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  Chapter 1

  • • •

  IN AFRICA, EVERYTHING IS AN EMERGENCY. YOUR RADIATOR BLOWS OUT and as you solder a repair job, Lango kids emerge from the bush, belonging to a village that you’ll never see, reachable by a path you hadn’t noticed. Though one of them has a Kalashnikov, they aren’t threatening, only hungry. Eight or ten of them, aged eight or ten, they don’t expect to be fed by you or any other strange adult. Although you know some Swahili, you can’t converse, not knowing Lango, but because there is plenty of water in the streams roundabout, they are fascinated that you choose to drink instead from bottles you have brought. Gradually growing bold enough to peer into the open windows of your Land Cruiser, they don’t attempt to fiddle with the door or reach inside, seeing no food or curious mechanical delectables. The boxes packed there white-man-style are cryptically uninformative. Meningitis and polio vaccines, malaria meds, deworming pills, Ringer’s solution, folic acid, vitamin A, and similar famine fighters. However, they will remain as long as you do, and you don’t dare leave to take a leak because this fabric of politesse would tear if you did, as it would have already if they were five years older. You wish you could ask them if mines have been laid in the road recently by either the rebels or the government forces. Their fathers, the men of the village, haven’t emerged because they’re probably off with the guerrillas, and the women would not in a time of war—even the nun you are going to visit (a lay sister, although to all the Africans, a nun) has been raped, judging from what her radio message to the order’s little villa in suburban Nairobi appeared to convey. That’s why the footpath to their tukls is maintained indecipherably. The problem is your diarrhea. To pee in front of the children would be no big deal; the boys themselves pee in front of you. But diarrhea might amuse them enough to demystify you. They could open the car and loot it if you did that, or if you disappeared for a few minutes to relieve yourself. It’s a balance you must maintain as you work on the engine: friendliness and mystery.

  Disasters can swallow you in Africa, and yet the disasters, too, get swallowed up, which may be why we rolling stones roll there. Visas are fairly informal and the hotels wildly variant, so you can live awhile on almost nothing if you need to, as your troubles seem to piffle in the face of whatever else is going on. To shuffle tourists around on a safari route or manage a bunch of Kikuyu truck drivers who shuttle loads from Mombasa up to Nairobi or on to Kisumu and Kampala takes no special skill. I’m nominally a teacher (when I haven’t had some kind of contretemps with an individual on the school board) and originally came over from America on the Salvation Army’s nickel to work in one of its schools for the blind. It went well. Needless to say, I cared for the kids, and supervisors who live beyond their selfish interests I don’t quibble with. But I did feel, over time, as if I might be going blind, too, which becomes a bit absurd when you are under these skies, in the midst of landscapes such as Africa’s. I went to Alexandria on a business venture but returned to Africa.

  Tourists want to be good guys in roughing it, and I can cook over an open fire, chauffeur a Bedford lorry, and recognize the planets or make a rainy evening more interesting by telling yarns, while keeping the Samburus from taking advantage of the Ohioans, and vice versa. Goodwill is not the problem; mainly just incomprehension. The former are living on a dollar a day. But expats in a stew like Nairobi’s may also barter for their daily bread—clerk in a store that caters to Europeans, selling fabrics, carvings, baskets, masks, with a crash pad in the back for that extra pair of hands boasting New England English and a whitely reassuring smile who’s been hired for a stretch. Helps discourage robbers, in fact, to have a lug like me bunking in the place. Then there’s always the blond Norwegian girl who arrived on an international internship of some sort but is staying on for an indeterminate number of months because an Ismaili merchant of advancing years but local wealth (gas stations, an auto agency, an office building and adjoining mart) is loaning her his garden house for the pleasure of her company occasionally at the dinner table, presided over by a portrait of the Aga Khan. The gent just likes to see her beauty in the room. He has a plump, swarthy wife as old as himself, so he doesn’t intrude upon her privacy after supper or object if she accepts within the villa’s high brick walls a presentable Western freeloader of her own for fleeting visits. The Masai watchman has been clued in—it’s Kukuyu thieves he is hired to deter—but of course will turn away a mzungu like me, as well, if her nod turns to a frown.

  But when you get a gig with a safari company, they will have a barracks to put you up in for the couple of days between the Amboseli and Serengeti trips. A schoolteacher like me probably “plays well with others,” so you may meet richer clients who, after the Tsavo and Masai Mara jaunt, will want to hire a knowledgeable companion for a solo expedition west into Uganda’s wilder parks, or south down the Indian Ocean coast, and not just to Malindi and Lamu, where everybody goes. This freelancing may then piss off an employer, but we’re speaking of a city splitting at the seams with squatter camps, swollen by an enormous flux of displaced refugees from within hungry Kenya itself, not to mention all the illegals from the civil wars afire in the countries that surround it: Somalia, Sudan, Ethiopia, Congo, Rwanda. Look on a map—dire suffering—need I say more? And if you can drive an SUV or a Leyland lorry or ride herd on the Africans who do, and have the say-so of that Salvation Army major behind you, another do-good agency will have an opening in relief work for you pretty soon.

  I do that, too. From gorillas right to guerrillas. I’ve chaperoned a perky Japanese fellow with binoculars hanging around his neck to eyeball the silverbacks in the Rwenzori Mountains; and next I’m venturing—or pussyfooting—slowly through Lord’s Resistance Army rebel territory in northern Uganda with tons of corn and sorghum for one of the refugee camps up in the war zone of southern Sudan. But, between those ventures, there’ll be the new San Francisco divorcée I ran into on the terrace of the Casino Club or the Thorn Tree Café, who has deplaned in Kenya to do the Karen Blixen, Isak Dinesen, Out of Africa thing in the very suburb—Karen, verging on the Ngong Hills—named for Blixen. Nearing forty, like me, she’s just bought a villa from a South Asian or an Anglo-colonial former grandee at a fire-sale discount. It appears to have everything: the tamarind and flame trees, passionflowers and bougainvilleas, the leopard foraging in the garbage cans at night, killing the cat and dog if they go out, and the faithful Kamba manservant, Mutua, who accompanied the house but now is becoming nearly as fearful of staying in it as she, with no white man in residence who knows how to handle a pistol. Her first car, a romantic vintage Land Rover, has already been hijacked from her at a stoplight at terrifying gunpoint; and bandits armed with machetes boost themselves over the neighbors’ walls, but when she tries to call the police—if the phone line does connect—they will ask her if she has “any petrol,” because they don’t. “Can you come and get us?” Wonderful colored tiles, crafted doorways of mahogany, teak beams, an inherited library of all the appropriate books—Adamson, Kenyatta, Lessing, Moorehead, Soyinka, Paton, Cary, Things Fall Apart, etc.—and a fairy-tale, gingerbread roof, but some nights she goes to the Norfolk Hotel to sleep, when she can’t raise a friend closer than America on the telephone, if it works. She hasn’t had time to find many of these in Nairobi yet, or an escort to take her places where she might begin to. So a “middle school history teacher,” from America, no less, but who knows some Swahili, and about motors, firearms, and the general East African maze, might be welcome to move in rent-free, after a look-over, if her long-distance harangues with her lawyer in California didn’t bore me to tears, once the novelty of the stage set wore off. She had pals in the Bay Area who, like the lawyer, told her she ought to have sunk her settlement money into Napa Valley real estate instead of this. Now nothing could be renegotiated.

  She also liked my name—Hickey. I escorted her to the Carnivore nightclub, where harlotry and brutality acquired new imageries for her, and to croupiers’ tables at other places where the bouncers have you lift your hat to show them that no pistol is concealed underneath, but a white man who doesn’t score can solace himself with the little girls and boys waiting outside at three A.M. to offer him a blow job for the equivalent of twenty cents. Also, however, to the Leakeys’ marvelous National Museum, and the slightly swank dog show at the old racetrack, where the West with the Night lady, Beryl Markham, used to hang out; plus the fabled patio of the Muthaiga Club, which Beryl had already managed to join—Beryl played tennis and golf—and where divorce, according to legend, was the primary sport. Yes, Beryl was my landlady’s name as well, although she wasn’t a pilot, a horse trainer, or an author, like B. Markham. But she could brush her ash-brown tresses without the services of her Russian Hill hairdresser, glad to forgo being a bottle blonde for this cleansing period, while in Africa, she said. Quite a nice woman, she missed her therapist and paid for regular sessions on the telephone rather than trying our local quacks. Her son was a sophomore at Andover, so her trips home were going to be timed with those of his vacations that weren’t slated to be spent with his father.

  Once she had rendered it crystal clear that my position as a temporary live-in did not entail conjugal rights, she granted me some, if only because it was so much easier to vent her feelings in dishabille. She enjoyed tantalizing me at cocktail hour, and I didn’t need to flatter her; she was wenchy as she mixed the drinks. I did tease her, though, because she’d finally bought a handgun for protection, when there were plenty of macho unemployed white hunters and former mercenaries around—now that shooting elephants was out of style and the apartheid wars were over and African dictators preferred black thugs—who could have run interference for her in an emergency much better than me. I wasn’t beefy, red-faced, and recognizable around town as the type that, if bandits broke into their girlfriend’s house in the dead of the night, could leap from a sound sleep, grab her ornamental six-foot Karamojong spear off the wall, and hurl it through the first of them. (A Frenchman, a Foreign Legionnaire, had actually done that—what a boyfriend!) But those guys, being even more downscale than me, were less presentable in the circles she aimed for or felt comfortable in. What in fact they were mostly doing for a living, now that no more Mr. and Mrs. Francis Macombers were seeking tutelage on the veldt, and in order to expiate their numerous sins, was lie behind sandbag emplacements in the desert heat defending U.N. and NGO enclaves in Mogadishu and other bad spots in Somalia that Hemingway would not have enjoyed either.

  I couldn’t go to visit my Norwegian damsel at her Ismaili pasha’s villa in Thika and keep in Beryl’s good graces, but since she, that damsel, didn’t care, neither did I. Yet we were tiring of each other, nevertheless, Beryl and I. Beryl was used to computer innovators, grapevine splicers, or still whizzier, glitzier men with inherited capital to live on—even a polo player, whose photo, in whites, graced her coffee table. Politely, after a couple of weeks, I began to pack to leave without needing to be told; then was delayed because my glasses were stolen off my nose by a thief who reached in through the car window one noonday while we were stopped for a light, Beryl driving, which made it seem more stupid, since I didn’t have the excuse that my hands were gripping the wheel. We talked about our poor parents: how what had looked apathetic or shortsighted or lackadaisical to a kid now appeared more throttled, and of course you feel sorry for them anyhow once they’re safely in the ground. Her father had made his money as a go-getter, until he’d been shelved, after which he’d sat home for a year or two, running a comb through her hair every morning before sending her off to school. Earlier, I had noticed she liked me to do something resembling that, while she perched on my knee. But if she was mainly playing Meryl Streep, I wasn’t an adequate leading man.

  More important, the neighborhood had changed. Our faithful Kamba houseboy, Mutua, cooked and served our meals on Irish linen and Spode plateware with cut-glass fingerbowls from checkerboarded, fine-wood cabinetry. Yet one block down, an elderly white woman, a lifelong Kenyan resident and the widow of a coffee rancher from the highlands toward the Aberdare Range, who had chosen not to decamp in the general white stampede after independence but to live out her last years alone in the outskirts of Nairobi with five or six African women as companions—defenseless, penniless Kikuyu crones, with no villages or relatives of their own, they said, to go to, and whom she offered protection in return for some few services, in their penury—was smothered in her bedsheets. It had supposedly been a charitable arrangement. Not having quite outlived her money, she’d taken them in, one by one, in exchange for the house being kept reasonably well dusted, behind its shrubbery, and being served breakfast in bed and perhaps other minor amenities. She could have hired more energetic retainers, but two or three of these wrinkled ladies had known her husband, and how she and he preferred their tea and scones, plus Scotch in the evening. A gentle presence—a thread of continuity on the wooded street—she simply disappeared from view: not puttering in her garden or looking in her mailbox. No housekeepers were visible around, although taxis were seen entering, and an unfamiliar young man opened the gate. She was stiff and decomposing in her bed when her accountant and a security bruiser from his office forced the back door. No autopsy would have been performed on such an individual, snugly tucked in, with no untoward marks on her skin, if the house hadn’t been stripped of whatever movables could possibly fit into a cab on a series of trips and the help had all vanished. Nobody really knew who they’d been. But they must have possessed plenty of relatives and a web of villages out near Mount Kenya to flee to for a comfortable old age.

  Nairobi’s beleaguered, superannuated white community remembered other suspicious, inconspicuous deaths and looked at their own impassive retainers—not that they would have wanted to risk hiring any young strangers as an alternative, however. Few pensions existed for old people. Without an extended family, they starved. So you continued to take somebody in, with no wages necessary, if you happened to have run through your own resources and just had a roof and rice and beans to offer. The bewildering sheer size of this new megapolis, with fetid, unmapped shanty-town add-ons, its eclipsed police force carrying rifles on foot patrol through the downtown avenues to try to shoot the car-thief gangs, since there was no other way of stopping them, scared the old hands as well as Beryl. Pickpockets were simply kicked to death by a mob of civilians, when anybody managed to grab one. I myself had seen it happen to a whimpering little boy not over ten or eleven—all those polished, sharp-toed, office workers’ shoes; you couldn’t have squeezed through the tightening circle of fifty or more middle-class men in suits to save him. I tried—it was iron—and left. The joke, if you can call it that, among us expatriates is that if you feel a hand grope for your wallet, the second thing to do is try to save the life of the pickpocket. This is a city veering into calamity, where transient whites like me still dribble in because it’s a hub for aid groups and yet a traditional wash-up spot for Anglo ne’er-do-wells who try to define themselves by where they have been and, more fleetingly, those parents who want their children to see wild animals before it’s too late; they are sometimes my bread and butter. With the AIDS pandemic, it will soon be too late for a number of things.


  Chapter 2

  • • •

  I AM A GUIDE, NE’ER-DO-WELL, AID WORKER, WHAT-HAVE-YOU, BUT A nice guy and I’d been supplanted at Beryl’s trophy house by a natty English newspaperman (I can’t blame her) who’d been brought in by the Aga Khan’s business organization to spruce up the daily tabloid it owns in Kenya. Apart from making a few design changes and feature additions, his job was really to hearten the idealistic employees who wanted the illusion of a free press in this country that’s so stuffed with corruption, as well as a Fleet Street veteran to witness and even help them stand up to the intimidation they are often subjected to. He was energetic, conscientious, supple, and when working-class Fleet Street met a San Francisco divorcée burning through her alimony, I didn’t stand a chance. Being packed, as I say, and having given Beryl in her chic Land Rover a tour of Tsavo Park she would always remember, with the hippos at Mzima Springs particularly effusive, and where we’d glimpsed rarities like African wild dogs, hartebeest, oryx, while camping by an elephant herd’s watering hole, with no schedule to follow—for both of us it was an idyll, and she’d ceased being ironic about making love for that half a week—I was content to go back to my hotel downtown. It’s a hole-in-the-wall, owned by an Arab but across the street from the New Stanley, a famous old hostelry with a swimming pool on the roof and bulletin boards tacked to a thorn tree in the café patio, where Euro-American travelers traditionally leave notes for each other. I’d registered at the New Stanley earlier because they give you a free safe deposit box when you do, then never check on whether you’ve actually left. Living cheaply just across the street in my Arab’s seedy brownstone (these are the tatty details of a roamer’s life), I was a frequent figure on the Thorn Tree’s patio, or at the glass tables beside the swimming pool, up twelve stories, where the black kites and vultures sail and scud, and where I’d met both the Norwegian and Beryl, for example—my valuables secure behind the New Stanley’s desk in the meantime.

  Even at the Arab’s, with less than ten guest rooms—and as in many Third World countries—the barman, like the doorman at the New Stanley, would let in local university students who had bribed him or maybe were related to him and trolling for adventure or a foreign sugar daddy. Though I had pals in various flats around the city, if I was otherwise unoccupied after a day of trolling for a new job myself, or temporarily filling in at an NGO’s office, I could wiggle a finger (by which I only mean to suggest how easy it was) and be joined by one of these anxious, rather pretty but thin young women, who’d sit down obediently at my table but scrutinize me carefully to size me up. I’d make it plain that I was not an ogre, only lonely, and offer to feed her if she was hungry, which she usually was. Even on a scholarship, some students need to skip a meal or two per day. Yes, she could have the chicken, instead of the measly bean dish (might not have tasted chicken for a month), and a soft drink; she was not required to get drunk. This was not a prelude, in other words. There would be no after-cost, so we could relax and ease our mutual solitude; then possibly a night or two later, as well. I’m not suggesting we were now on terms of equality—a man with hundreds in his wallet and thousands in the money belt he was wearing underneath his clothes, around his waist, with more in the hotel safety box across the street, facing a college girl fifteen or twenty years younger in threadbare clothing who lived on a dollar a day—but that I generally had the decency not to ask for a quid pro quo.

  What she wanted wasn’t really the meal so much as either a visa out or an employment opportunity right here in Kenya when she graduated; and the power of the white stranger from abroad was not just the beefsteak and green salad he could provide but the implication in his presence that he must know executives in the office buildings that cut the paltry skyline of Nairobi who could find a slot for a stenographer in a city where ten university graduates needed such a modest boon immediately. Although her chances of achieving that result with me were almost nil, our conversations would not be valueless; they would add fluency to her English, and insight into how to cultivate a European, her grip on reality, and how she fathomed the mentality of older men from northern continents, or perhaps become a sort of low-rent therapy if she poured her heart out. The classes she was enrolled in were huge, the professors aloof, the families the students came from often racked and shackled by grief and hardship, even over and above the threat of AIDS. Five extra dollars could pay for a doctor visit and medicines that were needed for a sister who was sick. But on the other hand, there would be girls who strode past my table, eschewing my relative sobriety and the proffered French fries and drumsticks for a drunken construction engineer from Rotterdam who wanted to haul her upstairs across one of his shoulders and fuck her in three ways in exchange for enough cash for her whole family to live on for three weeks, even after the bartender and elevator man grabbed their cut as she left, past midnight, in her brother-in-law’s heap.

  The city turns so risky after dark that, much as with the pickpocket, you need to take responsibility for her life if you keep one of these girls chatting with you over beer and pretzels till closing time. Hire a taxi, sure, but even the taxis become dangerous, or the drivers too frightened to leave the downtown area for the wildlands where the girl lives. She may not get safely home, so you tip a bellhop to allow her to sleep in his broom closet until dawn, or take her into your room under whatever terms you dictate, which in my case would be her call. These fastidious girls, with their four-year degree in hand but still underfed, delicate, fit for an office career, though no employment is in sight because of the stove-in economy—no husband either, because of the AIDS tragedy—they panic after a year of walking the streets, trying every agency, bureau, and store, cadging tea and a cookie perhaps at the interviews, as their good clothes wear out.
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  I’m alone, hunched over rice and a goat kebab, the generous helping at supper that paying guests get, when a girl sits down at my table. Her aunt is a cleaning woman at my Arab’s establishment, so, while pretending to visit her, she spotted me over her shoulder.

  I crook my finger and scrape half of my dinner onto my butter plate, give her my spoon to eat it with, tear my roll in half, pour half of my Tusker beer into my glass and hand her that, drinking the rest out of the bottle. Having noticed that day that music is advertised in a club window down the block, I say we’re so close we could sprint back here at one A.M. without getting mugged. Okay? Tears glisten in her questioning eyes as she nods. So we go. There, I buy her a pizza to fill her small stomach some more, as she tells me that her mother died of appendicitis not long ago, as the cleaning woman, her aunt, already had told me. Her father is becoming disabled with arthritis. She has siblings with HIV. I change the subject to what she studied in school, to avoid hearing more unsettling details. Economics, history, art. She is of the Kalenjin, a tribe allied with the Kikuyu, who control the government at the moment and flaunt their power in public places by speaking Kikuyu instead of Swahili or English, which other people could understand. The music is Afro, on handmade instruments, so we dance and gradually feel a rapport. I ask her if this purple blouse, flattering in color but with a hole in it, is her best. She says no, her second best; she didn’t know she was going to score on this particular evening out. Her bra strap is also frayed, but I observe without comment and assure her that she smells good when, sweating, she confesses that her family has no running water. I say I do, and we laugh. I wouldn’t have come here without her presence at my table to save me from the assertive importunities of the muscular Kikuyu prostitutes.

  We ask the bouncer please to watch us from the door as we run back through a sudden rainstorm to the Arab’s building from the club—where I have my key ready to quickly get in. The girl must have had some bad experiences, however, because her face dissolves into a beseeching fear: Will I just mumble good night and leave her outside, at the mercies of the muggers? She opens her purse on an impulse, not like a prostitute asking for payment but like a girl showing that she has no money to go anywhere. Hugging her with one arm, I lead her upstairs, start the tub in the bathroom, and wave her in. I then sit on the bed, look for CNN on the tube, after hiding my wallet and money belts (yes, I have two, because my regular belt, the one that was holding up my pants, has a secret zippered section that you can also fold twenty hundred-dollar bills into), and watch a snatch of an Indian movie dubbed from Hindi into English instead. “Take your time,” I reassure her through the door. “Enjoy yourself. Please. No hurry.”

  I hear her fill the tub again to rinse, or perhaps to double-suds herself. Then I hear her at the sink, washing her jeans, blouse, and underclothes, I suppose. Finally she emerges, saronged in a towel.

  “I did my wash so you couldn’t kick me out,” she explains. I smile. Her face is pretty, winsome, and small; I wonder whether her breasts are, as well.

  “Can I see you sometime?”

  “You mean sometime tonight?” she asks.

  “Yes, sometime tonight.”

  “Are you an art student? I was an art student,” she says.

  “Yes, I’m an art student. I promise.”

  “Sit where you are,” she instructs me, then drops the towel, her arms upraised in a classic life-model pose, which she holds for my edification as if this were a class, while watching only to see whether I think she is exquisite.

  “Exquisite!” I exclaim. When I move one hand very slightly, she turns round very slowly to display the small of her back and her buttocks. Her color is different from mine, but that distinction has vanished.

  “Do you want to violate the code?” she asks.

  “Yes, whatever that means.”

  She lowers her arms and comes to me, kneels, and puts her hands on top of my thighs, as I sit on the edge of the bed. I cuddle her, fondle her, bury my hands in her hair, while figuring what we could possibly do with no risk of AIDS. I carry condoms, of course, but with an African woman, just thinking of the odds can distract and unman you, even if you theoretically have protection.

  She remains in that supplicant position, not playacting like a college student anymore. Her mind is not on sex.

  “I want you to take me to America. Sponsor me, please. I know I need somebody,” she elaborates bluntly, pleadingly, ignoring how my hands are cherishing her breasts. “I could be your maid. I’d work to repay you and go more to school.”

  Raising her up, shutting off the TV, I move to the little table, where we can look at each other. “In other words, go bail for you? I’m your friend, not your father,” I answer, masking my confusion with unjustified irritation. “Do you know what it costs to guarantee somebody for a visa? What they would make me sign as an indemnity?”

  Naked across from me, crossing her arms now, Leli, as she wants to be known (Nyawera is her African name), who just wants to escape from her country, nods. She has done her homework, been to the Western embassies, tried for student visas.

  “You hurt my feelings,” I complain again, a bit selfishly, as though the poor girl had picked me up more from calculation than straight, impromptu necessity. Waitresses in restaurants, who don’t know you, will ask to be your “maid” also, occasionally. But, glancing at Leli’s sadness, I have to soften and repeat that I am her new friend, and that in fact I am looking for work myself, and wave her close to me, to begin to cherish her again.

  In the morning, as she dresses, the contrast is so poignant between how pretty she is and her threadbare underwear and outerwear that I take her shopping for inexpensive clothes that aren’t incongruously ragged. Afterward, she surprises me by declining to go to a storefront I am temping at, where we feed street kids and treat them with skin ointments, antibiotics, inoculations, minerals, vitamins, whatever we happen to have. Powdered milk, powdered eggs, surplus soups or porridges that another nongovernmental organization may have given us.

  I say bye-bye. She gets on a bus.

  We have a basketball hoop up, and soccer balls, board games, playing cards, a tent fly hooked to the back wall in the courtyard with cots arranged underneath it, as a shelter where the children can feel some safety in numbers at least. What makes you burn out are the ones dying visibly of AIDS. Yet you don’t want to banish them again to the furnace of the streets or, on the other hand, specialize merely as a hospice, where salvageable kids aren’t going to want to come. Many of them wish to go to school but have no home to go to school from or money for the fees. So I’d scrounged a blackboard and taught addition, subtraction, geography, the English alphabet, when I had a break from refereeing a gritty soccer game or supervising the dishwashing or triaging kids with fevers or contusions who ought to go to the hospital (not that this Dickensian trip was often in their best interest). We had artful dodgers eating our fruits and sandwiches, between excursions into robbery, drugs, peddling, or the pederasty racket—knives, guns, money, fancy sneakers, or the other wicked chimeras that adults around the corner might be offering them—but also earnest tykes, plenty of them, who your heart absolutely went out to. Yet triage isn’t teaching, it’s frustrating, and I switch back and forth between such street work and the safaris and far-flung aid deliveries to conflict regions I’ve sometimes specialized in.

  The girls were housed in a church anteroom nearby, spending the daylight hours with us; but I’d been surprised that Leli had promptly shook her head, from an antiseptic distance, with her new panties and bras in a shopping bag, much as Beryl might have done, and said she’d maybe see me at the Arab’s another time. We were rather a rattled crew: a couple of dumbstruck interns from Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania, plus me, presently a little distracted by the red tape of renewing my Kenyan working papers, not to mention by Beryl’s recent summons to return, since her Oxbridge yet workingclass Fleet Street newshound had begun to be unfaithful to her with a fellow Brit with high cheekbones whose brown hair hung down to her coccyx, instead of promising to go home to the Bay Area land of milk and honey with Beryl.

  Our boss at the shelter, Vernon, was a kind of born-again hangdog with a tolerant wife who was admirably cool during berserk emergencies, and those hundred young souls wouldn’t have been fed without the two of them—would have been out purse snatching, jism swallowing, courier running, and pursuing other deathly gambits as dangerous as walking a parapet. I used to suffer dreams of doing that whenever one I’d had a chance to come to care about would vanish inexplicably. Our funding originated with an umbrella relief organization called Protestants Against Famine, financed by Baptists in the States and run by a friend of mine named Al, who was married to a Dinka woman from the southern Sudan, whom he had met during a stint of working in the war zone there.

  So, intermittently, I’d freelance on one-shot contracts with Al’s or another agency that found itself short of personnel to shepherd a fleet of trucks from Mombasa’s port to Kakuma camp, in northern Kenya, which hosted thirty thousand Sudanese and Somali refugees, or to deliver half a year’s food and supplies to some man-and-wife evangelical outpost spotted almost off the map in the outback. If you are genuinely feeding and medicating the locals, authorization for such missions will not be withheld. And that’s how I’d met Ruthie the year before.


  Chapter 3

  • • •

  RUTH’S STATION, AT AN ABANDONED CHURCH ON THE HAIRY periphery, had been temporarily vacated after somebody had a nervous breakdown or underwent a flameout and nobody else could fill the bill. But before the structure was pillaged inside out, a new communicant, Ruth, rather shaky but fervent, volunteered to reestablish it. Her intentions were of the best (who else would imaginably come?), though she was ordained as neither a doctor nor a preacher. The closest authorities, who were rebels of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army, accepted her, and that was all that mattered, apart from Al’s say-so.

  You don’t have to be a doctor to help people who have no aspirin or disinfectant or malaria, tuberculosis, dysentery, or epilepsy pills, no splints or bandaging, and no other near facility to walk to in the bush. Kaopectate, cough suppressants, malnutrition supplements, antibiotics for bilharzia or sleeping sickness or yaws: if you were a nurse, patients would be brought to you for these or with hepatitis or broken limbs. The old stone-and-concrete ruins of a Catholic chapel that had been forgotten since the colonial powers had left could be reoccupied, if you chased the leopards and the cobras out, because joy is what is partly needed, especially at first, and joy, I think, is, like photosynthesis for plants, an evidence of God. Whether it, like photosynthesis, provides evolutionary advantages is arguable. People may have sexual intercourse out of boredom or simple hormonal pressures or vaguely sadistic motives as often as in love and joy, and so human nature is reproduced in all of its continuing imperfections. But joy, like beauty, is a continuum, too, and in temperate climates it waxes with the sun, somewhat as plants do.

  What I’m explaining is that, even if I’m not of their exact denomination, directors of small missionary programs in a pinch for personnel may see fit to hire me for jack-of-all-trades assignments. I can do the basic mechanics if we break down on the road, and I know when to speed up or—equally important—slow down when figures with guns appear to block our passage. (If it’s soldiers, you never speed up, but the decision is not that easy, because every male can look like a soldier in a war zone, and the soldiers like civilians.) The big groups, such as Doctors Without Borders, CARE, Oxfam, and Save the Children, have salaried international staff they can fly in from Honduras, Bangkok, or New Delhi to plug a momentary defection or a flip-out—dedicated career people, like the U.N.’s ladies and gentlemen, with New York, Geneva, London, Paris, Rome behind them, who’ve been vetted: not much fooling around. But there are various smaller outfits, whose flyers you don’t receive in the mail back home, that will hire “the spiritual drifter,” as Al put it to me, to haul pallets of plywood, bags of cement, first-aid kits in bulk, and sacks of potatoes or bayou rice, cases of your basic tins, like corned beef, tuna fish, salmon, peas, what-have-you, and trunks of medicine to provision the solo picayune apostle out doing Christ’s appalling work in the hinterlands. (“Wouldn’t you get a little picky, picayune, washing dysentery doo-doo off of cholera asses, with toddlers with blowfish bellies staggering around? The marabou stork stalkin’ about, too,” he added, “waitin’ for his meal?”)

  You draw up lists of refugees, so no one gets double their ration by coming through the corn queue twice. Use ink stamped on the wrists if you have to—if their names are always Mohammed or Josephine. And you census the children, as well, and weigh a sampling of them in a sling scale, plus measure their upper-arm fat, if they have any, with calipers to compile the ratio of malnutrition in the populace, severe versus moderate, and so on. I’ve helped inject against measles, tetanus, typhoid when not enough licensed people were there, having been a vet’s assistant at one point in my teens. I’ve powwowed with the traditional clan chiefs and tribal healers, the leopard-skin priests and village shamans and elders, and hard-butt young militia commanders, and have delivered babies when nobody competent was around. I’ve squeezed the rehydration salts into babies’ mouths when they were at death’s door, and mixed the fortified formula that you spoon into them, and chalked the rows of little white squares in the dirt where you have them all sit individually at their feeding hours so that every one gets the same amount of protein, the same units of vitamins A, C, E, B, calcium, iron, out of the fifty-five-gallon steel drum you’re stewing the emergency preparation in. Hundreds of passive, dying children sitting cross-legged in the little squares, waiting for you to reach each of them. You don’t think that breaks your heart? Chalk is never gonna look the same, even when you’re teaching sixth grade again.

  So, I’d met Ruthie one time the previous year, when her group, Protestants Against Famine, received a shipload of corn at Mombasa and needed to distribute it fast because of limited warehouse space. In fact, the sheds were full of other organizations’ beans and sorghum and corn, storehoused for Somalia, and it was expensive to guard outdoors, against the nightly pilferage, or protect from the rains. Better to have the pilferage going on close to the refugee camps than in Mombasa, anyway. I was hired to supervise part of this hasty dispersal. PAF had eight or ten small splinter missions in eastern and central Africa, all serviced from Nairobi, and I took the overnight train down to the coast, getting a compartment easily at the last minute because of tourist cancellations after a washout and a wreck two weeks before, in which a lot of people had been killed. A hundred and seven bodies were trucked back to the capital and displayed for identification on open tables, naked or practically so, in the Nairobi morgue. I’m ashamed to say I went to stare, like every other rubbernecking lout in the city, because, along with the zaftig Africans laid out here and there among the less intriguing corpses, was a Nordic-looking white girl, as if at some dirty peep show. Her passport, in her purse or baggage, had washed downriver like everybody else’s after the crash, so the authorities, instead of sensibly turning her remains over to the Swedish or British embassy, decided, perhaps with relish, to treat her just as bad as everybody else. That was before my phone call. So, on the same railway route, after enough jerry-built repairs had been performed to get us across that particular river where it joins the Athi, I felt doubly regretful, as if I were going to be lying on that selfsame slab myself pretty soon, and serve me right. Not to mention, coincidentally, the news from the PAF office manager, Al, that I ought to be forewarned that one of their mission women, Ruth Parker, had recently been captured at an isolated clinic in Sudan by a rump (“no pun intended”) guerrilla group of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army, which had overrun the clinic in order to seize the supplies and medicines. But eventually they’d turned her loose to walk naked (“as is their wont”) twenty miles south to the nearest outpost that had white people at it. Whether she’d been raped, like the Maryknoll nun I’d mentioned earlier, he didn’t know. (“Couldn’t ask over the radio, could I?”) But since she was refusing evacuation, he asked me to try to evaluate (“Yes, I know you’re not a therapist”) her state.

  What with the sudden cancellations, I got a roomette for the rattling rail trip across the lion-colored gamelands of the Athi Plains—wildebeests, zebra herds, tommy gazelles, and a cherry sun when it sets—down to the sisal farms, sugarcane fields, and coconut palms on the coast. I thought I might have the adjoining accommodations to spread out in, too, on account of the scare; but no, just as the conductor was about to hoist the steps, two German business types came huffing-puffing along the platform toward my sleeper, hauling wheeled suitcases, with two brawny, blowsy African women keeping up with them, panting and hollering bye-bye, who were obviously going to stay behind. The Germans, in German, appeared to be amused by, but at the same time now wished to be well rid of, them. And just then one did turn back, as if giving up the hope of wangling a parting tip for her services performed, muttering as much in Kikuyu to the other. But the bolder woman, after hesitating, pressed ahead. The Germans were wrestling their bags up the stairs into the vestibule, but she called out, “Please take me! I’ve never been to Mombasa. I’m a Kenyan and yet I’ve never been to Mombasa!”

  It’s a refrain I hear often in Nairobi. Americans will be standing around in safari togs—twill pants, brimmed hat, open-collared tan shirt—and the desk clerk, bellhop, taxi driver, or restaurant greeter, recognizing me as a regular, will say with more than a twist of irony: “You know, I’ve never seen an eland or a leopard.” So, speaking again in English, which was apparently their lingua franca, she pleaded: “Save money! You can fuck me there instead of new people.”

  The laggard of the Germans, who looked more sensual in the shape of his mouth, was tempted. He let her mount the steps, though motioning to the conductor please to wait until they’d made their minds up. He glanced into the compartment their tickets had paid for, then at me for a reaction, because their side door opened into my own space.

  “Save money. You can fuck me there instead of new people!”

  “Are you broad-minded?” he asked me. I nodded, so he nodded and turned. “Must go back on the bus. We fly to Europe,” he explained to her—the bus of course being joltier and cheaper. Probably about thirty, she’d never ridden on a train before and was so eager that she promised him she’d sleep on the floor. She opened a window so she and her friend could squeeze hands and exchange purses because the other woman’s was bigger and had more inside.

  Otto, the German who was her champion, told me he was a vintner, his pal a hydraulic engineer. As the train began to rollick and roll, he pumped his arm like his joystick. “Ava, maybe,” he said to her, “the rocking will make me come too fast.”

  Ava—as she called herself, she later told me, because a customer who liked Ava Gardner had dubbed her that—assured each of us that he was “very strong, very strong.” A tall highlands woman from the Nairobi slums, she was excited to be speeding along in this famous Mombasa sleeper train—not just a jam-packed, plebeian, pothole-bumping bus—and on the same railroad roadbed where we could see thousands of her fellow citizens traipsing home at this evening hour from their jobs downtown. I asked her where she lived, whether she had walked beside the tracks innumerable times into or out of the city herself from Mathare, a railway-siding slum, to save the bus fare, like all these countless men in office shoes and shabby, respectable suits using the cinders as a thoroughfare. She smiled and waved her hand, only vaguely agreeing. I didn’t ask whether she’d told the Germans about the crash, or mention it myself. The lower and upper berths where they were going to sleep fascinated her, and the windows, with a cooling, exhilarating wind, despite the muddy fetid slums going by and people in torn jerseys shitting in the open—until the limitless horizons of the veldt began.

  “I want to see a lion,” she said, when I pointed out how each railway section master’s bungalow was fenced high for protection.

  The dining car had spacious windows, too; they complemented the table linens, crystal glasses, and silverware, although we kept them closed so our soup and rounds of beer and plates of fish and beef would stay clean. Sunset bled into dusk as Ava ate a Herculean meal, reaching over exuberantly to finish the leftovers on each of our plates, even to the last string bean or sliver of fat and strand of carrot or dab of mashed potato. This was a banner trip, and she wouldn’t deny herself any of its perks. The attitude of the waiters and other diners didn’t faze her. Yes, she was going to be able to handle all three of us who were at the table with her tonight, if I was given to her as well—though of course I didn’t intend that.

  Sitting next to her, facing the grinning Germans, with their vacation fares (this jaunt was part of the advance package for them, Otto said, and Ava’s company was only costing them an extra coach ticket because she was going to sleep on the floor), I was only nonplussed when I tried to ask her a serious question, such as what she thought of Daniel arap Moi, the nation’s president, or if the accent of the Mombasans, when they spoke Swahili, would be recognizably different. She apparently thought I was patronizing her. Bristling, she stared at me as though to say Do you think I’m an African? But, realizing I meant no offense, she would then put her hand on my knee and slide it to my crotch, to reassure me that she was competent to handle everything.
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