga sits there listening but not understanding. When I get to my night-time visit to the toilet and they both stare at me in horror, he goes: ‘What’s the problem?’ ‘No problem,’ I tell him with a smile. ‘Everything is okay!’ 

We invite the pair of them to come and have lunch at Priscilla’s. I’d like to cook some spaghetti. They both agree, and Eric reckons he can find the way. We have two hours to find spaghetti, sauce, onions and herbs. Lketinga hasn’t a clue what sort of food I’m talking about but smiles and says, ‘Yes, yes, it’s okay.’

We take a matatu to the nearest supermarket, where they do indeed have everything we need. By the time we get back to the village I don’t have much time left to prepare the ‘party meal’. I prepare everything sitting cross-legged on the ground. Priscilla and Lketinga watch the spaghetti boiling with amusement but say: ‘This is no food!’ My Masai stares into the boiling water, watching with amazement as the brittle strands of spaghetti slowly soften. This is a mystery to him, and he doubts that a meal will emerge from it. While the pasta simmers I use a knife to open the tin of tomato purée and pour it into a beaten-up saucepan. Lketinga looks on in horror and asks: ‘Is this blood?’ Now it’s my turn to laugh out loud: ‘Blood!? No, no, tomato sauce,’ I answer, giggling. 

Jelly and Eric arrive, covered in sweat. ‘What’s this? You’re cooking sitting on the ground?’ says Jelly in surprise. ‘Yes, did you think we had a kitchen?’ I reply. As we start to extract the spaghetti, strand by strand, from the pot with forks, Lketinga and Priscilla vanish out of the hut. Priscilla’s gone to get her neighbour, who looks at the white spaghetti, then the pot with the red sauce. She points at the pasta and, making a face, says: ‘Worms?’ We have to laugh. All three of them think we’re eating worms with blood and won’t touch it. Somehow, though, I know how they feel because the more I look at the plate and think of worms and blood the less appetite I have.

Washing up is the next problem. There is neither detergent nor a brush. Priscilla deals with the problem by using Omo washing powder and her fingernails. My brother addresses me soberly: ‘My dearest sister, somehow I don’t see you staying here forever. In any case, your pretty long fingernails won’t need a file any longer!’ He’s not wrong.

They have two more days left of their holiday, and then I’ll be on my own with Lketinga. On their last evening in the hotel, there’s a Masai dance, just like last time. Even though I’ve seen it before, Jelly and Eric haven’t, and even Lketinga is going to be there. The three of us sit waiting in eager anticipation. The Masai gather outside the hotel and lay out spears, jewellery, cloth and strings of pearls to sell afterwards. 

There are about twenty-five warriors who come in singing. I feel an affinity with these people and am as proud of them as if they were all my brothers. It’s unbelievable how elegant they are in their movements, and what an aura they exude. Tears come to my eyes at this feeling of belonging, something I’ve never known before: as if I’ve found my family, my people. Jelly, a bit wary of so many crazily painted, decorated Masai, turns to me and says: ‘Corinne, are you sure that your future is here?’ I can say only one word: ‘Yes.’

The performance is over by midnight, and the Masai disappear. Lketinga comes and shows us proudly the money he has made selling pieces of jewellery. It doesn’t look like much to us but for him it means survival for another few days. We say our farewells emotionally because we won’t see Eric and Jelly before they leave the hotel early in the morning. My brother has to promise Lketinga he’ll come back: ‘You are my friends now!’ he says in English. Jelly holds me tight, sobbing, and tells me to look after myself, think things through carefully and come back to Switzerland in ten days’ time. I don’t think she trusts me.

We set off home. The night sky is filled with thousands and thousands of stars, but there is no moon. Lketinga could find the way through the bush blindfold, but I have to hold on to his arm for fear of losing him. A yapping dog comes towards us on the outskirts of the village, but Lketinga emits short sharp noises and the hound scampers off. In the hut I reach for my torch. When I finally find it I look for matches to light the paraffin lamp. For a brief moment it occurs to me how simple everything is back in Switzerland. There are street lamps, electric light, it seems as if everything works of its own accord. I’m tired and want to sleep, but Lketinga has been working and is hungry and says I should make him some tea. Up until now I’ve always left that to Priscilla! In the semidarkness I first have to fill up the spirit burner and then when I find the tealeaves, I ask him: ‘How much?’ Lketinga laughs and shakes about a third of the packet into the boiling water. Then sugar, not two or three spoonfuls but a whole cup. I’m shocked and can’t imagine such tea being drinkable, but it tastes almost as good as Priscilla’s. Now I understand that a cup of tea can indeed replace a meal. 

I spend the next day with Priscilla. We have washing to do, and Lketinga decides to go up to the north coast to find out which hotels do native dance evenings. He doesn’t think to ask if I’d like to come too. 

I go to the well with Priscilla and try to bring back a five-gallon water canister as she does, but it’s not that simple. First of all a half-gallon bucket has to be dropped fifteen feet down and drawn back up again. Then you have to use an empty tin to transfer it via the narrow opening of the canister until the latter is full. It’s all done extremely carefully to make sure not a drop of the precious liquid is lost.

When my canister is full I try to drag it the two hundred yards to the huts. I had always considered myself to be sturdy, but I can’t manage it. Priscilla, on the other hand, takes two or three swings with her canister to get it up onto her head, then she walks calmly and unhurriedly back to the huts. She comes back to meet me halfway and takes my canister back for me. My fingers are already aching. We do the whole thing several times because the Omo here is very frothy. Doing washing by hand in cold water, to Swiss standards of cleanliness, soon takes its toll on my knuckles. After a while they’re red raw, and the Omo water burns them. My fingernails are ruined. Exhausted and with an aching back, I give up; Priscilla finishes the rest for me.

It’s gone lunchtime by now, but we haven’t eaten anything. How could we? We don’t keep supplies in the house or we’d be infested with mice and beetles. We buy what we need each day in the shop. So despite the incredible heat we set off on what is at least a half-hour walk as long as Priscilla doesn’t stop to gossip with every single person we meet on the way. It seems to be the local custom to hail everyone we meet with ‘Jambo’ and then stop to exchange half the family history. 

At last we get there and buy rice and meat, tomatoes, milk and even some soft bread. Now we have to go all the way back and then start cooking. By evening Lketinga still hasn’t turned up. I ask Priscilla if she knows when he’ll be back, but she just laughs and says: ‘No, I can’t ask this a Masai-man!’ Exhausted by all this unfamiliar exertion in the heat, I go to lie down in the cool of the hut while Priscilla gets on with the cooking. It’s probably just the lack of food that’s made me so listless.

But I miss my Masai. Without him this world is only half as interesting and worth living in. Then at long last, just before darkness falls, he strolls up to the huts with his familiar, ‘Hello, how are you?’ I answer somewhat crossly, ‘Oh, not so good,’ which shocks him and he asks: ‘Why?’ A bit disconcerted by the expression on his face, I decide not to nag him for being away so long; with both of us struggling to makes ourselves understood in English there are too many opportunities for misunderstanding. Instead I point to my belly and say: ‘Stomach!’ He beams at me and says: ‘Maybe baby?’ I laugh and say no. The idea frankly never occurred to me, because I’m on the pill, which is something he doesn’t know and has probably never heard of. 




  





Red Tape


 



 

We’re looking for a hotel in which a Masai with a white wife is apparently staying. I can hardly imagine it, but I’m eager to ask her a few questions. But when we meet them I’m disappointed. This Masai looks just like a ‘normal black’ who doesn’t wear jewellery or traditional clothing but a red made-to-measure suit. He’s a few years older than Lketinga and even his wife is already in her late forties. Everyone starts talking at once, but Ursula, who’s German, says: ‘What? You want to come and live here with this Masai?’ I say yes and ask shyly why not. ‘Do you know?’ she says. ‘My husband and I have been together for fifteen years. He is a lawyer, but he still has enormous difficulty with the German way of thinking. Now look at Lketinga: he’s never been to school, can’t read or write and barely speaks English. He has absolutely no idea of European customs and manners, let alone the Swiss obsession with perfection. That’s doomed from the outset!’ But for her there was simply no question of living in Kenya: women here have no rights. Holidays, on the other hand, are another thing entirely. But I ought to buy Lketinga some clothes; I can’t go around with him like that. 

She goes on and on, and my heart sinks with her endless list of problems. Even her husband agrees it would be better if Lketinga came to visit me in Switzerland. But that’s something I can’t imagine and all my feelings would be wrong. All the same, we accept their offer of help and the next day set off to Mombasa to see about getting Lketinga a passport. When I mention my doubts, Lketinga asks if I have a husband back in Switzerland, because if not I can just take him with me. Only ten minutes ago he said he had no intention of leaving Kenya because he had no idea where Switzerland even is or what my family is like. 

On the way to the passport office I have doubts that later turn out to have been justified. Our peaceful days in Kenya are over from this moment on, and the stress of dealing with bureaucracy has just begun. All four of us go into the passport office together and stand in a queue for an hour before we’re allowed into the right room. The official who deals with applications is sitting behind a huge mahogany desk. He and Ursula’s husband have a discussion of which neither Lketinga or I understand a word. I just notice how every now and then they glance over at Lketinga in his exotic apparel. After five minutes it’s ‘Let’s go’, and we leave the office. I’m confused and annoyed: standing in line for an hour only to have a five-minute interview appals me.

But that is just the beginning. Ursula’s husband says a few things have to be cleared up straight away. There’s no way that Lketinga can simply get on the plane with me. The earliest opportunity, if there are no problems, would be in a month’s time. First of all we have to get photographs taken, then come back and fill in forms, which at the moment they’ve run out of and will only be available again in five days’ time. I can hardly believe it: ‘What, are you telling me that in a big city like this they have no passport application forms?’ But then it takes us ages to find a photographer, and he tells us that it will take several days before the pictures will be ready. Exhausted by the heat and the perpetual queuing and waiting, we decide to return to the coast. The other couple disappear back into their luxurious hotel, telling us that now we know where the passport office is and if there are problems we also know where to find them.

Because time is running out, we go back to the office three days later with the pictures. Again we have to queue up, for longer than the first time. The closer we come to the door, the more nervous I get, because Lketinga doesn’t feel at all comfortable and I’m self-conscious about my poor English. When finally we get to see the passport officer I explain our case painstakingly. Eventually he looks up from his newspaper and asks what I want to take someone like that – with a dismissive gesture towards Lketinga – to Switzerland for? ‘Holidays,’ I reply. The passport officer laughs and says that until this Masai learns how to put on proper civilized clothes he won’t be getting a passport. And because he has no education and no idea of Europe, I will have to pay a guarantee of one thousand Swiss francs and at the same time buy Lketinga a return ticket. Only when I have done all of that will he even consider giving me an application form. 

Annoyed by the arrogance of this lump of lard, I ask him how long it would then take to get the passport, after I’d done all he asked. ‘About two weeks,’ he replies, waving us out of his office and reaching for his newspaper. Such bare-faced cheek leaves me speechless, but instead of giving up all hope, his behaviour makes me want to show him who’s boss. Above all else, I won’t have him denigrate Lketinga, who in any case I’m keen to introduce to my mother.

The whole thing becomes an idée fixe for me, and I make up my mind to take Lketinga, by now impatient and disappointed, into the nearest travel agent’s to sort it all out. We find a friendly Indian who quickly understands the situation and warns me to be careful because a lot of white women have lost their money like this. I agree to deposit the money with him and that he will give me a confirmation of the return ticket and a receipt and promises to return it all if the passport application is rejected. 

Somehow or other I understand that this is all reckless but I rely on my instincts for people. The important thing is that Lketinga should know where he has to go when he gets his passport to name the date for his flight. ‘One step further forward,’ I tell myself bravely.

At a nearby market we buy Lketinga trousers, a shirt and shoes, which isn’t easy because we have diametrically opposite tastes. He wants either white or red trousers. I reckon that white is impossible in the bush while red is not exactly a ‘manly’ colour in western clothing. Fate comes to my aid: all the trousers are too short for my six and a half foot man. Eventually we find a pair of jeans that will do. When we get to shoes it’s the same thing again. Up until now he’s only ever worn sandals made of old car tyres. We agree on trainers. Two hours later he’s all dressed up in new clothes, but I don’t like it any better. He, on the other hand, is very proud that for the first time in his life he’s wearing trousers, a shirt and trainers.

Of course, by now it’s too late to go back to the passport office so Lketinga suggests we go over to the north bank. He wants me to meet friends and show me where he lived before he moved in with Priscilla. I’m not sure because it’s already four p.m., and that will mean returning to the south bank in the dark. But once again he says, ‘No problem, Corinne.’ So we wait for a matatu to the north but it’s not until the third bus that we find even a corner to squeeze into, and within seconds I’m dripping sweat. 
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