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1

   Leena watches as the massive, thundering engines of the Kenya Airways Boeing 747 airplane pushes out streams of straw-colored jet fuel, breaking the thinning cover of clouds below to reveal the dreary buildings that form Jomo Kenyatta International Airport. She has always enjoyed looking at the city from such a great height – so structured that it reminds her of a dollhouse she used to own. Today, however, she feels cheated by the neat, seemingly harmless, aerial view.

   The flight attendant crackles over the loudspeaker in her practiced voice that she has expertly hammered down so that it is as smooth as velvet. Kuwakaribisha kwa Nairobi. Then, in English, Welcome to Nairobi.

   ‘First time in Kenya?’ The smartly dressed man beside her is holding a Kenyan passport and raises his eyebrows at her hands. She loosens her fingers on the seat handles and doesn’t answer.

   They land with a swooping bump and skid; the cabin fills with smattering applause and the clicking sound of people already undoing their seatbelts. She keeps hers on in a vain attempt to prolong the moment, apprehensive of the inevitable next step.

   A group of teenage girls in the row ahead are taking pictures of each other, tailoring their memories to peace signs and fish-mouths, weaves of colorful bracelets catching the morning light – faint wisps of hair on skin like fairy-tale gold. They are wearing identical blue cotton T-shirts that have the name of a school stamped across the front. Printed in bold, white letters across the back they say, Global Love: Kenya 2007. Leena resists the urge to ask them who they are planning on saving.

   In their hands she sees their passports – the exclusive maroon and gold of Britain that has shaped most of her teenage dreams. They move and speak in a manner born from the freedom it allows them, to be welcomed wherever they go but, more than that, the liberty it gives them to leave whenever they choose.

   She follows their gaze out of the window, her expression reflecting theirs: a curious bewilderment at this frenzied world where the images are brighter, the smells overpowering – the noise settling like a thick blanket across her skull. Her eyes track the dark-skinned, rowdy people of this country as they shove and jostle each other in their fight to disembark first, unbothered by the rules and boundaries that have characterized her life elsewhere. But unlike those girls, she does it without excitement, her stomach pressed with dreadful finality.

   The man beside her rises. ‘Enjoy your visit. I hope you will find us to be very hospitable.’

   And his open expression, his unquestioned assumption that she is a foreigner, strikes a deep chord in her already irritated disposition and she holds up her passport – royal blue emblazoned with the Kenyan coat of arms. ‘I’m sure I will.’

   His hand freezes at the breast pocket of his blazer, where he has reached in and half-pulled out his phone: an old model Nokia. ‘You don’t sound Kenyan.’ The friendliness in his voice recedes. She is something entirely different to him now. ‘That is why I was mistaken.’

   She doesn’t tell him that his statement is impossible since she hasn’t said a word to him the whole flight. She doesn’t accuse him of making hasty conjectures based on their multiple and obvious differences, because it is something she understands. Just because you happen to be born in a certain place doesn’t mean you belong to it.

   ‘Excuse me, miss?’

   The next time Leena opens her eyes, the plane is empty. The air hostess is leaning over her, as lovely in her shapely red uniform and silk necktie as her voice implied her to be. ‘We need to get this plane ready for the next set of passengers. Perhaps I can guide you on to where you want to go?’

   Unbuckling her seatbelt, Leena struggles upward. Her movements feel too heavy, sluggish and slow and she drags her luggage behind her as she tells the air hostess, ‘I know my way around.’

   Walking down the slanting corridor of the arrivals section, the airport appears more modern than she remembers it, though there are still the brown linoleum floors that squeak underfoot and the stained stucco walls, the entire building clouded in the musty stench of urine. The duty-free shops are still selling the same overpriced African curios such as soap-stone chess sets and beaded traditional jewelry. She used to have a drawer full of such memorabilia, which she had collected with an irrational hunger during her first holiday back from university – a time when she had been homesick for this place.

   ‘Next.’ At the customs booth, a man gestures her forward. He is sweetly rounded with billowing, silk-like cheeks and a visible dampness spreading from under the armpits of his yellow shirt. ‘Where from?’ he barks.

   ‘London.’

   ‘Univasaty?’ he asks, used to the likes of her. Wealthy Asians dressed up like Westerners, noses in the air and an excessive amount of degrees in their pockets.

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘When are you going back?’

   ‘I’m not.’

   He is used to this also. An apartment there can buy you a home, two housemaids and a brand new Range Rover here. ‘So you are returning to Kenya, to home?’

   ‘Yes.’ So quietly that he has to lean forward to hear her.

   ‘Passport.’ Trying to soften the growl in his throat because, unlike what he is used to, she looks sad, terrified almost, to be standing before him. He stamps the pages of her book without glancing at it and hands it back, shouting out, ‘Next!’

   ‘Asante.’ She thanks him in Swahili and then stops, wondering where it came from – that sneaky bit of herself, startled at the ease with which she has already begun settling into her past.

   ‘Karibu.’ He waves her impatiently away.

   When she eventually exits the building, the early morning mist has condensed into a thick humidity and the sky is bright blue and windless – a typical Nairobi morning. Jai is standing at the entrance and she catches the scent of his cologne, Cool Water, which she brought back for him on that last, never-to-be-mentioned-again visit. As always, he speaks first.

   ‘Hello, monkey.’

   Finally. The tension in her chest relents, the air cool in her lungs. Some semblance of coming home.

   Jai steers the cart out of the terminal and toward his old, canvas-green Land Cruiser. She climbs into the passenger seat while he tosses her suitcases into the trunk.

   ‘Nice flight?’

   ‘Long. I had to wait seven hours in Dubai.’

   ‘I told Ma you would hate that.’ He hops into the driver’s seat and turns the ignition, rolling down his window as the car jumps awake. ‘The traffic is insane these days so it might take a couple of hours before we’re home. I bought you an omelette sandwich – they’re still your favorite right?’

   ‘Come on, Jai, it hasn’t been that long.’

   ‘You’re right. Four years is nothing when you’re running away.’

   It is difficult to quell the guilty upsurge his words spark and Leena reminds herself that she had not left Nairobi out of choice. It had forced her out on a rainy night, the only promise of solace being the flickering of taxi lights on the runway, blurred in the storm as the plane had lifted her away.

   Jai ruffles her hair. ‘I’m glad you’re back.’

   The smile comes on its own. ‘I missed you too.’

   Jai turns the car out of the car park and onto the main street with an easy twist of his wrist. ‘Maybe you’ll realize that this place is better than you remember it.’ He cocks his head at her. ‘Give us people who stayed some hope.’

   The open, trimmed spaces of the airport fall away as they enter the main city, picking up speed amongst cargo trucks rattling dangerously under their loads and the smaller public service vehicles, matatus, which duck recklessly in and out of cars. The peeling street signs are bright, momentary flashes before they are thrown back out of vision.

   ‘You don’t need me to give you hope – you do enough of that for the whole of Nairobi.’

   Jai grins. ‘No arguing with that.’

   Above them, screeching vultures patiently circle the carcass of a dead dog, repeatedly flattened by careless cars. At intervals, one bird at a time will swoop down and snatch up whatever it can of the animal’s remains until the dog is not a dog any more but just a stain and some teeth on the tarmac.

   As they go deeper into the city center, Jai closes his window and turns up the air conditioning. He hits the side of the radio twice with his fist until it yelps to life; Kiss FM – a local station – is playing and the two presenters are discussing the upcoming December elections.

   ‘It’s all everyone can talk about these days,’ the first presenter says, ‘and I get the feeling that the public mood is quite upbeat. A lot of Kenyans seem to be optimistic about the direction in which our nation is heading. Of course, the worry of tribal conflict is always there but we can only have faith in our leaders that the elections will be conducted fairly.’

   ‘You know, Maina, tribal problems have always trumped the confidence Kenyans hold in their electoral system and democratic institutions.’ The other presenter has taken over. ‘And this year, I fear it won’t be any different. The election period has always been and will always remain a worrisome time for Kenyans.’

   ‘What do you think?’ the first presenter asks, and Leena imagines him leaning into the microphone, pointing outward accusingly at her. ‘Are you satisfied with the state of democracy in our country? What are your views on ethnic conflict? Are we going to have a safe and fair election this year? Call in with your thoughts on 0722-K-I-S-S-F-M.’

   ‘Do you think we should be worried?’

   Jai shrugs. ‘With our politicians, you never know. We can only try to raise awareness of the issues and pray for the best, as we always have.’

   Street vendors move in and out of traffic, holding up magazines, newspapers, some of which are two days old, counterfeit DVDs and car fresheners shaped like pine trees.

   ‘Good price.’ She hears their voices through the closed windows. ‘You buy and I give you good price.’ They knock on the glass and make rolling motions with their hands. Kunisaidia, Mama, they implore. Tu kitu kidogo.

   Leena keeps her gaze fixed ahead into the sea of vehicles while Jai leans forward, waving them away. ‘Sitaki,’ he says. ‘We don’t want anything. Sitaki.’

   She makes sure the doors are locked and, closing her eyes, she does the breathing technique she learned on the internet. One hand on chest, the other lightly placed on her abdomen. Deep breath through the nose, stomach rising. She can hear the woman’s infomercial-like drone from the YouTube video. Phhooof, a whistled, hard breath out, counting a slow release. 1-2-3-4.

   Jai looks over. ‘What are you doing?’

   ‘Nothing, I’m fine.’

   The car inches forward and her brother gestures at the thermos of tea. ‘Eat. Drink. You must be starving.’

   She takes a bite of the sandwich and smiles, even though the bread is too dry. ‘You put green chilies in it.’

   ‘Just the way you like it.’

   ‘Do you remember how Angela used to make them for us?’ The memory is unexpected, slithering out of her unconscious.

   ‘I have to tell you something.’ He cannot hold the words back any more. He has been trying to say this to her ever since it was decided she was coming home. Even before then.

   His confession is interrupted by a shout, followed by a quick succession of loud orders. Four bodies dash by their car, slamming the sides of it with their elbows and hands. Leena sees a boy who cannot be more than twelve, running and clutching the two side mirrors of a car, tucked into the torn armpits of his shirt. He stops momentarily as he makes contact with her side of the Land Cruiser and their eyes catch.

   She drops her sandwich and grabs onto Jai, craning her neck as she watches the boy go. ‘What’s happening?’

   ‘I’ll go check.’ Jai makes a move to climb out.

   ‘Please don’t leave me.’ The words squeeze from her throat and she doesn’t care if they make her sound desperate.

   ‘Stop them! Mwizi!’ A man is chasing the boys and he pauses by their car, bending over to catch his breath. Jai rolls down the passenger window before Leena can stop him.

   ‘What’s going on?’

   The man pants. ‘Those bloody chokoras. They came out of nowhere! Grabbed my side mirrors and when I opened my window to see what was going on, one of the little fuckers snatched the phone right out of my hand!’

   He is a thirty-something African man dressed in pants made from a shiny cotton, slightly too short and too tight for him, creasing at the crotch. His sunglasses have been pushed up to his forehead. ‘Do you know how hard it is to find Audi parts in this country?’

   ‘Can’t catch them now,’ Jai says apologetically.

   ‘This country is too much. Full of thieves from up to down.’ The man heads back toward his car, letting his sunglasses fall back into position. The traffic resumes and Leena leans her head against the window, trying to slow her heart. Hand on chest and stomach, clutching this time. Breathe in. Phhooof. Jai doesn’t say anything but she senses him watching.

   She should have known that this technique would have no power on this side of the world, where there is nothing to separate her memories from her life.

   ‌

2

   Pooja Kohli stands in her sun-soaked living room and watches a bee settle on the white hibiscus tree under which Kidha, the gardener, crouches in his overalls, pulling weeds from the grass. The sleeves of his uniform have been deliberately shorn off, revealing ball-like muscles which stretch and compress in compliance with his movements. Luna, the family’s German shepherd, sniffs around his sandaled feet, her heavy tail thwacking Kidha’s thighs as she buries her face in his chest with a delighted whimper. He pauses. Strokes her just-washed fur.

   There is a voice behind her. ‘They should be here soon.’

   ‘Does the rock garden look dead to you?’ She doesn’t turn around as her husband puts his arms around her and rests his chin on her head.

   ‘You told Kidha to water it just yesterday.’

   She holds onto Raj’s forearms, so wide that her ringed fingers span only a part of them. ‘She’s angry with us.’

   ‘It’ll be okay,’ he says and she wonders why she always believes him.

   Kidha is trimming the impressive bougainvillea tree, a bright magenta bush that has outgrown the clay pot Pooja planted it in, causing small fissures to run out like mean, little rivers – traveling so deep that they’ve broken off a piece of the urn. It has been sitting sadly on the water drain for days now and she must remind Kidha to fix it before the whole thing comes apart.

   Staring out, she wonders how big a part she had to play in her daughter’s childishness, her seemingly stubborn refusal to grow up fully. Pooja also knows that there are other reasons. Certain events can stunt growth, especially at crucial points in one’s development. She had read it in a recently purchased book from Text Book Center; plucked it from one of the shelves entitled ‘Self-Help’ and hidden it under her cardigan as she sped to the cashier. It had been risky to go to Sarit Center, the main shopping mall in Westlands, where she was bound to run into someone she knew and she had left without waiting for her change. We live in the past because we are afraid of our future. Trauma and Recovery – the first title she had spotted.

   A few days later, she had walked in on Jai in her room, holding the book and shaking his head at her.

   ‘Don’t look at your mother that way.’

   ‘Better hide it before she comes home, Ma.’

   She had fussed with her pillow. ‘Well, if you weren’t so busy-busy and taught me how to use the Google, I could just erase the history.’

   And he had put the book down and come to hug her – ‘It’s Google, Ma, not “the” Google and it’s going to be okay,’ sounding exactly like his father.

   Now, leaning against the pristinely polished Yamaha piano in which she can see a vague and shimmering reflection of herself, they hear the grumble of their son’s car, almost three hours since he left that morning. Pooja knocks on the glass door to catch Kidha’s attention. When he doesn’t turn around, she slides it open to shout.

   ‘Kidha! Gate!’

   He drops the garden shears and clicks his tongue at Luna. Pooja watches as the two of them trot around the garden to the front of the house.

   Her husband’s soft laughter tickles her earlobe. He kisses her cheek in a rare display of affection. Taps her lightly on the backside. Says in his best Amitabh Bachchan voice, ‘It’s show time, baby.’

   They are the first thing she sees, full of impatient excitement, holding up a hastily drawn WELCOME HOME LEENA banner, and her chest tightens.

   ‘Come here, don’t stroll!’ Her mother is reaching out in a hug. ‘I can’t wait to get my arms around you.’

   When Pooja embraces her, Leena doesn’t cry or sigh with relief the way she hoped she would. Her mother’s arms have always been a source of great comfort, the kind that soothed and placated all of Leena’s childhood demons, but today they are not enough. They cannot subdue the growing, panicked resentment hardening her gut, the longing she feels for another place. If anything, they intensify it. Leena thinks of her small, boxy apartment on the Edgware Road, tucked within its own Middle Eastern pocket of London, the twenty-four-hour kebab shops, shisha cafés and Arabic-themed nightclubs. She used to marvel at the busyness of it all, especially in the summertime when there would be people packed tightly on every patio, leaning against street walls and spending their time appeasing a temperamental sun.

   She would go for lone walks in the height of the season, spending the extended hours exploring every part of the city, unhindered. Never once did she glance over her shoulder or feel the prick of suspicious sweat forming in the cusps of her armpits at the thought of walking down side streets alone. She moved faster, lighter over there as the color of her skin became less meaningful.

   One time, she was conned by a dreadlocked Caucasian who had followed her to an ATM and told her that he had lost his house keys and left his wallet at his apartment; that he needed money to get to a friend’s house. So different from the Europeans back home, who stuck out like shiny gods in her mind, and she had given him ten pounds, slightly bewildered but unafraid. He had been lacking the anger – the desperation – that made the thieves back home so much more dangerous. While this man on Edgware Road had been polite, courteous almost as he carried out his con, smiling and thanking her as he backed down the street, the men she held in her memory were much greedier, wanting something more than just money, seeking revenge for unknown, unspoken betrayals.

   Pooja feels her daughter’s back and arms clench up and she lets go, afraid of smothering her with desperate hope. She looks to her husband for help. He cups his daughter’s cheek in his large palm and feels her inhale against it: the faint scent of tobacco and spices. It is dry and comforting and reminds her of a simpler time.

   ‘You still haven’t quit smoking.’

   ‘I didn’t have my Leena here to boss me around,’ he teases.

   Pooja rolls her eyes and pokes her husband with her elbow. ‘Maybe he’ll listen to you, now that he’s tired of me.’

   They are being overly nice, awkwardly careful around each other as one would to a distant relative, trying to make up for time’s eroding effect on their relationships. Pooja ushers her daughter into the house.

   ‘Why don’t we have some breakfast? You must be hungry.’

   The marble tiles are cold under Leena’s feet – she has slid off her shoes, released her swollen toes. The curtains are drawn and block out the morning heat, making her shiver pleasantly.

   After the incident four years ago, she had kept them open for days, had been comforted by the expansive view of the garden and gate it had allowed her. Even at night, the outside lights had been kept on at her insistence, bathing the house in a cheap, citron glow so that everyone except for herself had had trouble sleeping. ‘You just never know what sorts of things fill the darkness,’ she had said to her family, feeling far away from them for the first time. Now, that sense of isolation is no longer strange to her.

   From the corner of her eye, she sees her parents glance at each other and she steps away from the window, sighing in annoyance. ‘You know that I’m okay, right?’

   ‘Yes, we know.’

   ‘So please, no tiptoeing. It makes everything worse.’

   ‘You must be tired,’ Pooja says. ‘Why don’t you go and freshen up? Come down whenever you’re ready, I’m here all day.’

   Leena walks up the winding staircase, the laminate wood slippery under her feet, craning her neck back to see the three of them standing at the bottom, side by side. She wonders if they feel guilty for being relieved, watching her go.

   ‌

3

   Raj Kohli, or Mzee Kohli as he is known by his employees at Artisan Furniture Wholesalers Inc., the furniture store he owns, sits on the cold ceramic toilet and lights up a cigarette. His wife has forbidden him to smoke anywhere else in the house, thinking that this will serve as a deterrent, but he enjoys the solitude.

   There is a long window to his right, the sill extending downward to the toilet and he leaves it open, exhaling curls of smoke into the rose bushes below. Ever since he has been relegated to the downstairs bathroom, those flowers have been in constant bloom – playful pinks and yellows with a smell that encompasses every other beautiful smell.

   He spreads the Daily Nation on his lap and leans back, careful to avoid the poking edge of the flush lever. He shifts and settles, trying to locate the exact flat spot of the seat before starting to read, flipping over to the back page first.

   In the past month, the sports section has shrunk significantly with the election news taking precedence, but he is glad to see that they haven’t scrapped it altogether. He skims over the football – Bunch of babies – flies through the recent and expected victory of the Kenyan rugby team – Drunk hooligans – dives straight for the cricket. Fine gentlemen.

   He frowns when he sees that his team has experienced another embarrassing loss in two months of successive losses. Caught out for ninety-eight runs! Travesty! And to Canada – Ha! he cries, shaking the paper. Canada of all countries, full of toothless rednecks who smack and fight and skate, devoid of the finesse that is the foundation of his beloved sport. Raj Kohli experiences a rare burst of nostalgia, thinking back to a time when he had been a crucial member of the Kenyan cricket team – one of only two Indians – an all-rounder, opening batsman and spinner. Back then it had been about sportsmanship, teamwork and passion, focusing on making your country proud; none of this desiring after celebrity status, fighting like dogs over who deserved the highest salary. He is upset to find that corruption and match fixing have finally sneaked a chokehold around his most cherished memory. Idiots! he exclaims to himself. A bunch of chubby idiots running this country, ruining everything. As if to prove a point, he turns to the front of the paper and lands on an article. Ah! he says to no one and everyone, jabbing his finger at the page. Ah!

   ELECTORAL MISCONDUCT, the headline reads and he clucks his tongue. Who would have thought otherwise? He lets his eyes roam.

   The campaign period has begun and already it is marked by increased cases of violence targeting female candidates. The attacks, aimed at instilling fear and intimidating the candidates and their supporters, have been condemned both locally and internationally but no arrests have been made.


   Of course not, scoffs Raj and continues reading.

   Campaigns of widespread election irregularities, including the sale of voter identification cards, voter relocation and the use of state machinery in campaigns, are now staining what most Kenyans have been hoping will be a peaceful and fair pre-election period. The Kenya National Human Rights Commission released details earlier of certain instances in which state resources were used to conduct party business. Although authorities have launched investigations into such corrupt activities, the investigations have not resulted in any official reporting or prosecutions and have been tacitly accepted by the ECK and the government.


   Raj pauses to look out of the window. Luna is hunting in the daisies for a lizard, head down sniffing, her tail cutting through his wife’s strategically placed flowers. He thinks of what a magnificent country this is. Where else can you get sunny weather all year round? In what other city can you go on a safari just forty minutes from your house? To be surrounded by unspoiled ground, you were reminded of the world – you could never lose your sense of humanity here, your respect for Mother Nature and God.

   He also has everything he needs for his business: an open, willing market, cheap – albeit regularly dishonest – labor, and customers with money coming out of their ears. If only, he thinks, looking down at the newspaper with a shaking head. If only.

   In the early seventies, the Kenyan East-Indian community was thrown into turmoil following Idi Amin’s order for the expulsion of all Asians from Uganda, giving them just ninety days to pack up whatever they could and leave. The crisis had swept into the adjoining East African countries such as Kenya and Tanzania and, although they weren’t under any direct political threat, many Asians began to flee these countries as well in search of protection under Her Majesty’s Crown, either in England or Canada. This included his mother, sister, cousins and countless friends. But Raj had kept his heels in the fertile, red Kenyan soil and refused to go with them.

   ‘This is my home,’ he had told them. ‘My family is here, our business that we built from the ground up is here. I’ll be damned if I let some greedy politician take it over.’

   They had cajoled, manipulated and finally begged but he had ignored them.

   ‘I have as much a right to be here as anyone,’ he had insisted over and over again and they had put it down to the infamous Kohli pride and left him. He had been full of blind, patriotic trust in his country and the new government, heady off the numerous possibilities of their recently acquired independence. They would achieve greatness, he had been sure of it. With the right amount of dedication and the correct assignment of leadership, Kenya would thrive and his sacrifices would be richly rewarded by the knowledge that he had been a part of that process.

   But now, his certainty is beginning to wane. He thinks of the generation that came after him – ruined by an incredible ease of life and blinded by greed, lavish parties and too much drink. Spending, spending, spending – using the country as a money-well and nothing more. Boys who have grown more reckless in their adulthood than they were in their youth.

   He’d made sure that didn’t happen to his son. Had caught a whiff of something special in him early on and grabbed a hold of it. Raj was too old for fighting now – he had a family to think about, but Jai didn’t.

   ‘Countries aren’t built on ideas, son,’ he had told Jai. ‘They come from action – the actions of strong men such as yourself.’ He had taken the book from his son’s hands and said, ‘You think something is amiss? Go and fix it. What good does it do, memorizing a text book and talking to me about it?’

   Three days before Jai was to start his managerial position at Artisan Furnitures, he had told his father that he had accepted a job with PeaceNet Kenya. Despite his wife’s pleading looks, her toe kicks, forceful coming from someone so delicate, Mzee Kohli had bobbed his head with pride, pumped his closed fist in the air and said, ‘Go and build yourself a country.’

   In bed that night, he had soothed his crying wife. ‘Those ideas, that boy’s head,’ she said, ‘it’s going to get him killed one day.’

   And Raj had rolled his eyes and hugged her close, patted her back. It’s okay, it’s okay, putting it down to nothing more than a mother’s worry and a woman’s tendency to over-exaggerate.

   He looks at the picture of Pio Gama Pinto which, like him, has been forcibly removed from the living room and placed in isolation in the guest bathroom. He searches the face of the man in the picture and is once again satisfied that he made the correct decision when it came to his future and his son’s.

   But Leena’s. He sighs, taps the bottom of the cigarette packet until one shakes loose. Cups a wide palm around its tip and lights it, leaning back to inhale. He is beginning to question his decision to have her come back, at least right now.

   As is the case every five years, most of his friends have taken their families abroad to avoid the possible messy outcome of a rigged election. Better to stay safe, they all reasoned. Business will still be here when we get back.

   ‘Maybe we should go and visit your mother,’ Pooja had suggested. ‘Now is as good a time as any. And then we can bring Leena back with us.’

   Raj had shaken his head. ‘What kind of Kenyan would I be if I left now? I still have to cast my vote.’ And so he had bought his daughter a plane ticket and ordered her home.

   He sees his wife outside, shooing away the dog and instructing Kidha about some or other overgrown tree and he can’t help but smile. Thinks that she is still as lovely and bossy as the day he married her. But Leena. He sighs. Too emotional. Too fragile and broken now. He turns to the mirror, is met with a strong face partially covered by a well-maintained salt-and-pepper beard. Unable to hide from himself, he throws away the cigarette and worries about his daughter.
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   Grace walks silently into the living room, the silver-plated tray completely still in her hands despite it being overloaded with a full teapot, three sets of cups and five different kinds of House of Manji biscuits. The chocolate-layered ones are her favorite and she’d slipped one into the pocket of her apron before bringing it out to the Kohlis.

   Draped across the sectional couch with her small feet in her husband’s lap, Pooja gestures for Grace to place the tray on the table. Jai stands to take it from her and Grace blushes. He is good looking for a muhindi boy. Big and strong, more like an African.

   ‘What shall I make for dinner?’ she asks Pooja.

   ‘What’s in the freezer? I bought some meat last week.’

   ‘Chicken, beef, mince.’ Grace turns her eyes upward, searching the mental image she has of the fridge. Scratches her head, hot beneath her scarf; pounds it slightly.

   ‘We had chicken last night. How about spaghetti?’

   ‘Don’t feel like anything so heavy.’ Raj pats his stomach. ‘I’ve had too many karogas this week.’

   Pooja stifles a snap. She has never liked the fact that Raj goes to these outdoor meals with his friends, hiring out a table at the back of the restaurant, all the men gathered around huge silver pots on coal stoves, their faces steaming from the chicken masalas and fish tikkas, and drinking bottles of whiskey until midnight or sometimes later. ‘If you stayed at home with your family instead of gallivanting with your drinking buddies…’ she reprimands him as Grace waits at the edge of the carpet, wondering what it feels like to have so many choices. Too confusing.

   ‘There’s fish.’ She offers help. ‘Teelapia.’ Before she had come to work for the Kohlis, she hadn’t known that there were so many different kinds of fish. Teelapia. Red Snapper. Toona.

   Pooja nods. ‘I think Leena still likes fish.’

   Grace grunts her acknowledgment, desperate to get out of the room and rip off her scarf; the new girl at the salon had tied the braids too tight. When Pooja waves her away, Grace tiptoe-flies out in the direction of the garden. Kidha is there. She might go and share her biscuit with him.

   The three Kohlis look at each other. Look down. Look away. They each wait for one of them to speak, not wanting to be the first. Raj lifts his wife’s feet from his lap and reaches out toward the tea. But she is too quick for him, slapping his hand away. ‘Since when have you poured tea? You talk and I’ll do it. Come on,’ Pooja prods chirpily, lifting the pot. ‘Talk, talk.’

   ‘She seems happy to be home,’ he says, and is met with two sets of lifted, dubious eyebrows. A twitch of his son’s mouth. Just wait until you’re married.

   ‘Not really, Dad.’

   ‘She’s just tired from her trip.’ Raj accepts the tea from his wife. She leaves the tea bag in the cup, no milk. Three teaspoons of sugar.

   ‘You want diabetes?’ she often says to their friends. ‘Ask Raj. He has the pur-fect recipe.’

   Jai speaks hesitantly, guilty for talking about his sister while she is in the house, and he lowers his voice. ‘Does she seem a little fragile to you?’ He considers telling them about the odd breathing she was doing in the car, blowing up her cheeks and vibrating her lips, clutching her stomach so tight that her fingernails turned white. No need to worry them.

   ‘If she says she’s okay then we should believe her.’ Pooja is firm. ‘We have enough problems, no need to go searching, digging for more.’ She dips her biscuit into the tea, watches as the crust of the chocolate turns soft and catches it in her mouth just as it begins to fall apart. Her skin breaks out into a shiver, as it always does when she is forced to think about what happened. ‘It’s been four years now. Why bring back the ghosts?’

   Later that night, Leena raps lightly on her brother’s partially opened bedroom door. ‘Knock, knock.’

   He looks up from his laptop, sliding off his headphones. ‘It’s you.’ He is pleased to see her and pushes back his chair to stand, rolling out the stiffness in his ankles.

   She looks around as she steps into the room. Gone is the baby blue she remembers, the haphazardly stuck Rocky and Arsenal posters and clothes-strewn floor. Now the room is simple and clean, with gray-tinged green walls and elegant beige bedcovers. Above the bed are hung black-and-white photos in different-sized frames: the hands of an elderly farmer cupping kernels of corn, the hardships of his life dug permanently into his skin; the keen yellow eyes of a lioness peering through blades of grass, caught mid-breath as she readies herself for a hunt; downtown Nairobi stilled at peak hour, when the streets are jammed with lights and music. Kenya – a whole country watching down on him as he sleeps.

   She points at them. ‘These are beautiful. Where did you get them?’

   ‘A friend.’ Jai recalls the moment in the car that morning when he was eager to explain everything. He wants to tell her again but she looks exhausted, fearful almost, and he decides to keep it for another day.

   She traces her hand absently over the walls. His window is wide open and a breeze of pollen rustles the pile of papers at his elbow. ‘You look busy.’

   ‘There was a fire in a Kikuyu church in Nakuru a few days ago and I was just writing up the report.’ He falls back onto the bed and presses the heels of his palms to his closed eyelids. ‘It’s not a very hopeful sign for these elections.’

   She lies down beside him. ‘Why not?’

   ‘The men who set the fire were Luos,’ he explains, referring to a different tribe. ‘All this rivalry between the candidates is seeping down into the villages, causing a lot of tension and violence.’

   ‘Do you ever run into trouble when you’re out in the field?’

   ‘Sometimes,’ he admits. ‘Though I would never tell Ma about it. You meet a lot of angry people, most of it stemming from the fact that they have been forgotten by the government, left to live and die in the worst conditions imaginable, and there comes a point when they just need someone to blame.’ His eyes turn to her. ‘I look different, I speak differently, so it’s easy for them to hate me. But most people I meet are just welcoming and ordinary, glad for the help. It’s not like how everyone imagines it to be.’

   At times like these, she wonders if her family has forgotten what happened four years ago. It’s as if they packed up the memory of it within her full suitcase and sent it off on that midnight flight, waving from the glass doors and shivering in the cold.

   Outside, the day is receding into a burning horizon. On the equator, night falls upon you without warning – one minute, everything is speckled in gold and possibility and the next, becomes harrowing, charcoal shadows. Engulfing, she used to think, after what happened. This is what it means to be lost.

   She makes a cradle for her head with interlocked fingers. ‘Where are the parents?’

   ‘Out for a walk. Ma says Dad is getting old.’

   Leena smiles. ‘Have you eaten?’

   ‘Grace made some fish.’

   ‘I didn’t see her when I came in.’

   Jai checks his watch. ‘She’s probably in her room. It’s later than I thought.’

   ‘She’s staying in the outhouse?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Is it safe?’

   Jai blows out a breath. Tries to understand that it is natural for her to feel that way after everything. ‘She’s been with us for two and a half years. Don’t do that.’

   ‘Do what?’

   ‘Judge her based on what happened. Mistrust is the rotting limb of this country and we have to cut it away if we want to heal and move on.’ He throws his arms wide open.

   She makes a face. ‘Nice imagery.’

   He grins like a little boy, only half-kidding. ‘I find it effective.’

   While he attempts to get comfortable, she notices how large the muscles of his arms have become, the size of his body, which dwarfs everything around him – there is a heaviness to his movements that implies stability rather than slowness. Skin covered in dark, coarse hair. She blinks, and when she opens her eyes she sees a handsome man. Not unlike her father but different in many ways.

   She puts a hand gently on his. ‘You shouldn’t kill yourself for Dad’s ideas.’

   ‘I’m not.’

   And then she tells him what’s on her mind. The pleasant demeanor of the ATM con man. The incident that happened four years ago, the traces of which linger in everything around her, sickening her stomach. It’s no use, she wants to tell him. You’ll be dead without making a dent.
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   The next morning she runs into Grace in the corridor between the kitchen and the dining room. They side-step each other awkwardly, colliding and fussing before Leena stops.

   ‘Hello,’ she says, too cheerfully.

   The other woman stares back at her, balancing a tray full of dirty dishes on her hip – remnants of pink papaya and crusts of buttered toast. ‘Fine, fine,’ Grace replies, trying to move away. Shrunken, quiet, stayed in her room all day yesterday, this one is strange. Not like her brother. ‘Do you want toast?’ Grace asks. ‘Ceerio?’

   ‘What kind of cereal is there?’ Leena asks.

   ‘Weetabix, cornflakes.’ Grace tries to remember the name of the fancy honey-coated one that Raj sometimes makes her sneak past his wife, but it’s lost on her. ‘I’ll bring it for you.’

   ‘I can do it, thank you.’

   She follows Grace into the cramped kitchen, her eyes wandering over the room. A small stove, colonial-rose cabinets above and below it. A single window casts a hazy dimness so that she has to squint to see anything properly. Searching for the light, Leena finds it behind the refrigerator.

   Startled, Grace shuts her eyes against the bald glare and feels a spark of irritation. She always works with the light turned off, has grown comfortable in the dark and now this invasion of her territory makes her bang the dishes down in the sink.

   Leena rifles through the cupboards. The kitchen was designed to fit one person comfortably, but now Grace has to press herself into a corner and wait for the girl to finish before she can start her work.

   ‘What are you doing?’ A voice at the door makes Grace quickly rearrange her face into a smile. Jai is looking into the kitchen, amused.

   Leena stands. ‘I can’t find the cereal.’

   ‘Grace will get it for you. She doesn’t mind.’

   Grace nods her head enthusiastically. ‘Indian tea?’ she asks.

   With both their eyes on her, Leena feels like a stranger, disturbing the normality that has been established in her absence. She closes the cabinet door with a sigh. ‘Kettle tea is fine. No sugar.’

   In the dining room, they sit at the marble-top island and Leena plays with a leftover crust of toast.

   ‘How did you sleep?’ Jai asks.

   ‘Fine.’ She won’t tell him about the nightmares, so common now that she even has them when she is awake. But there is something more menacing about her dreams when she is here – a realness to them that causes her muscles to spasm and lock, weak groans leaking out of her as she sleeps.

   Jai turns away. He won’t remind her of the thinness of the walls, the close proximity in which they all sleep, so that last night the whole family had been invited into her terror.

   She breaks the silence. ‘I was thinking of taking the Nissan for a drive.’

   ‘It’s not an automatic.’

   ‘You taught me how to drive stick, remember?’

   ‘That was four years ago.’

   She throws his own words back at him. ‘It’s just like riding a bike.’

   Jai approaches cautiously, hoisting his bag onto his shoulder. ‘Why don’t you wait until Ma is back from the temple? She can take you wherever you want to go.’

   ‘It’s like being in jail.’ Leena crushes a breadcrumb into many smaller pieces.

   He feels the sting of annoyance mingled with pity. ‘You just got here – be patient and give it some time. It might surprise you.’

   When Kidha tells her what happened to the girl, Grace feels a little sorry for putting two teaspoons of sugar in her tea.

   They are sitting outside on the low concrete partition just near the back door. It has an inbuilt sink that she uses during the day for washing and cutting vegetables or for wiping the dirt from Jai’s shoes. He often comes back from his work trips upcountry with them encrusted in a solid layer of mud so that she has to pick away at them before using a garden pipe to hose them down.

   In the mornings, however, she takes the two old mugs and plates that Mrs Kohli has set aside for her and brings them out with a thermos of tea and a full loaf of white bread. Sometimes, if she can manage without anyone noticing, she’ll pocket the margarine tub. Then she and Kidha will sit under the cool shade, using it as a place to do some gossiping before Mrs Kohli returns from her meetings.

   Grace pushes a large piece of bread into her mouth after generously layering it with Blue Band margarine and slurps her sweet tea. The handle of the cup has broken off and she has to hold the hot ceramic, the heat stinging her palms.

   ‘How do you know this?’ she asks Kidha in Kikamba, the dialect of the Kamba tribe to which they both belong.

   ‘I hear them talking sometimes.’ He strokes Luna’s head with his toe. The dog looks up at him adoringly. ‘Pooja is always ca-crying about it.’

   ‘That’s why she’s so strange,’ Grace muses. ‘This morning in my kitchen, she was ja-jumping around me like she’d seen a ghost.’

   He throws a piece of bread to a whimpering Luna, who snatches it up mid-air and then bangs her tail down for some more. He tears off another piece but Grace stops him.

   ‘They didn’t see it coming,’ he tells her.

   ‘Yes, sad.’ Grace chews down on the loaf. Feeling some pity for the dog, she gives Luna a dollop of margarine and watches as the animal flicks her tongue around it to get used to the texture. ‘But these things happen all the time to us. Why should it be something big when it happens to one of them?’

   They hear footsteps and immediately fall silent. A new sound in the house, clicking of small heels, and the girl appears at the door. She stops when she sees them, hadn’t expected anyone to be there. Kidha jumps down from the partition.

   Leena glances from them to the dog, who is still chewing on the butter. ‘Can you please open the gate for me? I’m going out and I’ll be back soon, if my mother asks.’
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   The old Nissan lurches forward. Stops. Turns off. Her skin dampens with a premature sweat and she shrugs off her cardigan. Despite the earliness of the morning, the sun has fully ascended, chasing away the clouds and filling the city with a lethargic stillness. She can’t even roll down the window – Westlands is full of wandering, opportunistic street boys. She twists the key in the ignition, and is filled with a fleeting second of hope as the car gives a struggling whirr but then falls quiet. She pounds her fist on the dashboard and it spits out dust, choking her. Eyes itching with dryness, she moans and lets her head fall onto the steering wheel. Car horns, a string of curse words, shaking fists – all directed at her and the old car that has decided to break down right in the middle of Westlands roundabout.

   Further down the road, a policeman is supposed to be directing traffic coming through Waiyaki Way, a major highway, but instead he is leaning against a giant Samsung billboard as he speaks into his mobile phone. Eyes and ears that are blind and deaf to anything that cannot be milked for kitu kidogo.

   With no other option, Leena calls Jai and tells him where she is. After an hour spent in traffic, he has almost reached the office. He keeps his voice calm, tells her, ‘Don’t get out of the car or let anyone in,’ trying not to be angry, trying to understand. But he can’t help but snap, ‘Why would you go for a drive during rush hour?’

   Cars move around her, forming lanes between lanes, squeezing into minute spaces and bumping up onto curbs, forcing swarms of pedestrians out onto the road. Matatus are blasting reggae and gospel tunes from old, staticky radios and a man hangs out of the door of one, collecting up passengers. When he spots her, he shouts, ‘Hey, pretty muhindi, let me give you a ride!’

   She rests her head once more on the wheel, wondering what she has come back to.

   Keep everything locked, her mother would command whenever they were leaving the house. Pooja would twist in her seat and watch as Leena pushed the lock down before she started the car. Never take any chances. But Leena’s skin is burning and the air in the car is riddled with layers of aged dust, making her cough, so she cracks open a window, slides it downward. She breathes in the air deeply, thick with smog but relieving nonetheless. Her eyes flicker shut as the cool air sweeps against her cheek.

   ‘Huko! Huko!’ a childish voice shouts.

   She hadn’t noticed them before, sitting on the island in the center of the roundabout, their faces black from dirt and diesel fumes. Two boys who look to be about fifteen years old, barefoot and quick, race toward her.

   A war of reflexes.

   Leena reaches to roll up the window but he has done this many times and has already inserted his arm into the car, almost up to the elbow, before she can even begin to close it. Something drips into her lap, oily and wet. In his hand, he is clutching a plastic bottle full of liquid the color of light straw. She draws her knees together, trying to move as far away as possible. The stench of urine is overwhelming.

   ‘Give me the phone or I’ll throw it on you.’ Wild, throbbing eyes – a mind caught up in a crazed glue-haze. She recognizes the look and it scares her more than the human waste in his hand so she hands him the Blackberry. It’s not his fault. His actions are a result of a highly addictive neurotoxin – shoe-repair glue. An escape for many boys just like him, he has probably been sniffing it all night.

   The bottle moves a little closer. She squeals and twists further away. Cars keep moving by them; no one stops to help.

   ‘Kwenda nyuma!’ the boy shouts at his friend. ‘The back door better be unlocked,’ he growls.

   ‘I’m not opening it.’ Her stubbornness surprises her. She had expected to cry, scream, break down. She has been hoping for it for a long time. The liquid quivers above her.

   ‘I’ll throw it in your face,’ he threatens.

   The policeman has finally noticed her, tucking his phone away and starting to run in their direction, shaking the baton in his hand. ‘Weh!’ he shouts. ‘We-weh!’

   The boy at her side yells at his companion to hurry. The door opens behind her – it must be broken because she is sure she locked it.

   ‘Hey! No!’ She grapples with the hand stealing her new purse, which she has hidden under the seat. How many of her mother’s rules has she broken today? No opening windows. No fighting back. Something salty hits the side of her cheek and the purse slips from her loosened grip. Her eyes are burning and a bitter sharpness cuts into her tongue, making it jerk unpleasantly. He has dropped the bottle into her lap, spilling the remainder of its contents onto her jeans. She pushes open the door just as the police officer reaches her and the boys sprint off, Blackberry and purse in hand.

   She retches, tries to hold it in but it comes up anyway and she throws up beside the officer’s shiny black Bata shoes, noting with some satisfaction that a few specks have settled on his trouser hem. He wipes it away casually with the back of his hand as if it is a daily occurrence.

   Trying not to cry, or breathe in the smell, she kicks the bottle onto the street, a warm wetness gathering beneath the denim of her jeans and soaking into her skin. ‘I hate this place.’

   The policeman pats her shoulder heavily. ‘You’re lucky it’s just some chokora piss,’ he says to her. ‘The other day, some woman, she had battery acid thrown on her face for one hundred bob.’ He draws back his lips, hisses in imagined pain. ‘Eh-he! I tell you. Skin all gone – no more eyes, no more nose, no more anything. Burned, burned, kabisa.’ Smacking his hands together. ‘A shame for such a pretty face.’ He leans down and sneers. From the left corner of his mouth a gold-plated tooth shines menacingly beneath the unremitting sunshine.

   They make their way over the unpaved ground of the Parklands police station parking lot, an empty space littered with fast-food wrappers, the metal remains of cars that have been written off in accidents and a limping stray cat seeking shelter under one of the overgrown trees. Before they climb out of the car, Jai gives her his water bottle to wash her face. She scrubs hard, gargling and spitting, gratefully accepting the piece of gum he offers.

   He looks at her as she opens the door. ‘One more thing.’

   She turns into a spray of men’s deodorant, breathing in the minty scent and coughing as it tickles the back of her throat.

   ‘I’m sorry,’ Jai says between bursts of laughter. ‘It’s not funny, really it isn’t…’ And she gets out, slamming the door behind her.

   The station is a giant prison cell, squat and square with metal barred doors and windows, peeling yellow-red-black stripes painted along the entire length of the structure. Large slabs of broken stone form the haphazard pathway over the muddy ground, lined with bright beds of hydrangea in an attempt to make the building look less run down.

   The main room is startlingly bare, the only pieces of furniture being two plastic chairs and a desk in the far left corner. A bald light bulb hangs over the door, turned on despite the earliness of the morning. A chill sticks to the air, rising from the concrete floors.

   She hears the clanging of metal and loud voices, muffled by the heavy door behind the counter. Sounds of a struggle, scuffling feet and low groans, but the policeman sitting behind the desk remains unbothered. He is thrown into gloom, writing in a giant logbook, and though he hears them approach he doesn’t look up. First rule of being in charge: make them wait.

   Jai speaks in Kiswahili. ‘I want to report stolen property.’

   The policeman puts down his pencil. He looks up at the two Asians standing before him: a young, casually dressed man and a girl who is hiding behind him. These muhindi girls, either fearful or obnoxious, always needing a brother, father or boyfriend to talk for them.

   ‘You or her?’ he asks, pointing. Today, he is feeling humorous.

   ‘Her.’

   ‘Sawa. Let her talk then.’ He shifts his bored expression to the girl, leaning forward to peer at her. ‘Hello, hi,’ he calls out in a sing-song manner, waving his hand slightly.

   When she steps around the boy, the police officer is unprepared for the shock. He wonders if they see it – the way it seizes the muscles of his face, tightening his stomach. Through the hum in his ears, he hears her say, ‘I lost my ID, purse and phone. They were stolen from my car.’

   She has not recognized him and that slows the erratic pace of his heart, settling his insides slightly. The snap in her voice offends him, overtakes the twisting panic in his gut, and he takes his time before addressing her, picking up the pencil and drawing four precise columns – tiny lead flakes breaking over the blank page. Lazily, he takes a sip of water from his nearly empty cup and when he is finished, leans back and inhales deeply. ‘Sawa. Tell me.’

   ‘My car broke down on Westlands roundabout and I had my phone, bag and ID stolen by two street children. And I had urine thrown at me!’

   He chuckles. ‘Chokoras these days – so inventive. Lucky it wasn’t—’

   ‘Battery acid, I know.’

   His nostrils flare. ‘How long ago?’

   ‘This morning.’

   He writes something down in a column; it doesn’t matter what, no one checks. ‘What was stolen? One thing at a time, please.’

   ‘My phone.’

   ‘What type of phone?’

   ‘A Blackberry. Would you like the exact model?’

   Jai’s phone rings, interrupting them. ‘It’s work,’ he tells his sister. ‘I’ll be right back.’

   She is left alone with the police officer and again she hears the clanging of doors – jail cells, she realizes – and voices.

   ‘You said you lost your ID,’ the policeman addresses her.

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Do you have your passport with you?’

   ‘Of course not.’ She clenches her cheeks. ‘I was just out for a drive – I don’t carry my passport everywhere.’

   He gives her a look. Perhaps you should. ‘I need to verify your person,’ he mutters, though he knows her name already, and then, because it is his nature now, he says, ‘unless you have another way.’

   He waits for her to offer something else, the way they always do, these Indians. He had never known how easy it could be to bribe until he met one. No respect for money, no understanding of its value because they had so much of it.

   ‘What do you expect me to do?’ She throws her hands up.

   ‘Come back with your passport and make sure you are quick, quick. In the afternoon, we are always busy.’

   Behind the officer, the door bursts open. Leena steps back, slightly afraid, as a young man is pushed through by a second policeman holding a baton to his back. His wrists are handcuffed in front of him – hands cupped loosely against each other. His gaze falls upon the wet spot on her jeans, his eyes dark-lashed and laughing, strong, large teeth temporarily exposed.

   He says to the cop behind the desk, ‘Reduced to threatening ladies now?’

   The officer growls. ‘Move, before I put you back in.’ Boys like this, trouble, trouble all the time. He thought he had taken care of this one but the kijana seems to be enshrouded in some kind of divine luck.

   The handcuffed man looks at Leena again with a playful smile. ‘The ill-tempered mzee here wants some lunch money. Three hundred bob should suffice. What do you say, chief?’ He turns back to the officer, whose face has darkened, pencil threatening to crack within his fleshy fist.

   With his hands finally free, the man winces as he massages his wrists. He is dressed too neatly for this place – a black turtleneck sweater and beige pants and his hair is cropped in close curls to his head. There is a hint of stubble over his cheeks, running darkest along his full upper lip. He looks at her and sees a bewildered Indian girl, her hair in a loose knot, with a big stain where it shouldn’t be. There is something. He leans in closer to get a better look but is shoved once more. ‘Hey!’

   The man behind the desk bellows, ‘No more drawings, got it?’

   ‘They’re not drawings,’ he replies. ‘It’s art.’

   ‘Who cares? It’s not allowed.’

   ‘Free speech, my friend.’

   ‘Outside! I’m tired of kijanas like you living only to disturb me.’

   The young man is at the door, glad to be away from the stench and cold. No matter how many times he comes back here, he will never get used to how lonely and scared it makes him. The girl cranes her neck to watch him leave.

   ‘Don’t stay too long,’ he warns. ‘This place has a tendency of turning victims into suspects.’

   They are all quiet after he has gone, looking questioningly at each other. Leena feels as if a shadow has passed over her, partially exposing something.

   ‘You come back with your passport.’ The officer slams his book shut.

   Jai comes in from the back entrance and sees Leena standing before the cop, her mouth pinched with impatience. ‘Is everything okay?’

   She shakes her mind clear, relieved that he is back. ‘He’s telling me that I need ID to process my request even though the request is for a stolen ID.’ She is feeling strangely uneasy and her voice grows loud, trembling slightly as she twists the hem of her cardigan between her fingers.

   ‘Why don’t you go and wait in the car?’ Jai hands her the keys.

   She snatches them from him while the policeman tries to hide a smirk, a slightly mocking look on his face as he watches her go.

   The young man is leaning against a tree, extending his foot outward to play with a stray cat. When he sees her approaching, he pushes himself straight. ‘Let you out already?’ Something had caused him to linger after seeing her, but he had started to feel silly and almost left.

   She fiddles with the keys. ‘I couldn’t deal with it any more.’

   ‘That’s understandable.’ His voice is gravelly, rolling with pleasant surprises.

   The easiness in his demeanor inspires the same casualness within her and she is able to speak freely. ‘Why did they have you in there?’

   ‘Some graffiti I did at City Market – gets them every time.’

   ‘You’ve been in there before?’ She is surprised. He seems too intelligent and, she blushes to think it, too attractive. There is a pleasing symmetry about his features, the way they crowd his narrow face. A low forehead and a wide-bridged nose – a mouth so large that it would look girlish on anyone else but lends him an unabrasive sensuality.

   ‘A true artist always suffers for his craft, a true patriot for his country, is that not so?’

   ‘I don’t think I would risk spending one night in that place, let alone one minute, just to write some things on a wall.’

   ‘Not just things,’ he corrects her, squinting again. What is it about those sweeping gestures she makes with her hands as she speaks? Each action reveals something new, peeling back the layers of his memory. ‘Isn’t it my duty as a citizen to question the status quo? To express my opinion?’

   ‘You sound an awful lot like my brother,’ she laughs, fiddling with the keys again and trying to ignore the pleasant warmness in her cheeks. The way he looks at her is too direct for a stranger but she doesn’t mind it.

   ‘Your brother?’ His relaxed manner falters slightly. He peers closer at her. It can’t be. He would have been told. But… He has also learned never to disregard his gut, which is now beginning to churn and ache.

   ‘He’s helping me out in there.’ She jabs her thumb in the direction of the station. ‘He’s worried I might blow up or something. Jai is always convinced I’m doing things wrong when I’m not doing them his way.’

   A heartbeat pulse at his jaw. ‘Jai – that’s your brother?’

   She looks up from the keys, nodding, and then asks, ‘Are you okay?’

   He has sagged against the tree and when he hears her voice he gives a violent shake, a stumbling, stammering boy, so drastically changed from the person who stood before her moments ago.

   His hand trembles slightly as he rubs his chin. ‘I just haven’t eaten anything since yesterday.’ He moves toward her, shuffles back. For the first time in a long while, his next step eludes him. He looks up and sees Jai at the door – detects a slight shake of his head. Not yet.

   A person so used to saying what he thinks, he struggles to hold back his feelings. ‘I should go.’

   She shifts on her feet, wondering if it would be too bold to ask him for a name. What would she do with it anyway? She has lived here long enough to know that even if she wanted to see him again, there are too many lines to cross and too many uncertainties waiting on the other side of them. ‘I’ll look out for one of your drawings,’ she says.

   ‘Art,’ he corrects her, the smile deepening the lines of his face once more.

   ‘Right. Art.’

   He stumbles backward, filled with an odd sensation that his body and brain are not working together, as if forcing his muscles to move in a direction they don’t want to go. Casting one look back at Jai emerging from the station, there is enough trust between them for him to know that it wasn’t done out of malice but out of love for a person they both care deeply for, though it doesn’t make him any less angry.

   ‘Bye,’ she calls out. But he keeps moving, pretending not to hear her.

   ‌
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   The policeman’s pockets are deliciously heavier than this morning. He scratches the long nail of his pinky finger across his aggravated nostril and picks apart the hard layers encrusting the inside wall of his nose. Too dry, this heat. Too hot. He watches the Land Cruiser back out of the station, turn with a roar onto the main road. Pats his recently acquired money. Smiles because he no longer feels guilty cheating a system that long ago betrayed him.

   Youthful and fresh on the job, his mother had helped him to dress in the sky-blue shirt, the black uniform trousers that had been a size too big. Handing him his baton she’d sat back on her heels, clutching her head and exclaiming loudly, ‘Oh, Constable!’, weeping and writhing so that he had been late after trying to calm her down.

   The first morning as a part of the Kenyan Police, he had joined the ranks of workers walking to one of Kibera’s eight exits: men in patched overalls and women in freshly washed blouses, squeezing past one another in pathways so narrow that it was necessary to turn sideways to pass through them. He’d plunged past wheelbarrow porters, twisting his body to avoid the sharp edges of their carts. Strode past the vendors on both sides of the street selling fresh fruit and vegetables, soap, sweets and cigarettes. Past Miss Judy’s school, where she was leading her students in morning prayer, chirping like small birds within the mabati structure that was painted crayon-yellow, giving it an uncomplicated cheerfulness.

   He waved to the tailors hunched over pedal-powered sewing machines, greeted the accountants and lawyers who shared trestle tables in open-air offices, feeling them stare. Let them look. He was better than Kimani the houseboy. Better than Njoroge the cook. Better than Wangai the driver. Better than his drunkard, whore-loving father, who had worked for Hatari Security Company as a night guard. He worked for the president now. Forward on, forward on, into the high-rise center of Nairobi.

   Already he saw himself outside of this forsaken place, living within the modern joys of the city – in a small house with his mother, where he would one day be able to afford a car and not have to worry about the disease-riddled mud dirtying his shoes or duck the ‘flying toilets’ – bags of human waste – as they came whirling, carelessly thrown onto the streets.

   Constable Jeffery Omondi, fourteen steps closer to becoming commissioner of police, a good friend and confidant of the president—

   ‘Weh! Watch where you step, who do you think you are?’ Thomas Ngusye, who owned the only cinema in Kibera, complete with seventy plastic chairs, drew his stepped-on foot back and sneered. ‘Constable what? Lowest-ranked police officer, that’s what.’

   ‘I’m still higher than you,’ Jeffery had called back, nothing to stop him.

   He had spent all day out on the road, striding in front of cars and directing them with his bare hands – even the mzungu his father had worked for listened to him. Officer in Charge of the Smooth Operation of Traffic. He chased away street boys, taught matatu touts a lesson. Officer in Charge of Cleaning Up Nairobi Roads. At the end of the day, he rewarded himself by taking a matatu home rather than walking because his salary, low in comparison to many others, was still the largest he had ever received.

   Meeting his friends at Mama Lucy’s, he took a step up from the chang’aa, the regular moonshine he drank, and spent his wages sipping on busaa, a fermented maize drink served in half-liter cans instead of glasses. By ten o’clock that evening, he lay bleary-eyed on the mud floor beside a plastic sheet filled with roasted maize, having just enough sense to slip some into his pocket before anyone saw.

   Jeffery is jolted back to the present by Heba, a trembling old Muslim woman who is a constant visitor to his station. He knows what she is going to say before she says it.

   ‘He stole one of my cats,’ she announces in her rusted voice, raising a wobbly finger. ‘That man, he owes me money, took my land and stole away one of my cats.’

   Same story, same man with no name. Jeffery snaps, ‘You have more than a hundred cats. What is one?’

   He sees her sometimes on his nightly visits to the city center, wandering the broken and dark alleys with bread in her pocket and a packet of milk, so crazy that even the night thieves leave her alone. She once told him that she was searching for lost kitten souls, those that Allah had bestowed upon her the responsibility of saving.

   ‘I’m an angel,’ she tells him, pushing a browning piece of paper in his face. ‘In this prophecy, Allah says he has sent down an angel in white,’ gesturing to her salwar kameez, permanently stained with dust, ‘to do his work. He will reward anyone who helps bountifully.’ Scrawled nothings, jibber-jabber garbage. He is tempted to tear it up.

   ‘Go away, old woman.’

   ‘We had a business deal,’ she shrieks. ‘With that man in the tall building – he says there is no money to build but he is hiding it from me.’

   ‘What’s his name?’

   ‘Owiti.’

   Owiti today. William yesterday. Tomorrow himself, Jeffery.

   ‘One day I will have millions of shillings,’ she warns him.

   ‘Then come back when you have it.’ He shouts for the junior police officer. Let him deal with this mad, shrunken creature. Jeffery is in charge of this police station; he’s above such nonsense. Thirteen years later and three steps up from where he started – but only because one man hanged himself at this very desk and the other left to work at the main airport, tempted by the higher salary and a lower level of resentment from customers.

   As the other policeman drags her out, Heba fixes her cataract-stained eyes on him. ‘I know what you did.’

   ‘What did you say?’ Jeffery holds his hand up to stop them.

   ‘I know how you harmed that poor soul.’ Her eyes roll back in her head; her second-hand walker gives a tremendous shake. ‘That sad, broken-to-pieces girl. But Allah will forgive you if you help me. Bismil-lahir-rahmanir-rahim,’ she begins praying.

   ‘Which girl?’ Jeffery presses his hands to the desk, rising. Feels a pool of sweat form beneath his collar. How could she possibly know?

   ‘Oh that poor, poor thing. She is only a kitten.’ Heba groans. ‘And you have left her to die.’

   His sweat dries up, hands banging down. Ridiculous of him to have indulged her in the first place. He would have shot her with pleasure, then and there, if he hadn’t been his mother’s son. ‘Go home and don’t come back!’

   Jeffery sits back down, tired of them all, pulling at the waistband of his trousers, now two sizes too small instead of one size too loose. Three steps up in the job but the same ground-floor salary. Then he remembers the cash in his pockets. No need to think of anything else right now – he has found ways to get by. Cheat or be cheated. He’d learned his lesson long ago.
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   The drive home from the station is full of unshared thoughts. Leena picks at her jeans where there is now a crinkled, stiff stain.

   ‘I’ll have to throw these away.’

   ‘Just ask Grace to wash them for you,’ Jai says.

   ‘I had piss thrown on me.’ She finally feels the aggressive stirrings of an undeserving victim. ‘Even if she washes them ten times, I’ll never wear them again.’

   He keeps his eyes on the road. ‘If you’re going to do that, give them to Grace. I’m sure she’d appreciate a good pair of trousers.’ He pauses, considering something. ‘After all of this, are you still okay?’

   Her fingers drum on the armrest. She is tired of being perceived as the weak one, the fragile, estranged daughter. ‘The only thing that is going to make me not okay is if you keep asking me if I’m okay.’

   A placating pat to her knee. ‘We’ll have to get you a new phone but we have Ma’s old Samsung, which you can use for now.’

   ‘I’m not using that. It’s so old, I might as well not have a phone at all!’ Throwing herself back onto the seat with a dramatic flourish, Leena knows that she is being difficult but has found that anger and indignation are the safest responses in times of turmoil. Simple emotions, capable of generating just enough feeling without complicated layers to sift through. Once you push deeper, when you open yourself up to sorrow and fear, it becomes impossible to re-emerge, and even if you do, there is no guarantee you will be the same.

   To distract herself, she thinks of the young man at the station, finds something romantic in reimagining his face to suit her preferences. In her mind, his skin is lighter, his accent more polished and, in recreating their meeting, she has set them in a trendy café in London: a petite, modern space.

   Sneaking a look at her brother, she thinks that life would be a lot less muddy if there weren’t so many variables to consider. If differences weren’t like two banks of a roaring river, separated by slippery, moss-covered stones and spiraling riptides. Possible yet impossible to cross.

   ‘Who were you talking to at the police station?’ Jai asks and she blushes to think that he knows what is happening inside her head.

   ‘Some artist who was jailed for doing graffiti.’

   ‘That doesn’t sound so threatening.’ He speaks as if indifferent but is watching her closely.

   ‘Sounded political to me.’ She fiddles with the radio, bumps it with her fist to steady the sound. ‘I didn’t get his name, though.’ Almost regretful.

   ‘Those kinds of artists never use their real names anyway.’

   ‘How do you know that?’

   He fumbles for an explanation. ‘I read it somewhere.’

   ‘Have you spotted anything like that around?’ She hopes he might be able to tell her who the man is. ‘He said something about a wall at City Market.’

   ‘No,’ Jai lies, having seen the artwork before it was put up, knowing the exact location because he had helped in designing and tracing most of them under the cover of night, using only a torch to see, while his parents thought he was at a nightclub. Arriving home to scrub away the spray-paint grease from his skin and hiding the stained hoodie at the back of his closet.

   They have turned into the paved road leading toward their house, past similar palatial homes. Someone has recently trimmed their lawn and she spots the green shavings scattered over the road; she pulls in the heady scent of it, acute and moist.

   While they wait for Kidha to open the gate, Jai watches his sister. She has leaned back and closed her eyes, her skin flushed and bothered. He wonders if, on some level, she knew who she had been talking to. Finds it impossible that she wouldn’t.

   He knows that he should have told her a long time ago, should tell her now, but he feels he needs more time. He needs to observe her carefully, for just a little while longer, because he wants to make sure that when he tells her, she will be able to understand what he is saying.
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   In the red brick, one-bedroomed Parklands apartment, three stories up from an all-night chemist and an Indian sweet shop, an old painting is uncovered. Other more recent drawings, meaningless now, are pushed aside to reveal the patchy jersey sheet that has been used to hide it for so long. With a slight tug, it falls in gentle waves to the floor. He brushes impatiently at the alarmed silverfish darting for cover, using the edge of his sleeve to wipe away the dense layers of dust that have collected upon the glass, the only work of his that he has ever framed.

   He had been deeply involved in graffiti by the time he had begun painting this; when he’d finally had the chance to convert the thoughts in his head to writings on the wall, the only logical starting point had been her. He would begin by tracing an outline of the steep hill of her cheekbone, her sharp lips – continuing on until those features transformed into a scorching sun or an over-stuffed belly of some MP; he would forge her almond eye from an anomalous bump in the wall, and when he was done it would have turned into the beak of a vulture – his own personal message to the universe.

   He remembers the wild energy that had consumed him the day he had painted this. He had drawn the outline of her in the shape of his emotions; a reclining nude woman with her back to him, left elbow resting in the dip of her waist, fingers of the right hand caught up in black tresses of hair. The rising curve of her buttocks leading to an extended right leg dangling over the edge of the chest she was lying upon, left knee tucked up.

   He had started to fill in the body with painstaking strokes of his brush and, finding it lacking an intimacy he was compelled to reach, used his fingers instead. Languid circles, taking his time within all the secret crevices, using his thumb, index finger, even the heel of his palm, reaching where the light could not. Rapid dots, tak-tak-tak, forming the humped bones of her spine.

   Upon its completion he was faced by magical twists of color – a lithe brown body lolling beneath the arching branches of a magenta bougainvillea tree, its flowers settling upon the old chest she was guarding. Secrets or memories, happiness or gloom. Which one? he asked himself before remembering that one could not come without the other.

   ‘Cuzo!’

   A rapid banging on the door shakes him out of his reverie.

   ‘Cuzo – open up, hurry.’

   Quickly, he rewraps the painting in the bedsheet, sliding it back behind everything else, a pang of loneliness following him to the door.

   Jackie.

   In all the confusion, the unexpected blurring of time, he had forgotten about her. With a steadying breath, he pulls open the door and a girl stumbles in smelling of butterscotch body lotion, used generously to cover up the stench of marijuana.

   ‘Where have you been?’ she demands. ‘I’ve been coming around here for two days now looking for you.’ Jackie fans her face, takes out a tissue from the cup of her bra and dabs her shiny forehead. ‘I had to go to Nani’s place, Chris’s friend, to borrow his phone and I thought I would stop by here and try one last time.’

   ‘I thought you were staying with Otis.’

   The girl adjusts her denim skirt and tugs at the red corset top in an effort to cover up her midriff, but it keeps riding up. ‘Nah, man, that jama! One day he comes home and tells me to leave. No explanation, nothing.’ She gestures to her damaged hair, pulled back into a dry, frizzy ponytail. ‘Not even enough doh to fix some braids.’

   ‘But enough for a bag of bangi. I told you to stop smoking that stuff.’

   ‘No judgment here, cuzo. We all do what we can to get by.’

   ‘What do you need, Jackie?’

   ‘Just a place to stay for a little while. Three days and then I’ll bounce.’

   The place is still as bare as she remembers it. The faded pink carpet and a cluster of old pots and pans beside a charcoal stove beneath the window. The box TV and sagging brown couch that she knows he will sleep on today, letting her take the only bed in the small room. ‘All that photography not paying as well as it used to?’ she asks.

   ‘It pays fine.’

   ‘There’s no use hanging onto what’s dead,’ she says.

   ‘No one has died.’

   ‘There is more than one way to be gone forever, cuzo.’

   He considers telling her about what happened earlier. It is on the tip of his tongue. Perhaps if he says it, it will feel less like a fragmented dream. Instead, he tells her, ‘You can stay as long as you want. This is your home too – take the bed.’

   Thanking him, Jackie’s eyes flicker to the wall. ‘What are you doing over there?’ pointing at the paintings.

   ‘Nothing.’ He lunges forward but she leaps over the couch and gets to them first, pushing away the first few drawings and spotting the hastily thrown-over sheet. She pulls it away and together they stare down at the sighing woman. Jackie senses a sneer; she remembers that girl alright.

   ‘This is not good, cuzo.’

   ‘I was just cleaning up.’

   She turns to him. Her powdery eyeshadow has melted in the heat, leaving clownish streaks that make her appear wilder than usual. ‘What happened?’

   He looks at the painting of Leena, astounded by the similarity it shares with its subject, despite him not having seen her for years before he completed it. He touches it, hovers somewhere between the shoulder blades and says, ‘She did.’

   ‌
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   It was easy to call upon those summer days of her childhood. Full of earth and grit. In the midday heat, the dust contaminated the air and settled on her skin in a hard, reddish layer. Then there followed the cold showers, watching clumps of dirt swirl around the metal drain of the bathtub before disappearing forever.

   Afterward, while Jai was sent to watch TV, her mother would sit Leena down on her dresser to tackle her tangles. Comb clutched in one hand, Pooja firmly grasped her daughter’s hair in the other and pulled it so far back that Leena’s eyes would smart. But she didn’t mind. These moments alone with her mother were rare and she thrilled at the cool touch of Pooja’s hand, her soft, high humming.

   They lived in a compound of identical apartments, stone exteriors with white grilles on the windows that curled at the bottom like the letter S. Low and flat, with three brick steps leading out, the maisonettes sat in a wide circle so that it didn’t matter where your house was, you could still push back your curtain, peek through the gap and see everyone’s business.

   During the day, along with the other children living in the compound, Leena would race around the curving street on her BMX bicycle, remove her feet from the pedals as she turned the corners and take her hands off the brakes if she was feeling brave. The pedals would whirr and scratch her ankles and she would proudly show them off like battle scars.

   The mothers used to shout at them – dark and stout Indian women, bright saris pushed over their shoulders as they leaned over stainless steel pots on jikos, their knees straddling the charcoal stoves, stirring onions which snapped and crackled in the hot oil.

   To Leena, it seemed as if they cooked from the moment they woke up until their husbands returned home from work. Even after she had left the flats, she couldn’t think of that place without the memory of a spicy curry burning her eyes or the sweet taste of the jalebis that they used to hand out as the children went by, pinching their chins and pushing the sticky orange sweet into every mouth, even if it wasn’t wanted. Her mother was always absent from these scenes, with her Bridge games and charity events, leaving for the temple early in the morning after feathery kisses goodbye, making Leena feel like a proud orphan.

   ‘Be careful, Shamit!’ Mrs Goyal would shout. ‘I don’t want a son with a broken head. Of what use will you be to me then?’

   ‘Look at you – thinking you’re a hero. You’re lucky I don’t tell your father what a besharam daughter he has. Mannerless girl!’ Mrs Shah would scold her daughter, Preeti, giving her a stern tap on the backside.

   Although those days were only full of good memories, the ones Leena clung to the most were the ones when Jai was with them. They learned quickly never to ask him. He came when he wanted and even then it was with an air of distraction, as if he always had something more important on his mind. He would pick up a soccer ball and juggle it between his nimble feet and they would play football. If he came out swinging a cricket bat, two teams would automatically form, eagerly awaiting his cue. When he grew tired, he would leave the game and, for the sake of her pride, Leena would force everyone to keep on playing for a few more minutes, but the enjoyment would always slow, dwindle down and eventually stop. This teenage boy who was so much older, smarter and handsome than the rest of them, with his head of tamed black curls and dancing features, whose life was so exciting that they longed and dreaded to be a part of it.

   ‘Ask him to come and play with us. He’ll listen to you.’

   ‘He never listens to me,’ she would reply, even then, too proud to ask.

   So someone else, if they were feeling brave, would speak up. ‘What’s next, Jai?’

   ‘Jai, do you want some banana crisps? My mother made a fresh batch.’

   Sometimes it would work. They would manage to trap his attention and he would stir, raise himself up on his elbows and give them a brilliant grin, biting down into the deep-fried plantain. Other times, he would be too lost within himself and their words would never reach him.

   ‘Sorry, not today, guys,’ he would answer, rolling up and balancing on his heels before standing fully.

   They would trail back toward their bikes that were strewn over the curb and falling onto the street, or return to the multicolored hopscotch game scrawled hastily in chalk on the pavement, feeling the thrill in the air suddenly collapse. The day would compress without him, turn dull and shrink, the hope unintentionally dragged from it and its magic completely lost.

   In the early evening of Leena’s twelfth birthday, the Kohlis were driving back from Carnivore, an open-air restaurant situated in the Langata suburb where they had organized a Sunday lunch for her school friends.

   Pooja rolled down her window slightly to allow in some cold air, hoping it would help settle the swimming sensation in her head brought on by one too many cocktails. She had spent the day sitting in the dining area, which had led onto the vast playground with its numerous slides, seesaws and a plastic brick castle that consisted of rope ladders, bridges and cargo nets. While the children had played, the parents sat in the shade of overarching palm trees, sipping cold beers and Dawas while the waiter moved quickly around them, cleaning away plates and refilling empty glasses. It had been a day full of laughter, the clicking of cameras, cherry-topped Black Forest cake and her husband holding her hand beneath the table, teasing her fingers.

   She had been disappointed when the sun started to lose its solidness, as it stretched out across the afternoon sky and people began to leave, pulling on their cardigans and shivering in the slight chill that the evening brought with it.

   It had been a successful event and now the family sat in contented silence as Raj tapped his fingers on the wheel and hummed old Hindi film songs. The trunk of the station wagon was full of presents and leftover goodie bags, from which Jai had grabbed a Chupa-Chups lollipop.

   ‘That’s not for you,’ Leena had protested from the other side of the backseat, lunging toward him.

   He dodged her snatching fingers easily, her seatbelt holding her back. He wrapped his tongue around the Coca-Cola flavored lollipop, sucked on it lightly before smacking his lips together. ‘I don’t know why I had to come to this lame party.’

   ‘It wasn’t lame!’ It had been Leena’s first boy-girl party because her mother had conceded that she was now old enough to invite boys as well as girls. She had worn her new outfit for it: a white, flower-printed T-shirt and a denim skirt that had a pair of shorts stitched into them. Culottes, Pooja had called them the night she had returned from visiting her brother in London. Everyone is wearing them on Oxford Street. See how easy they are? You can sit, stand, jump, run, everything without your panties showing.

   Twelve years old and still a baby. Jai rolled his eyes and reached back into the goodie bags, found her favorite – Strawberry & Cream – and gave it to her. ‘Now you have one too so you can stop bugging me.’ He inserted the headphones of his new Sony Walkman into his ears and pressed play on his recently made mix tape.

   ‘I want to listen with you.’ Leena grabbed his arm. ‘Let me listen with you.’

   ‘You have your own Walkman.’ She had received hers that morning as a birthday present.

   ‘I didn’t have time to make a tape!’

   ‘Stop it.’

   ‘Give me!’

   ‘You’ll spoil the whole thing.’

   ‘Maaa.’

   ‘Baas.’ Nothing as loud as their father’s quiet voice, telling them he’d had enough. ‘Can’t you see I’m driving?’ He looked back at his children.

   ‘Watch out!’ Jai leaned forward with wide eyes, pointing outward, and Raj turned speedily in his seat to see a man lying in the middle of the road. He slammed his brakes, heard the squealing protest of the wheels before the car came to a halt in a haze of rubber fumes.

   Parking the car up on the curb, Raj climbed out while instructing his family to lock the doors. He approached the man, whose only movements were the sharp jerks of struggling breath.

   Raj hiked up his trousers and knelt down. ‘Mzee,’ he spoke gently, not wanting to startle him. ‘Makosa ni nini?’ The man rolled, stretched out on his back and looked up at Raj with wet, unseeing eyes. He spoke in single words.

   ‘Sick,’ he groaned. ‘Diabetes.’

   ‘Where is your medicine?’ Raj was calm despite the cars veering narrowly by them, the sound of horns telling him that they considered this a nuisance, keeping their palms pressed down as they passed. Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeep.

   ‘None.’ White foam had formed at the corners of his mouth, his eyes rolling and fluttering shut before he lurched back with a gasp. ‘And. No. Money.’

   Raj glanced back at his car. ‘I’ll be back,’ he told the man, dodging the traffic back to his family, knocking urgently on his wife’s window.

   ‘What are you doing?’ Her relaxed disposition from the afternoon was slowly fading.

   ‘We have to take him to the hospital.’

   ‘No, we don’t,’ she replied. ‘Just get back in the car. It’s getting late.’

   Raj didn’t have time for an argument. Sticking his hand inside the window he unlocked the door and ushered Pooja out. ‘Get in the back, quickly. I’ll go and get him.’ He gestured for Jai to help him.

   Pooja shouted after them, the light-headedness beginning to settle into a throbbing headache. ‘You – Raj Kohli, come back here!’

   But he was already away with his son, back on the road and lost in the cacophonic noise of the traffic.

   They had never had an African in their car before. Skin cracked open with dryness, rubbing his tongue continuously over his lips and along his inner cheeks. His clothes were old strips of dirty cotton and the soles of his shoes were broken – like flapping, dusty mouths every time he moved his feet. Leena wanted to open a window for his smell to escape but she was squeezed tightly between her mother and Jai.

   She recalled Pooja’s constant warnings. You must be careful, most of them are thieves – they robbed my friend Bharti, they hijacked your second cousin, Jiten, and tied him up and stuffed him in the boot for three hours! Those words caused fear to pile up in her because it made it impossible not to see this man as the enemy.

   Her father spoke, his soft voice immediately soothing her. ‘We’re almost there.’

   ‘Where exactly is there?’ Pooja asked pointedly, speaking in Punjabi.

   ‘We’re taking him to M.P. Shah Hospital.’

   Pooja shook her head. ‘Don’t you ever think that other people would also be able to solve these problems if you just let them?’

   ‘Did you see anyone else stopping for him?’

   She talked over her husband. ‘Always having to be the first, always wanting to be the hero.’

   ‘What would you have me do? Leave him dying in the middle of the road?’

   ‘And when we get to the hospital? If he has no money, they’ll just let him die there anyway.’

   Raj remained silent, unwilling to reveal his full plan to Pooja. Constantly wanting to argue, he thought irritably. The woman was born with difficulty in her blood.

   When they reached the hospital, Jai helped his father to carry the man across the parking lot, toward the swinging white doors of Emergency Care. It was difficult and took time, given how heavy and limp the man had become. When they placed him in the plastic chair of the crowded waiting room, the man groaned and his head began to pitch and roll.

   ‘Let it kill me.’

   ‘Hush.’ Raj patted his shoulder. ‘You’ll be better soon.’

   People in the waiting room had lowered their magazines, watching the scene keenly.

   ‘Go and tell the receptionist he needs immediate help,’ Raj instructed his son, and as Jai went to speak to the woman behind the desk, Raj slipped three thousand shillings into the man’s limp hand and pressed it shut. ‘This should be enough for you right now.’

   ‘Thank you, mzee,’ his fingers clutched tightly.

   As they made their way back to the car, Raj wrapped his arm around his son’s shoulders and brought him close, whispering, ‘No telling your mother about this, you hear…’

   They were watching the nine o’clock news later that night when they were interrupted by the shrill ring of the telephone.

   ‘Mr Kohli? This is Dr Pattni from…’

   ‘Yes, yes. How is he?’

   ‘I’m afraid I don’t know.’

   Confusion made his words slow. ‘What do you mean you don’t know?’

   ‘He left just after you dropped him off.’

   ‘But he could barely even stand!’ Raj remembered to speak in whispers, gripping the telephone, struggling to understand.

   ‘The nurse at the front desk told me that he waited for five minutes after you left and then stood up and walked out. No one saw where he went.’

   ‘Are you saying that he tricked me into thinking he was sick so that I would give him money?’

   ‘I’ve seen it happen before. It was very kind of you to bring him in.’

   Raj swallowed down his building aggression. ‘Thank you for calling.’ He put the phone down and turned to his son, who was standing beside him. ‘You heard that?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘You know, the people with the kindest hearts are often the ones who get trampled on the most. That doesn’t mean you stop being generous, understood?’ Raj gazed down at the phone, thinking of the man and what Pio might have done and his anger slowly broke apart. He said to Jai, ‘One day, you will be called upon to do the right thing and nothing else will matter except that you do it. African, Indian, Gorah, it doesn’t matter when we are all Kenyans.’
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   The world fell away, shimmered and thinned. The circle of people around her dropped down one by one, folded up like cardboard mannequins to be stashed away. All she could feel was the sturdy, round hardness of the marble pressed against the tip of her index finger, her head filled with the oceanic rush of her breath. Ready. Set.

   ‘Hurry up and take your shot.’

   Go.

   The voice distracted her and the marble slipped from her hand, bounced sadly once and rolled a couple of centimeters ahead.

   ‘You cheated!’ Leena pulled herself up off her knees, starting toward Tag. ‘Do you know how long it took me to set up that shot? I would have hit you, I know I would have.’

   Her circle of friends slowly rippled back into existence.

   Tag rolled his eyes. Girls. Especially this one. ‘Think what you want.’

   She grabbed the marble and stepped back, her arms crossed tightly over her chest as he knelt down, eyebrows sinking forward in concentration. ‘Fine, take your shot. Just remember—’

   ‘Excuse me?’

   It came from behind her, a voice on the wind. One that she didn’t recognize, unsettling her because everything in this closely guarded, gated compound was familiar.

   A boy was watching them with eyes that were quiet, dark pools and his hands were curled around the thick, worn-out strap of his satchel. Her mother’s voice came to her. You must be very, very careful of these Africans. They can even use their children to trick you.

   ‘What are you staring at him like that for?’ Jai came down the steps of their house to stand beside the boy.

   ‘Didn’t know you had African friends, Jai.’ Tag had set his marble carefully down and had stood up, sneering. The crowd around him tittered nervously, having been taught, as Leena had, to be suspicious of such people.

   ‘Can I help you?’ Jai asked the boy, ignoring Tag.

   ‘I’m looking for Angela.’ His English was drawn out and careful, steady despite the whispers around him.

   Leena spoke up. ‘You mean our Angela?’

   At that, the boy looked at her once more, his face crinkling into a question. 

   ‘Your Angela?’

   Jai interrupted, shooting his sister a warning look. ‘Angela Muriuki?’

   ‘Is she here?’

   ‘She’s around the back.’ Jai gestured for the boy to follow him.

   Tag was down on the pavement again, victory within reach and the boy forgotten. When the last marble was knocked out of the fading dust circle, he threw his hands up in celebration. ‘I win.’

   But Leena wasn’t listening. She was too busy staring after her brother, at the boy who walked so lightly beside him – grave and serious, entering into shadows.

   Raj heard his daughter come loudly through the door, a shout on her lips. She was so intent on finding Pooja, she failed to see him leaning on the sill of the open window in the living room, out of which he had been smoking leisurely and watching her play.

   The sky was sinking into darkness, opening up its pockets of evening stars – tiny blades of metallic light blurring the edges of all the street objects so that they merged into one large, indistinguishable shadow. As if timed, the yellow lights from the neighboring houses sprung on as people sat down for dinner. Several housemaids emerged from around the verandas, out of their uniforms and in long skirts and cotton blouses, clutching plastic bags full of their belongings. They converged at the main gate, ready to walk home or take matatus together, speaking in rapid, fading tones. Housewives leaned out of doorways to call for their children, releasing cooking smells so that soon the entire compound was alive in the stink of Indian curry staples: cumin, fried red onions and garlic.

   To rid himself of the stench, Raj lit another Embassy Light. He was disappointed at the ending of the game outside. It pleased him to watch the children playing, their unrestrained, boisterous nature that knew how to exist only in extremes. When he had been his daughter’s age, all he had known was frenzied joy or the powerful crush of sorrow – anger that moved him to tears or the total stillness of an untroubled mind. There had been no room for a middle ground, no space for those diluted, in-between emotions which, as an adult, he had begun to settle for. Mock feelings, he called them, because they weren’t real, only poor imitations of something true. Under the guise of maturity he had grown shallow and bland, but when he watched his daughter play – saw the permanent crease of irritation across her forehead or heard the tantrum-stamp of her shoes – it stirred within him a sweet recollection, a longing for a simpler time.

   He turned from the window and to the small picture that hung on the right wall, swallowed by the busy, floral wallpaper.

   ‘You never lost that, did you?’ Raj said to Pio Gama Pinto.

   The modest Goan man stared back at him with that infamous, wide smile and 1950s bushy haircut, his essence perfectly captured in the sepia-toned newspaper clipping.

   When Raj had first come across that photo, he had been sixteen and restless. Two years after independence, the country was awash in so many possibilities that one went hunting for a dream the way they did a lion on safari – as mad and hungry men, greedy for a purpose. He had been rifling through the newspaper in the back room of a family friend’s duka and had paused at the image of a young Asian man hoisted upon the shoulders of his cheering black compatriots; had discovered something within its frozen celebration – a lingering hope that he had struggled to catch hold of before the demanding shop owner barged through the door.
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