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Praise for Richard Crompton


‘A compulsive whodunnit set in Kenya, where tribal politics can get you killed’


Ian Rankin on The Honey Guide


‘[Crompton] has done something near-miraculous and made the figure of the incorruptible loner-detective fresh again’


Daily Telegraph


‘A smashing debut, as fleet-footed as the warrior himself. It will make you long for the next instalment’


Financial Times on The Honey Guide


‘Crompton writes with ease about traditional customs and the impact on Kenya of globalisation, creating a vivid portrait of a country struggling to come to terms with modernity’


Joan Smith, Sunday Times


‘One of the most gifted crime writers of his generation’


Shots Magazine


‘What really elevates the book is Crompton’s experience as a journalist. He is able to bring depth to the story by examining the difference between the law and justice, not just in everyday Kenyan life, but in international politics and in the way that globalism has not just brought wealth to the poorer countries but also suffering’


CrimeFictionLover.com
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CLOSE SHAVE FOR BOMET NIGHT RUNNER AS VILLAGERS NAB HIM IN THE ACT


Against the backdrop of government rejecting a bid to have their nocturnal antics recognised as legitimate recreational activities by the sports ministry, a night runner was last Wednesday caught in the act nude by villagers in Borabu area, Bomet County.


The 38-year-old man, only identified as Nyangure, survived death by a whisker after locals unleashed terror on him, accusing him of engaging in an ungodly activity closely associated with witchcraft.


The Standard, Kenya, 27 February 2017




1


If the raindrop goes up, she’ll tell him. If it goes down, she won’t.


She rides this route every day. Unlike the others – the busy ones, the hurries – she does not board the first number 36 that comes along. She loyally waits for GOD KNOWS, even if it’s raining.


She clutches her ten shillings. The other matatus put up the price when it rains. Demand is higher. People don’t want to walk. They don’t want to reach their destination with their shoes caked in mud. But GOD KNOWS charges ten bob, rain or shine. It’s one of the reasons she loves this one.


She also loves the konda’s friendly smile. She’s at an awkward age: still a child, but apparently, in the eyes of many, almost a woman. Some of the kondas don’t hesitate to remind her of this. They lean out of their doorways, eyes red and clothes stinking of bhangi, leering at her, crotch-grabbing, cat-calling. —Sasa, baby. Where you headed? I got a ride for you.


The conductor on GOD KNOWS is not like the other kondas. He’s older. He’s not a wannabe gangster. More like a grandfather. When the matatu skids to a halt, he doesn’t throw the door open and shove the passengers inside, harrying and mocking the laggards. He actually says good morning. He’s a gentleman.


And the driver. He doesn’t attempt to weave his fourteen-seater through traffic like a rat through trash. He actually stops at junctions. Waits for pedestrians to pass. Lets other road users in. He queues to disgorge his passengers at the stand, rather than screeching to a halt in the middle lane of moving traffic and have his konda chuck them out.


Nairobi is not a patient city. You have a place to be; you need to get there. In her case, it’s school. Some mornings, she’s painfully aware of time creeping past as GOD KNOWS gets stuck behind another donkey cart, instead of blasting it out of the way. She knows that BEYONCE or ARSENAL or TERMINATOR would have got her there by now, and she’ll be in trouble if she’s late for school one more time this week. But still she remains loyal.


And so does one other passenger. He is the only one who shakes his head at the other matatus until GOD KNOWS comes along. She hardly noticed him at first. Just another guy on his morning commute. Brown trousers tucked into gumboots. Baggy, oversized sweater, holes in the sleeves, but clean. A peaked cap. He could be a gardener, off to the suburbs, or an errand-runner in the city. He barely warranted a second look, and indeed she didn’t cast one until, stuck on one particularly boring section of the Jogoo Road, she happened to feel his gaze upon her and turned. His eyes had flickered and slid to the window, as though they had merely rested on her for a moment in the course of idly wandering. But she knew he had been watching her.


Not watching her like the boys did. Or like the old men – though he was certainly old, older than her father, even. He was watching the way a kite watches, perched high up on a wire. She was part of the scene, she was in it; he watched the scene, therefore he watched her. She did not feel affronted. She was not being leered at – her presence was simply being registered. And that, strangely, she found comforting.


Perhaps it was because he was Maasai. They were known for being strange, those plain-dwellers. They lived by different rules. They looked at city streets and saw game-studded vistas; skies which no rooftops or towers could constrain. The watchful eyes were like the looped earlobes which hung low along his jawline, the mark of his kind. He was a warrior. Even in gumboots and a sweater, he could be no other.


She had been looking for someone to tell her secret to, and after a few days she had begun to wonder if it mightn’t be him. He shares her loyalty to GOD KNOWS: that is the first mark in his favour. Secondly, the matatu crew appear to know him, and trust him, although they don’t acknowledge it openly. The konda greets the Maasai like any other as he palms his coins and ushers him aboard. But there is a look that passes between them each day – a blink – that speaks of an understanding. And because she trusts GOD KNOWS, she begins to think she might trust this stranger.


And it has to be a stranger. Too many here know her. Her school, her family. Word gets around. The only way to keep a secret is to carry it yourself. But the weight of the burden is becoming too much to bear.


There’s one more reason she feels she might be able to trust this Maasai. It goes against everything she’s heard, everything she’s been taught. It’s a rule ingrained in this city; a mantra mothers teach their children. Don’t tease dogs. Don’t play in traffic. Don’t trust the police.


For he is a policeman. Despite his tatty clothing, she is sure of that. She had spotted his handcuffs, clipped to his belt at the small of his back, when he sat. He pulled his sweater down quickly enough, but she had noticed. She was not surprised. The Maasai ears and spindly frame didn’t fit with the few policemen she saw regularly, batons twirling lazily, moustaches twitching contemptuously, pot-bellied and prowling for any infraction that might allow them to impose a ‘fine’. No, he was not one of those. But his watchful eyes were policeman’s eyes, all the same.


If he does not look like other policemen, perhaps he is not like other policemen. Perhaps he is an outsider, like her. Perhaps he will understand.


Today it is raining. The matatu is full: unlike others, GOD KNOWS sticks strictly to the 14 PAX MAX ordinance stencilled along its side. Even so, the passengers steam and heave against each other as the vehicle inches along the greasy streets.


The Maasai policeman is there, two rows ahead, just behind the driver. She can see the back of his shaved head, looped ears wobbling every time the matatu hits a pothole. Next to him, a mama with a round-eyed, woollen-hatted twin drooling over each shoulder. Between her and the door is the konda, standing hunched, neck and head bowed against the ceiling. His shoulders glisten through his shirt: half his job is outside, in the wet, and only when he has filled the vehicle can he pull himself in and slide the door behind him.


On the next rows, some schoolchildren – not from her school – a smartly dressed young man, and a woman with a basket of trussed chickens, which cluck and flutter in her lap. An office girl applies lipstick with a steady, practised hand, despite the jolts, and pouts into her small mirror. On her own row, the back row, a fat man who winces with every shudder and lurch, and a Somali man of uncertain years with a black robe and a splendid henna-red beard, smiling, apparently, at nothing. Between the two men, trying primly to hold her legs away from both, a tiny middle-aged woman clutching a well-worn Bible that overflows with notes in cramped, spidery letters.


Although she’s pressed up against the window by the fat man, she does not mind. She likes looking at the shapes made by the mist. Colours emerge and die. Mundane things like billboards and shopfronts become blazes and flares of light. People walking past are elongated and ethereal.


On top of it all, the rain makes tracks. Droplets flicker their way from left to right, descending when the vehicle slows, and rising when it moves once more. Like ants, they follow much the same path, hesitating sometimes, sometimes striking out in a new direction.


She decides to let a droplet make the decision for her. She chooses one and places her finger against the cold glass nearby. If the droplet passes above her fingertip, she resolves, she will speak to the policeman today. If it passes below, she will remain silent.


Horns blaring ahead. The matatu slows. The droplet begins to fall.


Figures passing outside the windows seem to speed up. Around her, the passengers stir. In Nairobi, it pays to be sensitive to the rhythm of things. And somehow, the rhythm has changed. The Somali, she notices, has stopped smiling. The fat man looks as uncomfortable as ever. The middle-aged woman opens her Bible. The mama, occupied with her babies, is oblivious. The back of the Maasai’s head reveals nothing.


Something more than the usual city hubbub can be heard outside. Distant voices.


The chicken lady rises. She asks the konda to let her off. He protests that it’s not her stop yet. Stay dry. We’ll be moving again soon.


She clucks like one of her stock. The conductor relents and slides the door open. Such is her impatience to exit that the basket of trussed birds bangs against one of the schoolboys. She jumps out, glances forward, puts the basket up onto her head and splashes rapidly in the opposite direction.


With the door open, the voices are louder, closer. There is no mistaking it: it is the sound of trouble. Voices of anger and voices of fear. The passers-by are passing by in only one direction now: the same direction the chicken lady went. Away.


The boy who’d been hit by the basket nudges his friend. They get out too. Picking up on the unspoken warnings, so do the Bible woman and the Somali. The fat man hesitates, torn between his desire to stay seated and dry, and to protect his considerable skin. After a moment, he chooses the latter. He looks down at the girl beside him as he hauls himself up. His look seems to question why she is remaining, but he says nothing.


Now there is just the konda, the driver, the Maasai, and her. And just at the same moment that a break in the raincloud sends a watery glow of gold to illuminate her window, there is the sound of engines revving, and the matatu jumps into gear and starts to move.


All this time, her finger has remained upon the glass. The raindrop, which had been similarly stalled, trembles and jerks into life. With an impulsive leap, it flies above where her fingertip rests, and when the matatu brakes sharply, it shakes free of the pane, disappearing altogether.


That’s it then. She must speak to him. She smiles, and flattens her palm against the window to wipe away the mist.


She moves her hand away to reveal a scene of carnage. A man’s body lies in the road, prone, head bloodied. A cart has been tipped on its side. Another man, holding a bin lid as a shield, crouches behind it.


A dark shape grows: someone running towards the matatu, heading straight for her window. He runs lopsidedly, the weight of the rock held aloft in his hand unbalancing him. He releases it.


She feels herself enveloped in softness, and knows it is the Maasai’s woollen pullover. There is a muffled explosion and she hears thousands of tiny objects impact around her like gravel.


With a movement swift and strong, arms elevate her, and she is borne. She hears the grinding of the door as it slides open and senses the air change as her rescuer leaps out, suspended for one long, ecstatic second in the air – before movement vertical is transformed to movement horizontal, and she hears his feet pounding the ground beneath.


Then, once again, up – and she feels something cold under her. The pullover pulls away. She is sitting on a high window ledge. Reluctantly her hands move away from him and grasp the grille.


—Stay here, he urges.


She nods.


He turns, and runs back to the stricken matatu. She sees now that it has drawn up hard against a barricade of sorts, made from oil drums and metal poles. The man with the bloody head has risen, and is staggering away.


Meanwhile other members of the gang have been laying into the matatu like jackals falling upon a corpse. The windscreen has been transformed into a sagging net with a hole punched into its middle. Within, a figure just recognisable as the driver. He is struggling with his seatbelt. From the darkened interior, his eyes flash with fear.


Every time the Maasai attempts to get close, he is met with a jackal’s snarl. A long, curved panga blade is waved. The corpse is being stripped. Something with wires – the radio, perhaps – is the subject of some bickering, and eventually wrested from one man’s hands, the winner scurrying away to melt into the background throb of bodies.


One of those bodies thrusts forward. He is cradling something white in his arms. The white thing flashes and flushes pink, as the liquid within sloshes. He holds the opaque petrol can aloft, like a trophy. A cheer goes up. Everyone loves a bonfire.


A lot of people seem to be screaming, but in fact it is just the driver. His visceral bellow bounces inside the matatu and rings from the buildings around it. The scream only pauses as he gulps in air, perhaps aware that each lungful could be his last.


The jackals, smelling danger – and petrol – back away from the vehicle’s gaping ribs. The Maasai seizes his chance. He plunges within. A dance is performed without, the can shaking wildly, spewing liquid that pours down the windows in rivulets like the rain which had been there just a few minutes before.


Coming out of the door like coming up for air, the konda. He sprints to the side of the road and immediately slithers down into a drainage ditch, plunges his hands into the filthy water and scoops it over his head. No sign of the Maasai or the driver, who is not screaming any more. It is not clear whether this is a good or a bad thing.


The Maasai emerges, just as another slew of petrol is thrown over the door. He spits and reaches down. The driver’s head is red with blood. The Maasai drags him from the vehicle; the driver’s heels dumbly clatter onto the ground as they clear the doorway. The Maasai drags him to the building where she sits. Looking down from her windowsill she can see the driver’s face and scalp are covered with hundreds of tiny scratches. Minuscule pieces of glass stud his skin like tiny jewels. His eyes are a sliver of white. She hears him faintly groan.


The ringleader of the mob, having exhausted his petrol can, lets it tumble to the ground. From his pocket he produces a plastic lighter. He smiles and gives it a little shake.


—Kenyan made, he says. —Only works half the time. What do you think, Maasai? Want to take the risk?


—Don’t be stupid, says Mollel. —You’ve made your point.


—Oh no, says the ringleader. —I don’t think I have. You see, my friends and I run this route. No one passes through here without insurance. And your friend here would not pay up. Now, that’s very foolish. You see, the insurance we provide is fully comprehensive. Accident, theft … and fire.


He presses the lighter with his thumb. The wheel grinds. A spark. A flame. He smiles. —How about that? It worked.


He approaches the matatu, then gives an arms-length flick, and ducks away as the vehicle whooms into flame. Even from where she is sitting, she can feel the heat. —Don’t come any closer, Maasai, he continues. —You’ve got as much petrol on you as that thing. You don’t want to end up the same way.


—If I go up, says the Maasai, so do you. He points down at the rainbow trail of petrol in the mud. It connects the two of them. —You’re confident that you didn’t splash yourself?


A flicker of doubt passes over the ringleader’s face. —You’re under arrest, says the Maasai.


She does not know what makes her look down at that very moment, but she is glad she does. About to pass almost directly beneath her, another man is creeping forward. She just has time to glimpse a stocky frame, a neatly clipped haircut and beard, and a slick leather jacket. But more important than that, she sees the gun in his right hand.


For a moment she wonders if she will ever find her voice – after all, she has failed to speak to the Maasai all this time. But then the scream comes. —Look out!


The Maasai springs forward. He knocks the ringleader to the ground. The lighter grinds but no flame comes. Thank goodness for Kenyan quality. The man with the gun lands his boot on the ringleader’s wrist. Together, he and the Maasai haul the ringleader to his feet. The man with the gun slips it back into his belt, and swaps it for a set of cuffs, which he deftly places around the ringleader’s wrists.


And then, in the chaos of the fire being put out, and the wounded taken away, the barricades being dismantled and the gang members rounded up, she realises: the Maasai is gone. She knows immediately that he’s done his job here, and won’t be riding her route any more. And still, she has not spoken to him.




2


There are a million different stories about how the world was made, where the stars came from, the origins of the animals, of the people, of love, of death. But there is only one Maasinta. For the Maasai, everything starts with Maasinta.


Maasinta was the first Maasai. He was everything a Maasai should be: tall, strong and handsome. He was as gentle as the wisps of mist that cling to the mountainside at dawn, and he was as fierce as a mother buffalo guarding her calf.


It was Maasinta to whom Ngai, the creator, gifted cattle. From that day, all cattle have belonged to the Maasai.


Maasinta had many sons; his second son by his first wife was Lelian. The descendants of Lelian are called Ol-Moleliani, or Mollel, for short.


Maasinta revered his first wife, the mother of Lelian, but he truly loved his second. The first wife was housed in a hut on the right-hand side of Maasinta’s. The offspring from this union became known as the Odo Mongi, the right-hand moiety.


The cattle of the right hand are red. They are lean, and spirited, and snort when there is danger. They have been known to charge at lions. The Odo Mongi are proud, and fierce, and consider themselves the guardians of the Maa way of life.


For all that, in old age Maasinta would turn left more frequently than right. The Orok Kiteng, the left-hand moiety, are descendants of Maasinta’s second wife. Their mother was young, and plump, and welcoming. Maasinta bequeathed to her sons the black cattle, which are docile and fat. They yield good calves, and good milk, and good meat. They are fine creatures but they are stupid, and often taken, even by wild dogs.


Every clan and every village has its Odo Mongi and its Orok Kiteng. They are two halves of the same body. Inseparable. When there are decisions to be made, about whether to pack up the houses and move to better pasture; or how to deal with a thief; or whether to make peace or wage war against another clan, the sagest voices are those of the Orok Kiteng.


But when it comes to fighting, the Odo Mongi will be at the front.


The Odo Mongi have taken on the role of custodians of their father’s realm. Perhaps it is because they know they are the lesser-loved that they strive all the harder to please him. When there is a question of tradition, the Orok Kiteng defer to their brothers.


When an Odo Mongi marries an Orok Kiteng, it is the father’s name and moiety that is taken. Hence Mollel. But a calf sired by a red bull and black cow may be red, or black, or mottled. No one would dream of blaming the calf for that, or trying to make them be something different. And yet an Odo Mongi boy cannot be mottled. No nuance for him. He is expected to react, not reflect; to instigate, not investigate. Each of the two moieties tempers and complements the other. The two impulses exist side by side. They are not supposed to reside in the same person.


But it happens. Mollel was one such mottled calf. He grew up with his Odo Mongi father largely absent; his mother was Orok Kiteng. She left her son in no doubt that she blamed Odo Mongi traits for her husband’s betrayal. Pride, Mollel learned, is both essential and shameful; impulsiveness is admirable, but dangerous. He grew up scorned by his peers for his caution, and when he tried to prove them wrong, he was scolded by his mother for the bruises earned by his bravery. He was constantly second-guessing how he should behave, and his hesitancy hung like a banner proclaiming his dilemma.


His brother showed no such ambiguity. Lendeva, three years younger, was a full-throated and unashamed Odo Mongi, recognised instantly as such by the junior warriors who adopted him as a kind of mascot for their age-caste, even while they deliberated about whether to accept Mollel, now of age, into their ranks.


But he was accepted, and found, in the rigorous training to become a warrior, a certain peace. The warrior’s world is one of rules and ritual. There are no shades of grey.


What there is, is a lot of waiting around. A lot of doing nothing. Warriors are the masters of doing nothing – perhaps because their intermittent moments of action are so intense and pure, it would be a shame to spoil them by packing activity into the rest of the time. Warriors enjoy lolling on the short grass between the bomas, pleating each other’s hair, carving a figure from horn, singing softly and watching the boys do the boys’ work of herding and the women and girls do their work of milking and cooking and everything else.


But when they need to – when an elephant, smelling cooking, decides to break through the mud wall of a family’s hut at night; or the dogs catch a whiff of a leopard that needs to be chased off; or when some rival warriors from an itinerant clan come smilingly for your sisters – why then, it is spears ready, clubs raised, and more often than not, it is only a show of strength that is needed.


Police work is not so different. Slack time – and there is a lot of it – is spent polishing boots or cleaning a gun, rather than braiding hair and sharpening daggers. If things get really slow, there is always paperwork to be tackled, usually on faded carbon forms in white, pink and yellow triplicate; two fingers picking at sticky typewriter keys.


It is a rare policeman who goes looking for trouble. Most keep their head down and wait for trouble to find them. It usually does. Those moments – those heart-pounding, dry-mouthed moments of stress, excitement and terror – can come from nowhere. That alone makes the form-filling and the boot-polishing worth savouring. You never relish boredom so much as when you’ve laid your life on the line.


What is lacking from the routine of an ordinary polisi on the beat is deliberation. He goes where he is told and he does what is called the necessary. And that’s enough for most officers. Perhaps a side hustle here or there, if they’re the type; God knows the salary’s not enough without a little strategic enhancement.


All very Odo Mongi. But mixed blood yields strange results. On the Orok Kiteng side, there will always be a yearning for something more. Who and what will not suffice – there is a need to know why.


It’s hard to hang around when you have a mission. Slack time evaporates. Boot polishing is kept to a minimum. Paperwork takes on a new dimension. Read closely enough, patterns start to emerge in the reports. A routine patrol becomes a hunt, of sorts: for things out of place; familiar faces; cars being driven strangely or people walking with no apparent destination. The million different things which say that something’s not right or something’s about to happen, or someone’s got something to hide.


That is how a detective is born.


And often, how they die.
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Outside Mji wa Huruma police post, Kiunga reaches into his pocket and produces a packet of cigarettes. He unwraps it, takes a cigarette out and puts it between his lips, then fumbles for his lighter. His nose twitches as he glances at the petrol-soaked Mollel.


—Perhaps I’ll wait, he says, putting the cigarette away again. —You get cleaned up. I’ll fill out the paperwork. Then that’s it.


There’s a tone of regret in his voice which hints at more than just disappointment over the cigarette.


Mollel knows what ‘that’s it’ means. The two of them have worked together for over five years now. Along the way, he’s become fond of Kiunga. Come to rely upon his presence, his common sense.


The best relationships, Mollel reflects, are those which fill in your own blanks. With Chiku, his wife, Mollel had only discovered the blanks once she’d gone. The fact that she’d been snatched away from him so suddenly only made the loss more stark. Her compassion had been a deep well which Mollel had fallen upon like a parched man, and over the years, had come to take for granted – so much so, that he’d never learned how to access the same source within himself.


Kiunga’s most valuable asset was energy. Mollel had energy, too, when the case demanded it; but it was a nervous, dissipated kind of energy that easily switched to long periods of apathy. Yet Kiunga always had it, like a fully charged battery. It proved useful for all those routine jobs which took up the majority of their time: the domestic rows, the abandonments, the petty thefts, the drunken brawls, the bag-snatchers and the dope-dealers. After a while, they could wear you down. But Kiunga treated them all with the same even temperament and diligence, as though every case were his first.


It is that resilient energy which is now taking him elsewhere.


Mollel tries to suppress any tone of resentment as he replies: —Time to move on.


—It’s a good opportunity for me, says Kiunga. —Bogani’s going places.


That appeared to be the consensus in Nairobi. Joseph Bogani, Superintendent of Mji wa Huruma, had been making a name for himself in the city lately. Young and good-looking, he played well in the media, busting the stereotype of the fat, middle-aged senior policeman. His talk of ‘zero tolerance’ had struck a chord in a society where for too long people felt that a blind eye had been turned to the inconveniences of petty corruption and extortion – such as the matatu gangs whose protection rackets pushed up fares and turned every journey into an exercise in fear. Bogani had even persuaded Central to give over two of their top detectives to help break the racket. And now he wanted to keep one of them.


—I’m sure he could find a job for you, too, says Kiunga. —I could have a word.


—Oh, I’m too old, replies Mollel. —I couldn’t work for a boss younger than me. Let me stick to what I know best.


—You know what they call him? asks Kiunga. —Duma. The cheetah. A legacy of his days at the Academy. He was the country champion, you know. Four hundred metres. Could have gone to the Olympics, they reckon, if he hadn’t put his career first. Some say he prefers running circles around the old rhinos at Vigilance House.


—Old rhinos, eh? What does that make me?


—You, boss? You’re an elephant. Strong.


—You mean stubborn.


They both laugh. —You’re very alike, says Kiunga. —You know what they say about him? He’s too good to be true. In other words, successful but not obviously corrupt. No smoke without fire. Except in his case, there really is no smoke. But people still think there must be a fire somewhere.


—Let’s not talk about fire, please. At least, not until I’ve changed my clothes.


Kiunga laughs again. —Shows how cynical we’ve become. But you know, I think he’s different. That’s what I like about him, Mollel. He reminds me a lot of you.


Mollel tries to keep his voice neutral. —It’s a good move for you, Kiunga.


Kiunga goes inside to file the report, while Mollel strolls around the back to find a place to wash. There are two new cars here, gleaming black-and-white paintwork, spotless apart from some traces of mud on the wheels and bumpers. They are quite different from the shabby, dented old Land Rover pickups most police posts are reliant upon. Bogani’s high media profile has led to him securing investment from headquarters at Vigilance House – or perhaps the rumours of probity are true, and Bogani’s actually spending money on the service which, elsewhere, would have disappeared into someone’s pocket.


Mollel finds a tap connected to a hosepipe, turns it, and squats on his haunches between the two saloon cars, using the trickle of cold water to wash the petrol from his hands and face. He takes off his shirt, and holds the pipe over his head. The water runs down his back. He really is like an elephant, he thinks.


—Don’t worry too much about the mud, says a voice. —If the cars are too clean, people will think we never use them.


Mollel straightens up. His shirt is balled up in his hand. It looks like he’s holding a rag. Bare-chested, in his gumboots and wet trousers, he’s not surprised to be taken for the car-washer.


He is surprised, though, that Superintendent Bogani is talking to him. Tall and lean, in his crisp uniform he looks almost as shiny and new as the cars.


—I suppose I ought to get some mud on my boots, too, for the same reason, says Bogani. —I just came out here to look for someone. Perhaps you’ve seen him. A Sergeant called Mollel?


Mollel raises his eyebrows sheepishly, and Bogani’s eyes shift slightly towards Mollel’s long, looped earlobes. Mollel sees realisation dawn on his superior’s face, and steels himself for a rebuke. Mollel has had enough commanding officers over the years to know that their mistake usually turns into your problem. He puts down his shirt and snaps into a sharp salute.


Bogani’s lips part into a smile. —You don’t have to salute me, Sergeant. At least, not now. I’m sorry I didn’t recognise you, but we’ve not officially met. I hear you did good work with the matatu gang.


—Sergeant Kiunga made the arrests, says Mollel.


—Kiunga. Yes, a good man. He’s joining us here, did you know?


He does not wait to hear Mollel’s reply. —I’m hoping you’ll help us out with something else before you return to Central. We’ve had a specific request for your services. At least, I assume it was you they had in mind. They asked for the Maasai policeman and we don’t have anyone else around here who fits that description. Now, if you have a change of clothes to hand, perhaps we’ll take a ride in one of these nice new cars?


Mollel, though a non-driver, has ridden as a passenger long enough to appreciate different driving styles. Kiunga’s temperament behind the wheel is decidedly matatu: blasting the horn, the engine roaring, nose of the vehicle cutting its way through traffic. Cars, bikes, pedestrians: they’d better get out of the way. Mollel does not relish those journeys.


With Bogani driving, those obstacles seem to just melt away. He is calm and assured behind the wheel, and somehow conveys this authority to the vehicle itself. Of course, the police livery helps. So does the suspension, which glides over the potholed road with barely a judder. The noise and chaos of the city play out beyond the tinted windows like an action movie on a muted television screen. This is the privilege of power, thinks Mollel: to observe. No wonder the politicians don’t see the need to change anything.


Bogani is a politician, despite his aura of neutrality. But he’s a different sort: the very fact that he’s at the wheel, rather than lounging in the back seat, makes that abundantly clear. Instead, Kiunga sits in the back. Mollel can almost feel his discomfort at being the passenger for a change.


As if reading Mollel’s mind, Bogani says: —I like to be seen. I like people to know that I’m here.


And then, after a pause: —Do you know why they call this place Mji wa Huruma? City of Mercy.


Looking out at the remorseless grey concrete blocks, the teeming people forced into and among the traffic, the storekeepers in their pig-iron kiosks and street hawkers trying to eke out an existence, Mollel shrugs. He had always assumed it was another example of that acute Nairobi sense of irony that imparts a little humour – if not humanity – to such scenes.


—There was a convent here, long ago. The Home of Mercy convent. They had a farm, gardens. It was a lovely spot. Or so they say.


A man driving a donkey-cart glances at the passing police car and lowers his stick – and his eyes – deferentially.


—The thing was, the sisters never had the heart to turn anyone away. Even as the British were evicting the smallholders and chopping down the trees for coffee, the people just kept coming. They planted cassava in the flower beds. Shelters and shops sprung up all around the chapel. And word got out, there was mercy to be found here. Food doled out from the convent kitchen. A clinic. A school which taught the white people’s language and didn’t even charge.


—In Swahili, Mji can mean home, or city. Gradually, this place turned from one thing, into the other. The quality of mercy changed, too. The convent couldn’t afford to look after the community around it. The sisters got old, or tired, or died. But the city stayed.


—And the home? asks Mollel.


—It still exists, replies Bogani. —There’s even a nun or two, buried around here somewhere.


He pulls the car off to the unpaved side of the road. Ahead, a crowd has gathered.


—If I’m not mistaken, this is our destination. Looks like I’m going to get my boots muddy after all.


The faces say it all: something unusual is happening. There’s almost a carnival atmosphere. Nothing brings quite so much pleasure to the masses as someone else in trouble. Women chatter and speculate, eyes dart around, ears strain for the next sensation, necks crane for a better view. Children duck and weave through legs.


—Make way, says Kiunga, separating those ahead of him with wide sweeps of his arms, as if he is parting corn. —Polisi. Coming through.


Mollel follows in his wake.


A scream, and looking up, the crowd sees a number of small white discs blooming at a window high up on one of the grim grey housing blocks. The discs fall, wobbling, seemingly suspended, before there is a crash as they shatter on the ground below. The crash is greeted with cheers and clapping. A large woman in a dressing gown rushes forward and picks up one of the shards. —My plates! she shrieks. Her distress is greeted with laughter. All part of the show. She turns to berate the crowd. —You wouldn’t laugh if it was you! Who’s going to pay for these, eh? That little witch. When I get her …


A policewoman, only slightly less large than the lady in the dressing gown, steps forward and grabs her arm. Just in time, she pulls the woman back. A round aluminium sufuria lands with a clatter just inches from where she had been standing.


—I’ll throw it all! cries a shrill voice from above. —I’ll set fire to the place! I’ll burn the whole building down, if you don’t get the Maasai here!


People start turning, pointing. Mollel feels all eyes upon him. Despite his ordinary clothes, his earlobes mark him out unmistakably as Maasai.


Apparently he has a role in this drama – he just wishes he knew what it was.


—Thank goodness you’re here, Sir, says the policewoman to Bogani. —We’ve got a thief in there. Grabbed a bag from one of the stalls and ran into the apartment building. Pushed her way into the communal kitchen and locked herself in. She’s been making no end of trouble for the last hour. As I told you on the phone, she keeps saying she wants to speak to the Maasai policeman.


Bogani turns to Mollel.


—That has to be you. Any idea who she is?


Mollel shakes his head. —She sounds like a child.


—She is, Sir, says the policewoman. We’ve been trying to trace her parents, but we’ve not found anyone here who knows her.


A sound, a little like rain, and then small, hard dots hail down on their heads. Mollel raises his hand. Others around him are doing the same. The children fall gleefully to the ground, like chickens scrabbling for meal. Kiunga bends to pick up something between his fingers. He shows the small, brown bead to Mollel.


—Cowpeas.


The crowd, having already clocked Mollel as a player rather than another spectator in this free performance, turns expectantly towards him.


He steps forward, coughs.


He calls out. —Hello?


His voice seems laughably weak. He tries again. —Hello? This is Sergeant Mollel. You’re … are you asking for me?


A hundred faces turn away from him – disappointed, he feels, in his failure to rise to the occasion.


—Come up, the child’s voice calls back.


Instinctively, Mollel looks over at Bogani, who nods.


—You are going to arrest that little witch, aren’t you? demands the dressing gown woman.


—What are you going to charge her with?


Before Mollel has a chance to respond, Kiunga quips: —Disturbing the peas.


The crowd has got the punchline it wanted. To the sound of raucous laughter, Mollel plunges forward and enters the building.


Immediately he’s struck by the familiar smell of numerous families living in close proximity. A smell simultaneously cosy and repulsive: cooking, charcoal smoke, laundry soap, sweat, drains, bleach. The narrow stairwell, with steps of gritty unfinished concrete, is unlit. He puts his hand out to the wall. A strip of glossy sheen in the darkness shows where countless others have done the same.


It’s a relief to escape all those eyes upon him. He’s confident Kiunga will be doing his thing: playing to the crowd, keeping a lid on things. The mood out there was good-humoured, for the moment. But now the action has moved indoors, there is a danger they’ll start to look around for some other distraction. Get restless. It doesn’t take much to turn a crowd into a mob. Bogani says he wants to be seen; let him see what that feels like when he’s facing down dozens of restive locals.


But somehow, Mollel knows that between them, Bogani and Kiunga will manage the situation. They’ll get this lot moving, and make them think they’re doing so of their own volition. It’s the kind of cajoling Kiunga does so well.


The landing is a press of bodies. Backs: wide ones, scrawny ones, flowery-patterned ones and grey, threadbare ones. All female. Mollel coughs again, then, as no one turns, he barks: —Police! Let me through!


Their eyes recognise his status, if only grudgingly his authority. This is our affair, they seem to be saying, steer clear of it.


Nonetheless, with a bit of pressure on some fairly solid flesh, he pushes his way through. The kitchen door is heavy, as a communal door needs to be. Mollel has seen enough of these apartment blocks to know that the pattern of kitchen and bathroom will be repeated on each floor, with the tenants of each landing possessing keys to both. That way, if your ugali is pilfered or your toilet fouled, the last of the suspects is limited to your nearest neighbours.


—The key? he demands.


Four or five hands jangle keys at him.


—Don’t you think we’ve tried that? replies one voice, louder and more scornful than the others. —She’s bolted it from the inside.


—Are you the mother?


—God, no. She’s no one’s child. No one here. She doesn’t belong here at all!


The woman reinforces her point by banging on the door. The dull thud of her fist tells Mollel everything he needs to know about his chances of kicking it in – not that he was planning to.


—Hello? he calls, tentatively. —This is Mollel. The policeman. The Maasai. You were asking for me.


Silence, then a metallic rasp. A bolt being drawn back. The door gives, barely perceptibly. The ladies on the landing rise as though to strike. Mollel stills them with a glare. He turns to see a large, dark eye looking up at him through an inch-wide gap.


Then the gap widens a few inches more, and the person steps back: an invitation, not a surrender. Mollel slips inside, and the door slams shut behind him. The bolt is slammed back into place.


—I don’t think you’ll need that, says Mollel.


The girl looks down at the meat cleaver in her hand, its solid blade stained with rust and blood. She laughs.


—It wasn’t for you. It was for them. I thought they might try to force their way in.


—And you’d use it?


She shrugs. She places the cleaver on the counter beside her. Although he hadn’t felt threatened, Mollel is policeman enough always to appreciate the sight of a lowered blade.


With the weapon no longer his focus, and his eyes growing accustomed to the light of the kitchen compared to the dingy landing, Mollel appraises the girl. And with a shock, realises he recognises her.


—Yes, she says, seeing the look of recognition. —You saved me from the matatu gang.


—It wasn’t you they were after.


—You saved me, just the same.


Mollel feels awkward. He’s never appreciated hero worship – especially when it’s unwarranted. The girl had been in the way. So he’d put her to one side. Truth be told, he’d forgotten about her the instant he’d turned away from the ledge, leaving her to get down, somehow, by herself: a big jump for such a small girl.


He looks around him. The little kitchen does not show as much disarray as the sounds from the street had led him to believe. Two pans rest on the ledge of the window. These, Mollel assumes, were the source of the banging. A plastic bag, one or two forlorn peas still clinging on in the corners, sits beside them.


—I’ll pay for the peas, the girl says. —I’m not a thief.


—I didn’t say you were. So this, then … it’s your way of saying thank you?


She shakes her head. Casts down her eyes. Suddenly, plump, shining tears form under her dark lashes and fall swiftly down her cheeks.


Mollel would rather be banged up in an interview room with the toughest convict than face this.


Her shoulders begin to shake.


How can this tiny creature, convulsed with silent grief, be the source of the shrieking hurricane which had, just minutes before, brought an entire city block to a standstill?


Mollel knows the answer, for he is a father. Extremes of passion are one of the few privileges of that mysterious condition known as childhood. And his fatherly instinct gives him understanding, if not guidance. It had been the work of an instant to pluck this girl from the bus, when she had been in mortal danger, and place her out of harm’s way. Yet now, when she would probably appreciate it even more, Mollel cannot bring himself to extend a consoling hand.


Displays of emotion were not permitted when he was a child. Tantrums had been unknown to Mollel. Tears had come, occasionally – usually in relation to pain – but had to be hidden. Half a lifetime later, he’d watched his own son go through the same learning process. It had been with a strange mixture of regret and relief that he’d seen Adam, even before he could speak, conclude that Mollel was not a father to turn to for comfort. Thankfully, that was a role the boy’s grandmother had been eager to fill.


The girl in front of him appears to have come to the same realisation about him. Without changing her stance, her chin rises. A sleeve is quickly brushed across her cheeks. The transformation is settled with a sniff and defiance returns.


—I had no other way to contact you, she says. —I don’t have a phone. They watch me all the time. At school. At home. My only time alone is on the matatu. That’s why I won’t let my mother drive me to school. Not that she’d want to, anyway.
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