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For readers:

Both met and unmet,

Taking the long way round,

Searching—over, under,

around, through—and finding.

The hope: Hold the light,

The prayer: Hold the light,

The anthem: Help is on the way.






I may be statistically inconvenient but I know I’m not unique.

—Michael Kelleher, “Sunbather’s Diary”

This ain’t got shit to do with shampoo but watch your head and shoulders

—Naughty By Nature, “Hip Hop Hooray”








A-Side [image: Image] THE HOPE, THE PRAYER, AND THE ANTHEM (OR, THE FALL SO FAR)


Okay. Listen. This is how it’s going to go, kid: in a week’s time you’ll be thirty, and there’s nothing you can do about it.

Thirty.

The age when, according to Franco, Rinzlo, Lindo, and Cicero—your homies—you’ll be cast in your final form.

“No more evolutions,” Franco said gloomily.

“Pokémon to Pokéman and that’s that.” Rinzlo, more certain than certain.

“Only sucks if you’re spending your thirties alone,” Cicero said matter-of-factly.

Lindo saw you look away. “Too soon, Cic,” he said.

Much too soon.

—An extract from your diary when reality hit: Thirty. Jesus. Fucking. Christ!



At twenty, with life figured out in the special way literature undergrads have, you said at thirty you’d be headlining literary events around the world. There’d be rumors of an affair between you and Zadie Smith. The literary establishment would bay for her book, eager to see if she went full Alanis Morissette on you or partial Adele. You’d never confirm or deny the tryst, smiling secretively at Hay Festival panels.

After your first pieces showed up in Granta, your debut novel—a contemporary street tale bristling with boyhood bravado—would pay the rent. The second book, some historically inspired story of a liberation struggle hero, would mark you as one of the continent’s literati, well on your way to ticking your way down the shopping list of success compiled for you when you were born. This one, your parents decided as they held you, was touched by destiny.

That’s why they named you The Way, the Goal, the Destination on the Horizon.

They dreamed of you when dreams were all they could afford, back when they lived in the Small Country. Your mother typed away at breakneck speed in an office somewhere; your father hustled over-the-counter medication. They met at the sweaty discotheque with the flickering blue fluorescent lighting, their eyes drawn to each other like opposing magnetic poles. From the first funky hip-shake to the Cornelius Brothers and Sister Rose’s “Too Late to Turn Back Now,” they were promised to each other.

He said she danced like she was proposing to him. She said he danced like he accepted. He said, “Yes.”

She said she didn’t ask. She didn’t have to: he was bought goods.

As he walked her home, the humidity gave them feverish sheens. His face glowed from the dancing; her cheekbones shone with delight at his presence. At her place, she kissed his cheek and watched him walk into the darkness, the equatorial night swallowing his ebony physique. She thought him a dream until he showed up at her work the next day. Everyone darted glances at him as he walked between the aisles to her desk. She drew him onto the balcony.

When would he see her again?

“Soon,” she said.

“Forever would be better.”

She laughed. “Forever would be nice.”

They emerged from her village’s church, married, showered with ululations. You hovered in their hearts when they bought their first house, when they buried her mother, and his father. Your mother wanted a baby. He said, “Me too.”

“A boy,” she said. “With your smile.”

“Or a girl,” he said. “With your eyes.”

They’d be happy with the womb’s lottery: a healthy baby made from the best parts of them.

They prayed for you after her first miscarriage. They weren’t believers, but they prayed every day for nine months when she fell pregnant again. Their enemies were banned from the house lest any bad energy seep into her womb and turn you against life. Your father rushed home from work to press his head against her stomach. Your mother shooed him away. He joked that his job was a ploy to keep you to herself. “It’s only fair,” she said. “If it’s a boy, it will be a matter of time before he outgrows me and I become an embarrassing nuisance. I might have more time with a girl before a boy takes her away too.” Your familiar weight and how it made people treat her differently, your father’s reverential protection and provision—she didn’t want to relinquish the status you brought her.

You wanted out.

Out you came—the First Sundering—painfully, bloody.

Finally.

They prepared a room and a home: for your first day of school and your achievements, for your freedom and the Second Sundering—a wife and grandchildren. They readied themselves for these things from the moment you breathed and screamed.

When they could prepare no more they simply hoped in the way only people who know what it is to lose can hope. All you know is the one hope they ever voiced, to be what they yearned to be most when they were in search of refuge: safe and landed, the owner of things.

The owner of permanent and inheritable things.

Not to worry, you told them: title deeds would follow your great deeds.

First: a modern house in a manicured suburb fond of recycling. Second: a wife (quarter Venezuelan, two-thirds Eritrean, three-sixteenths Themysciran Amazon). Third: twin daughters with curls casting agents killed for (Harvard on the horizon for the elder, a future human rights lawyer; Cambridge for the younger progeny, another writer in the family).

Then the third acclaimed novel: something about complicated parenthood and the gear changes of interracial marriages.


PRAISE FOR THE THIRD NOVEL:

“A magisterial, perspicacious, and layered story which self-assuredly explores the pitfalls of modern marriage while affirming the enduring promise of love.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The voice of a continent.”

—Some Important Literary Figure



Ah. Look at you.

I SAY I SAID LOOKATEW!

A residency in New York (the epicenter of the Zadie Smith affair) would yield the fourth multiple award–winning Afro-American tale: slaves and gold from Ghana; colonialism in the Congo; diaspora, drugs, and detention in the United States, all topped with an earth-shattering romance between Some Black Guy and Some White Woman. It would astound audiences everywhere, lay siege to the New York Times bestseller list like a Mongol army come to reshape the geopolitics of the world—the book quoted for intellectual points.

Who could’ve known a boy from the Small Country, raised in the wide and dry New Country, could climb so high? Your neighborhood was known for its dedication to beer, biltong, battery, teenage pregnancies, and souped-up STI Golfs revving from gonorrhea to HIV in sex seconds flat. Readers like you were treated like lepers, shunned from the dust-patch soccer games with biblical fastidiousness.

You always knew.

For kontrol you’d purchase a farm in the New Country, some unimaginably large landmass stolen from a long-ago massacred indigenous tribe. Your old man would retire there to feign feudal interest in farming. His grief would finally unwind itself from his neck, fall to the ground, slither away into the undergrowth, sprouting feet and arms as it went along, a beautiful black face with close-cropped hair, and a radiant gap-toothed smile. It would hold you in its patient gaze.

“Komeza,” it would say before fading away.

Carry on.

You’d say, “Yes, Mamma. I will.”

Your father would breathe deeply, from the wrinkled skin on his forehead down to his toes, and let out the throaty laugh he stowed away as he crushed your hand in his at the funeral, leaning on you for support. Your younger brother was nearby, but it was upon you his full weight rested. The first thump of soil on the coffin nearly made you faint. The grave felt like a Charybdis capable of devouring the universe, flushing creation from this life into the next—a Final Sundering. But on the farm which stretched from east to west a sun would rise without its mourning glory. Your father would find peace. In the autumnal sunset on this farm of farms you’d whittle away at a possible memoir. There’d be tours to plan, lectures to prepare, awards to adjudicate, grants to graciously accept.

—Your cursive vow before The Fall: nine years and 358 days to greatness.



At twenty-seven you were still plugged into the club scene. The fatigue showed. One time, at this moist joint, a light-skinned item with eyebrows from YouTube and hair from Peru chatted you up. You stepped outside so she could smoke. She said she liked the song thumping through the walls. You said music was eating itself: everything was a cover of a remix—you used the word pastiche.

“You sound like a sour oldhead.” Her weave Nike-swished away.

You knew Pink when she had pink hair and made R&B jams. You and Enrique Iglesias threw back to “Bailamos” before he ditched the mole.

You were a yoof no longer.

You started evening art classes to pass the time and left them because some artsy fool you hated from the first brushstroke called one of your pieces pastiche. Everyone agreed. Even the Colored girl whose work would be at home in Oscar the Grouch’s dustbin on Sesame Street. (She’s exhibiting at MoMA soon.) The two of you might have had something before she agreed with Dude Who Actually Paints Well and Kind of Has a Point but Fuck Him and His Family Back to Adam and Eve.

—Your observation when you forfeited a future in the Louvre: Art is the bread of life, artists are the gluten—that shit isn’t for everyone.

Next distraction: dancing at the salsa club at the end of the world, a lonely outpost of rhythm. Your boys laughed at you. You didn’t care. You had to try new things before this snow-globe city drove you mad. You were going to cumbia the shit out of that dance floor. Buena Vista Social Club’s “Chan Chan” became your ringtone. You practiced ochos while you seasoned your two-minute noodles and scrambled eggs, dreaming about slo-mo walking into a San Juan club with Héctor Lavoe’s “La Murga” as your soundtrack, announcing the arrival of El Salsero del Desierto, the high-noon cowboy and melody mercenary come to clear out the riffraff and guns in the valley.

The salsa bug lasted until the Spanish girl in your classes swatted your balls away from her wickets for a soft six instead of hard sex. She was in the country doing volunteer work in the lokasie and didn’t know anything or anyone in the Oh-Six-One. Sparked, you took her to braais, hikes, and spoken-word performances.

She said she’d never seen the Godfather trilogy.

“GERRARRAHEEYA!”

You had the trilogy at home. Her suggestion: meet up, practice salsa, cook, and watch the films, alternate between your places.

Three nights with the dark-eyed mariposa who struggled with timing and—Dios mío—couldn’t execute an outside turn without taking out half the dance floor? “Sí,” you said.

¡Sí! ¡Sí! ¡Sí!

The first night you made a stir-fry with meats unknown, an offer you said she couldn’t refuse. (Earlier, when she’d texted she was en route, you busted out Celia Cruz—“O! Yeah, come over!”—but she didn’t get it.) The second night, for Part II, she made pasta Alfredo. (You wisely decided not to use the quip.) On the third, your last home game, you teamed up for a joint hurrah and made gnocchi. After the end credits, you sat and decided to run DMC game on her by having a deep, meaningful conversation. The expanding universe with its Neil deGrasse Tyson film spoiler-physics told you to kiss the girl but sha-la-la-la-la-la my oh my she put a gentle hand on your chest and said no. Muchos apologiendos later—you insisted on making up Spanish around her—she hoped you’d remain friends.

You skipped classes, avoiding her. Then, one day, she showed up with a dreadlocked, earthy-smelling, tour guide boyfriend. You were on Duolingo for this Catalonian blanquita, and she went full native on your ass.

¡Mierda!

The salsa studio saved you the embarrassment of quitting by finishing its last dance with rent rates that spun it off the tenant’s roster: it closed and didn’t reopen. Franco and the guys said cero y nada about you being king of the Oh-Sex-None for gassing the Spanish girl’s pursuit.

This wasn’t the end for you, kid.

Couldn’t be. Wouldn’t be. No fucking way.

Twenty-eight would be the año of writing. All you needed was some cultured inspiration.

Cue birding. For a month you enthused about crimson-breasted shrikes and martial eagles. But bird-watching was a bar of boredom so high you couldn’t Fosbury-flop over it. Instead, you hit the gym like draft day was approaching. Twice a day, six days of the week, waking up at fuck-me five o’clock for cardio and then hitting the weights in the evening until the cleaning staff came to wipe your sweat off the benches before taking their midnight taxis back to the hood. Gym was a different kind of church: form was faith, reps were religion, sets were sacraments. The ensuing female attention was crazy. You chewed through them like Pac-Man with three bonus lives, it’s a miracle you didn’t eat a ghost and die.

Playing the game put the worst parts of you on blast and repeat.

—Your retirement speech when you hung up your player jersey: Pussy is a destabilizing force, like oil in a West African country.

Franco said you were making a mistake: “Trust me, if you’re gonna play the game then you’ve gotta play to the whistle, and then ten minutes after that.”

Nah. You gave it all up. The only things you’d sleep with, you said, were books, working through the literary canon. But, fuck, James Joyce was a trial, and Tolstoy was a chore. (You finished War and Peace, though, and enjoyed letting people know you did.) You gave the classics a skip. You’d try them later when you were famous, when you had time to make time.

The writing?

Ha! There was always a distraction. Like the needlessly competitive pickup basketball games. Once, you drove for the hoop, hit Lindo with the wettest Shammgod, finger-rolled for a stylish two points, and landed funny. You were in pain for days. The doctor’s diagnosis prescribed a road trip to Cape Town for special surgery. You knew it wasn’t happening—you didn’t have medical aid. You were no Ray Allen, and with your layup game shot to shit, you could keep the failing construction industry supplied with cheap bricks. Windhoek, you decided, was a city of old men with diseases and young men with injuries. You sighed your way to the bench, playing every other weekend to save your bad knee.



Soon you’ll be too old for any under-thirty list. The student newspaper you started at your high school profiled cool, young teachers and you didn’t make the cut. You failed a couple of senior essays out of spite.

You have no girl. The One departed a year ago. Because she was lovely, and because you anointed her as The One, you ache for her on cold days when there’s a spiteful breeze in the air.

She was something too, something real: stretch marks on a booty which registered the tiniest hiccup of the Eurasian Plate, a Care Bear hug that warmed from the inside out, and toes so cute they reconciled arguments (you could never apologize to people with ugly toes). She chose a restaurant meal quicker than a Jamaican sprinter broke a world record and improved your knowledge of obscure herbs and spices. Your attempts at replicating her tarragon fish long after she’d pulled herself ashore from the maelstrom of your breakup reminded you what a catch she was. You whimpered for her.

Unlike the other cherries van die Laeveld, Kloppersdal, or Donkerhoek—who said Jesus, Chuck Taylor, and Jack Purcell were the only men who’d never let them down—your girl wasn’t impressed by Imprezas. Girls from those blurry margins between hoods graduated into women in the backs of boys’ cars when puberty peaked through their blouses. When she let you take her out on a date (“It must be public—I don’t want to be in a place where only you can hear me say no”) she didn’t negotiate with her dignity. “The price of all of this,” she said, “is all of you. All of the time.”

When you curled up behind her in bed, all you smelled was shea butter and coconut oil. You squirmed from that thing she did with her finger. Her pussy was hotter than a pan of oil and had possum power—you played dead for an hour after hitting it, leaving your sheets looking like Jackson Pollocks. Get this: you let her handle your Yu-Gi-Oh! cards. In your shady womb raider past, you’d dive into vulvas in the back of Volvos inyama kwa nyama, but you never let anyone touch your cards. She asked if it was a sign you were ready to talk about more than surface things. You said you were, sneak-peeking her trailers of the life to come. She said you were motivated by faith, even if you’d never admit to it—that if you believed in something you didn’t shift from the goal. Your conviction, she said, would make you a good father. You couldn’t get it up for two weeks after that. You, the man with a dick harder than an end-level boss. (Her words, not yours.)

Why?

You were scared you’d make her a mother and didn’t want to get into the habit of losing them. You saw what it did to your father. He shuffled from home to work and work to home, husked out, thinned, colder than zero, lonelier than the loneliest hero.

Fourteen days of your girlfriend asking if everything was okay. Fourteen nights of you telling her everything was fine, afraid if you took her to bed you’d go from Smash Bro to Splash Brother, shooting fatherhood and till death do us part into her ovaries with Curry-esque abandon. On the fifteenth day you managed to squeeze a semi into her.

She thought it was something she did, or something she wasn’t doing.

You wondered how to tell her about the hollowness which silenced you in her comforting company; about your belly button, throbbing, aching for that distant First Sundering; or the alien sadness inside you which ripped through your chest and preyed on your world. You remained silent and kept your shields at sixty-five percent—strong enough to keep her questions at bay, weak enough to make her feel like she’d wear them down to zero and receive an answer that wasn’t the press release you gave everyone else: okay, cool, no worries, all good, a’ight. You, my friend, were a slow puncture of love. Even when the ride stopped, she got out and pushed a little longer. Then, finally, your mother’s absence showed up with the pull of a collapsed star. No light or hope could escape its event horizon.

You sat her down, looking at the start in her; she saw the end in you.

You did that thing where you said you didn’t deserve her. She did that Destiny’s Child thing where she realized you didn’t. She went Sub-Zero cold, fatality-kicked your ass out of her Earth Realm, an exile so catatonic you lost five kilograms. Her next man would listen to her talking about you, wondering how you managed to lose her. You knew all of this because you were that guy who sat down with her on Day One of Forever listening to her talk about her fumbling exes. A month ago you saw her at the mall and ducked into a plus-size shop, watching her walk by the store’s window while you pretended to peruse the skirts.

She’s in Costa Rica now. Her Instagram is full of curved beaches and green trees. She’s drenched in sunlight you said you’d see together. You can’t see it in her pictures but you have this intestine-twisting feeling the person holding her camera phone is some Alejandro who protects her heart and puts such a furious dicking on her she forgets you ever existed.

That was a year ago.

You’re twenty-nine, fam. You have fokol paperback to your name.

So, what do you do?

You flick through your diary for the wisdom you’d share with the The Paris Review: Writing is confession.

You add another: Reading is some kind of forgiveness.

That is your hope, prayer, and anthem.

You summon the courage to record the fall so far:

Okay. Listen. This is how it’s going to go, kid: in a week’s time you’ll be thirty and there’s nothing you can do about it.






B-Side [image: Image] WICKED


The first time she touched Salman’s hair she felt a sliver of envy. Why would men be blessed with such beautiful hair? They did not need it for job interviews. They did not need it to entice their lovers. Salman laughed when she said that. “Then according to you,” he replied, “my daughter will easily find a job and have her fill of men. The first one is okay. The second I’m not sure about.”

He said it so casually—my daughter. She asked if his daughter had a mother.

“Of course,” Salman replied. “My wife.”

The first tendrils of wickedness snaked their way through her. He looked at her intently, waiting for a reply. Instead she finished eating, thanked him for the meal, and exited the restaurant quickly. He had called her for a couple of days but she refused to answer.



Salman’s black curls were soft, unlike her hair, which was coarse. The chemical treatment she gave it every other month never sunk deep enough to her genes, where it mattered most. Sooner or later the coarseness came back, prompting another enrollment in the hour-long course of gossip and scalp burns at her salon. The first time Salman ran his hands through her straightened hair he said he preferred the natural texture. She refused to wear it the way he wanted. Men had a way of saying they wanted natural things without wanting natural things.

She watched Salman sleep. She wondered what words he had whispered to his wife when they were still young and new, the vows he had made to always protect and provide, the magic words of parenthood they said when they agreed on their daughter’s name.

She wondered how Salman felt knowing he had failed to protect them. She could never know how he felt about being unable to unite his family under one roof. It was not something they ever spoke about. More than once she wanted to ask him how he felt about his fruitless search for his family. Perhaps, she thought, the search was a ritual he carried out to maintain his standing and rank as a husband and father. She thought about how much she would miss this moment with this man when she arrived back at her place. She would miss this room which made her feel wicked.

The green walls were pitted in places. The square space in the wall masquerading as a window filtered the late-afternoon sunshine so that yellow and orange rays hit the opposite wall. Faded magazine and newspaper cuttings of George Weah and Jay-Jay Okocha pasted on one wall passed for decoration. An Arabic prayer she could not read hung above the door. The bed on which they lay was metal and old. The springs squealed during their shy sex, the lovers shamed by the noise made by their efforts. They tried to slow down, to be discreet with their needs so the awkward sounds would not sell out their wants. When they slumped on it afterward it looked like a kangaroo’s joey-laden pouch. The mattress was covered in floral-patterned sheets, the flowers’ colors were faded, probably from being washed too often. Washed away, she thought, along with whatever wicked acts they witnessed. She wondered if she and Salman were the only ones who came to this place, this room with its yellowed plastic fan that creaked as it windmilled wafts of semicool air across the room, its cracked sink where Salman splashed his face with cold water—when the tap was not broken or when the water was flowing—and its cupboard with no hangers. The wooden bedside table held Salman’s cassette radio, the only accompaniment they ever had for their romance. No flowers, no chocolates, no expensive perfumes, no lingerie—they had the black radio which squeaked its music into the room. When the Nairobi heat lulled them to sleep, her dreams would seem only half-real with Ismaël Lô’s “Tajabone” playing in the background.

Today, Salman had brought a cassette with Yousso N’Dour and Neneh Cherry on it. As “Seven Seconds” floated from the treble-heavy speaker she thought of this moment, this hot afternoon when everything was sweet, when her concerns and struggles seemed far away, when their bodies pushed away worries of him leaving soon to go to Dadaab to search for his family. It also seemed to presage the time when he would not be in this room with her. At the end of the week he would take a rickety Starbus to Garissa and alight at the refugee camp, passing parked Toyota Land Cruisers and miles of wire fencing, to scroll through the lists of fresh arrivals, scanning for Aaminah and Calaaso Ghedi. She imagined the wife would be pretty, with a long, oval face, a high forehead, and jet-black sheaves of hair, hidden beneath a hijab. The daughter would be lanky until womanhood changed her and her fortunes forever.

Salman made the journey to Dadaab once a month. When he left she became heavy, moving like a woman deep in pregnancy, eager to be released of her burden and at the same time afraid of what the future held. She became snappy and anxious. She was lonely. For long periods of time, she was bereft of words, happiness stolen from her. She became all the things she vowed she would never be for or to men, both in their presence and in their absence.

The First Never: dependence. Never again, she vowed, would she be shackled to a man like a dog to a post. She had a job and her own money. She bought her own clothes. In time she would drive her own car and own a house, perhaps in Kilimani or Kileleshwa. She would never be dependent on a man to provide for her, to take care of her when he saw fit, when he needed favors or the comforts of her thighs.

The Second Never banned patience and compromise, the twin gospels men used to trick women into becoming their mothers, sisters, confidantes, lovers, and therapists all in one exhausting combination while they managed to remain themselves, unschooled, underdeveloped, untethered. Kamwe! No more trips to jail to bail out a boyfriend. If the next one was arrested, he had made his choice: he wanted the company of other men. The bottom of her stomach fell out when she recalled the three separate evenings she spent traveling between ATMs to make the withdrawal of the necessary shillings to bribe her way into the police station and pay for her ex-boyfriend’s bail. She had risked rape and robbery for him. She had been a patient girlfriend. She had been a compromising woman. He had repaid her in frequent, lengthy, and unannounced absences. Never again! The money she spent on him could have bought her a holiday in one of the places she saw on the television: Malaysia-Truly-Asia, I-Love-New-York, or any of the other places in the world she had never visited.

The Third Never outlawed waiting. If time waited for no man, she was certain it did not care for women at all.

She would never wait for a man again.

But in the days before Salman departed, she became more than these things to him and for him. When he was gone she felt like she had become less to herself. Salman left her hoping he would find what he sought. At the same time, she hoped he did not. Her prayers were an exercise in contradiction. “Please bring him back,” she whispered feverishly into her clasped hands, “safely.” And alone, she thought to herself.

Sometimes, during their weekends she woke with the sun gone, with Salman sleeping next to her, muscled and pressed against her own darkness. Salman called her his cup of Ketepa black tea when he undressed her, a compliment which eroded her resolve and all her Nevers. When he placed his mouth upon her breasts she was reduced to desirous dependence, eternal patience, and willing compromise.

She was happy to wait.



She bunched his soft hair in her hands and teased it out in its fine individuality, stretching a curl until it was straight. The feeling would linger long after she had taken her matatu back to Rongai and the apartment she shared with her cousin so that whenever she came across anything with fibrous strands she would stroke it to relive the connection. Like her cousin’s wig, the cousin she lived with who told her there were many men like Salman, men who needed many half-lives to make them whole. Or the tassels at the end of the rug which knotted themselves of their own volition. Even her mother’s knitting wool and the scarves she made drew her fingers to them. Her hands sampled all of these in longing recollection, each texture never coming close to the softness that bewitched her fingertips. Despite the abundance of strings to stroke there was no substitute for the thread that was Salman.

This was going to be a tough week for her. It was filled with the potential for Salman to find his family and the selfish hope he would not.

She felt her heart flutter coldly.

She was being unfair.

She was being wicked.

She wanted Salman to find his family. She wanted him to be whole. She wanted his daughter to grow up with a father. She wanted his wife’s ears to hear all the whispered indecencies of lust and all the promises of love Salman lavished upon her. She wanted Salman to find peace at the end of his pilgrimages.

She also wanted him to come back to her, to this room, and to the next moment just like this.

This week she would take detailed minutes and diligently file reports. She would allow her boss to pinch her buttocks when she came to present him with a list of the week’s meetings. She would sidle away from his touch politely, never saying no, never saying yes, carefully staying in the middle ground, which did not cost her the job which stayed the cruel control of the First Never.

It helped her situation when her boss’s wife had come to work one day and stalked around the office, scrutinizing every female employee, weighing up each woman’s beauty, and gauging whether they were a temptation for her husband or not. The boss’s wife had floated past her desk without so much as a second glance. She was not pretty enough. But the junior secretary had been thoroughly appraised with a look that acknowledged the presence of competition. The look warned. It also pleaded.

At the end of the week, after dodging her boss’s hands, she would not be able to run to Salman’s, which knew all the points of pressure and pleasure. There would be no arrangement to meet in this room in Eastleigh, a suburb of spices and fabrics, of color and colorful crowds. Eastleigh, where Salman and anyone who looked like Salman were the target of prejudice and violence after Westgate. No shillings for the man at the counter who thought she was a prostitute. No long walk down the corridor. No key, no turned doorknob, no hesitant hello, no frantic kissing, no fracas of friction, no quick pause, no eager resumption, no tinge of regret, no sadness, and no sleeping Salman’s hair to caress.

Her cousin told her there were no rights in love back when Salman was about to become a string of Saturdays to savor. She had walked into the apartment and her cousin, watching a Nollywood film about a family whose fortunes had been squandered by a demon-possessed son, looked at her from the sofa in surprise. She was back too soon from her date. They finished the film together, talking about Salman all the while. Her cousin listened to the promises she had made in her past to safeguard her future self. “Surely,” she told her cousin, “Salman’s honesty about his wife and child meant something.”

“Foolish,” her cousin replied. She began to undo her thick braids in preparation for washing her hair. “The first thing my boyfriend told me was that he had a wife and three children. He said he loved his wife and nothing would change.” She carried on frankly. “There’re no rights in love, my dear. The sooner you know that the better.” A thick braid hung undone, unshod of its plaited dignity. She helped her cousin undoing the rest. “Who did my boyfriend give his vows to? His wife. Who does he complain to about her now? Me. I’m for better. She’s worse. Who cooks for him? His wife. Who does he whine to about her ugali and wet fry he doesn’t like? Me. Who gave him children? His wife. Who does he fuck like it’s the first time? Me.” Her cousin detangled an obstinate knot. “Honesty? It doesn’t mean anything.”

She had looked at her hands in shame, slick and shiny with the oils her cousin applied to her hair to keep it soft.

“You’re hurt by this truth,” her cousin said, “but love doesn’t have any legislation. No rules. If things work out, they work out. If they don’t, well, that’s life. You know this. You had a boyfriend. You’re not the only one who wasn’t someone’s somebody. There’s no return policy on love, my dear.”

“I didn’t say I love him.”

Her cousin snorted. “You’ve been walking around touching your hair absentmindedly. Looking at yourself in the mirror for too long. Only a man can make a woman do things like that.”

“It isn’t love.”

“If it isn’t, then it isn’t. If it is, be careful.”

Salman slept as she dressed. She combed her hair and put the brush in her handbag. She put some lipstick on her lips. She opened the door gently and stepped into the corridor.

“Nakupenda.” She closed the door and felt the joyful release of the truth.

Then she felt sad.

And then she felt wicked.
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Look how the city becomes littered with little location pins marking the places you went with her. The crowded park with its broken swings and sunburned seesaws. The swimming pool with the deep end she warned you against. She snuck food into the cinema: she had paid for the tickets and that was that. The long walking routes where she pointed out ugly houses and criticized people with too much money but no style.

You tread through town carefully, avoiding geocaches of memories. You shy away from the nursery where she adopted flora to fawn over and steer clear of textile shops. No imported Javan wax prints in lieu of kitenges with their emotional triggers formed against you shall prosper. You sanitize your life of her presence. It works for a while.

The memories do not respect your borders and steal across your lines in the early morning as you pour cereal into the bowl. They sneak through your fences in the afternoon when you spread the thick layer of peanut butter on a slice of bread. Your walls are scaled in the dead of night as you gargle and floss. You rush to bed, turn off the lights, cocoon yourself in the duvet. The memories run around your apartment unseen like mice in a ceiling. They ambush you. Like when you do your laundry and recall the soapy smell she had on her hands when she scrubbed the collars of your school shirts.

“OMO—Itakupatia what you are looking for.”

For some inexplicable reason she liked that commercial and muttered the payoff line under her breath when she poured the powder into the basin, frothing it with the whisking motion of her hand. She would say it, peg the clothes to the washing line.

The mere sight of golden apples sets you off. She detested them. She said they cheated her of the crunch they were supposed to make when they were bitten. On the sixth page of your third-grade English textbook the freckled boy had a speech bubble with a binding edict: “Yum! This apple is crunchy. I love crunchy green apples.”

It became a bylaw in the house that apples which did not crunch were a crime. Whenever Granny Smith apples were unavailable, orchards in South Africa became agents of dissent. When you were younger, still young enough to be entertained by her repetitive jokes, she would come home after shopping and shout that she had bought apples. You and your brother, avatars of helpfulness and kindness, ran out of your room to the kitchen and helped her unpack the bags. As one, you reached for the apples and said “Yum! These apples are crunchy. We love crunchy green apples!” and become entangled in giggles.

Back then.

Later, when the two of you grew older, when you became members of a tribe called cool, you did not play along when she triumphantly announced she had bought apples.

“It isn’t that funny, Mamma.” You walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge, scrounging for something to eat.

“Nonsense,” she replied. “You liked it when you were young.”

“Maybe.” You shrugged and sipped juice from the carton, a habit she had tried to discourage for years. “But we aren’t young anymore.”

“You will always be young to me.” She beamed at you, determined to draw some sort of affection from you.

“We find different things funny now.”

Those tiny scratches you made against her when you started flexing your claws popped into your head when you thought of her. How many times did you hurt her with your merciless metaphors, your savage similes, your devilish double entendres?

The tally scared you.

What if, you thought one night, lying in bed, what if all the bad things we say to people subtract a second or a minute from their total life span?

—Mamma, if I wanted your opinion I would’ve looked in the annals of antiquity!

—Are you done? Really, are you quite done? We’re running out of Amazon forest to turn carbon dioxide into oxygen and you’re busy shouting at me like that.

—What did you expect, bro? She’s old, man. Old people are… excess capacity.

—Mamma, Margaret Thatcher wants her jacket back.

The possibility there was a causal connection between your casual cruelty and her weakening heart muscle scared you.

What if cruelty kills people?

Nah!

What if…?

NO!

What if…

Maybe.

What if you killed your mother?

You avoided the fruit section in shops. When you really had to buy some fresh produce you looked over the apples like they did not exist, like you and they did not go all the way back.

Here you are in this shop, wheeling a trolley, collecting sustenance and sundries for your place. Your girlfriend has given you quite the list. You do not make enough from teaching to fill your fridge so, without thinking, you slip into a familiar aisle.

You are right about one thing.

Everything is a matter of time. The present runs past and becomes the past and loops all the way around and then comes back as the future.

You scan the middle and bottom shelves for marked-down things since your money cannot reach all the way up. You spy a can of baked beans and—whoosh!—the whirlwind of memories blows down the tin shack of your refuge, taking you back to the times she took you shopping, squeezing mileage out of inches, making twenty dollars stretch to a hundred. Her grocery list appears, Hamlet-like, and leads you through the aisles of memory.



PASTA: Spaghetti, macaroni, elbows, and screws. Everything else which was classified as “fancy” was called pasta. That is how it went in households like yours; things were generic until there was enough money to be specific. Only at university—and by accident—did you look at the names on the Fattis and Monis packets and realize tagliatelle and penne were different things. You paused, embarrassed, wondering what else you did not know about. (Everything that was not Aromat was called spice. Later, your girlfriend schooled you on the uses of cilantro leaves, marjoram, fennel, juniper berries, caraway seeds, cumin, and saffron.)

RICE: When the living became better she bought a rice cooker, upgraded from plain rice to jasmine and basmati rice, the kind of rice that looked special and delicious on the cooking shows she liked so much. Soft, fluffy, flavorful, not the white mush she occasionally burned in her steel pot. The rice cooker brought her friends’ envy. All the other mothers had the same model within a month.

MAIZE MEAL: She treated pap like the plague and kept it out of the house as much as possible. She missed ugali and its textures of home. She mourned the loss of the cassava connect who left the country because of paperwork issues. “People think stricter immigration laws make borders safer, protect the labor pool, and keep criminals out,” she said, “but they just make Jollof rice weaker.”

WHITE BREAD: She looked for loaves with arched, dark brown crusts. The first and last slices were her favorites. She let them dry and harden and then crunched them with her tea. When she bought brown bread nobody complained about anything because it meant money was running low. Brown bread brought a black mood to the house and everyone knew it was best to leave her alone; even your father let her watch as many cooking shows as she wanted even if Champions League soccer was on.

BAKED BEANS IN TOMATO SAUCE: Beans reminded her of the village. It was all they ate with dry potatoes. She had to fight to fist a handful from the pot she shared with her older brothers. She developed strong hands. “Anyone with weak wrists went to bed hungry,” she told you whenever you complained about the suppers she prepared. She really, really hated beans. But there were times when the money Houdinied out of your lives and she would scoop up the cans in their dozens, putting them in her trolley with poorly disguised shame.

TINNED FRUIT JAM: It dyed slices of bread a gory red when it was mixed fruit. The bits of strawberry looked like scabs on bread. You are quite sure the jam glowed in the dark from the colorants and preservatives in it. She longed for days when jam came in jars; reaching for the top shelf was the next family milestone.

SALT: Cerebos, always. You called it the X-Men salt and she never understood the joke. When you think of it now, that was the precise moment your mother fell from your constant praise and favor. It occurred to you there was another world, a world of mutants and magic she could not understand. Hers was the realm of motherhood, a maternal middle ground you had to traverse to get to the other side and emerge cool, independent, free of her. Free of her criticizing your baggy pants and bandanas, and her prohibitions against rock; free, most of all, of the five-second delay before she laughed at something you said.

—Mamma, if you were any slower you’d get the joke at your funeral.

(Kid, in die trappe van vergelyking you were the fucking worst!)

CORN FLAKES: She bought ProNutro once. A small serving swallowed half a carton of milk so she never bought it again. You went back to corn flakes. If the milk ran out you used hot water with sugar.

DISHWASHING LIQUID: Sunlight or Ajax—she diluted the green ooze in the bottle and made it last longer, the hallmark of an excellent drug dealer. She cut the green with water, leaving just enough kick to deal with the grease. Even to this day you can make the last centimeter of liquid last a whole week if you have to.

BLACK TEA: “Rooibos,” she said, “is not even tea.” Its taste, its aroma, everything was off. Five Roses, that thing everyone in your house still calls “normal tea,” was the status quo: 100s, tagged, each bag used twice. Lipton was strictly for guests.

OROS: Another one of her great shames. As soon as her tax bracket changed she bought Hall’s granadilla concentrate. Her goal: a fridge of fresh fruit juices, pulp en alles, unspoiled by the hand of man.

WILSON’S TOFFEES: Watching your mother look for new places to hide packets of sweets taught you about the tense relationships prison guards have with prisoners. The guard worries about many things: the prisoners’ food, their health, and the specter of violence. The guard has to watch all the prisoners. But all the prisoners worry about one thing: the guard. They watch him. They know him better than he knows them. The length of his strides, the beat of his walk. Your mother, bless her, did her best to keep the sweets out of your reach. But those ten-cent delights put holes in your teeth and kept dentists drilling.

ROMANY CREAMS: Strictly for Friday tea: everyone got two biscuits. They were savored and eaten slowly. Fridays were the best days unless guests came over because then a whole packet was sacrificed to the hospitality gods.

ZAM-BUK: The one, the only, The Real Makoya!

PETROLEUM JELLY: Blue Seal, a small tub in her handbag, whipped out with alacrity when she saw an ashy elbow or forehead in need of greasing at church.

DRUM MAGAZINE: She loved Credo Mutwa’s tales and, embarrassingly, all the stories of tokoloshes impregnating women in South African townships.

TOMATOES, ONIONS, AND CARROTS: Bought from the roadside. She bought each good from a separate woman and never haggled over the price. You asked her about this once and she said: “When you see prices in shops do you negotiate with the manager about the price? No. You accept the price of an avocado even when you know it is too expensive. But when people see someone selling fruit on the street they want to see how low they can drive the price. It is embarrassing to negotiate with poor people.”

WASHING POWDER: She bought the hand-wash variant, soaking laundry overnight before wringing it in the bathtub, yielding to her efforts. When she bought a washing machine her Saturdays stretched out before her since she did not spend them beating dirt out of clothes. Sometimes, instead of Mamma you called her OMO, thinking it was funny to address her by her labor. The nickname stuck in a way that never washed off. You called her OMO when she washed your clothes but not Kindness when she put plasters on your knees. You did not call her Patience when she put up with you and your anarchical teenage-hood. You did not call her Love when she was around, an unwavering female presence. You never called her all the nice things she was to you. No, she was OMO to you. Her passing was like ripping North from the compass face. The needle of your life spun around recklessly looking for its own purpose, its own anchor, its own driving force, something that was not she and what she did for you.



You have been pushing your trolley around absentmindedly, lost in your recollection. And then there she is:

OMO!

Hand wash, twin tub, top loader, now with new micro beads.

But still the same trustworthy OMO from your childhood. The one who made your brown shirts crisp and white again.

Eyes moistening, your chest is constricted by reminiscence.

You need to leave this damn shop.

You must escape.

You escape.

Sit in the car.

Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. Just a trick of memory. Just your eyes catching the sweats. Nothing major. This kind of thing happens all the time to the weaker species. Give the super negro genes time to kick in. They will harden the exterior and relegate this moment of weakness to the past. Breathe.

All better, right?

Right.

OMO! Itakupatia what you are looking for.

Your ass needs to get searching.
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MONDAYS: AUASBLICK, OLYMPIA, AND SUIDERHOF (MAYBE PIONIERSPARK)

Elias roughly shakes everyone awake. For breakfast, a chorus of yawns sprinkled with stretching. There is some grumbling. Then everyone starts folding their blankets and pieces of cardboard. A can of water is passed around. Everyone cups a handful and splashes their faces. Elias goes first, then Lazarus, then Silas, and then Omagano. There is little left when it reaches Martin, the newest and youngest member of the Neighborhood Watch. When the can is empty it is stashed away with the other valuables in a nook under the concrete abutment of the bridge. The bridge’s underside is precious real estate. When it rains it remains dry and in winter it wards off some of the cold. More than once it has been defended against a rival posse. It belongs to the Neighborhood Watch now and everyone else tends to leave it alone. The “NW” sprayed onto the bridge’s supporting columns has the same effect as musty pee at the edge of a leopard’s territory. It promises bloody reprisal if any encroachment is made onto the land. The Neighborhood Watch’s hidden stash is as safe as their fierce reputation and basic street common sense permits it to be. Generally, stealing is frowned upon. Stealing is bad because it makes everything a free-for-all and then everyone has to lug their scant possessions around to protect them. More luggage means slower foraging. It also means pushing one’s poverty around in broad daylight. Nobody likes a thief.

The light of day is not full-born when they set out. Elias, the oldest and the leader, leads with his lieutenant, Lazarus. Omagano goes with them, trying to straighten the kinks in her hair, using her fingers as comb teeth. They head to town since they have the best clothes and will not stand out too much or draw the ire of the city police patrols or the judging stares of security guards. If they walk slowly enough other pedestrians will not catch their stench. On any given day they have a multitude of things to worry about and shame is one of the first things a person learns to shed on the street. But smelling bad is something they try to avoid as much as possible. People’s eyes can accept a man in tattered, browned, and dirty clothing, even in a store or a church. But a smelly man is despised everywhere.

Elias knows most of the kitchen staff in the city’s hotels and restaurants. They call him Soldier or Captain. Sometimes the staff leave out produce about to turn for him and his group. Some potatoes with broken skins, mangoes which dimple at the slightest pressure, or wrinkled carrots. When they are feeling especially kind the cooks give him some smushed leftovers from the previous night in Styrofoam containers—half-eaten burgers, fries drowning in sauce, salads picked clean of feta. But that is only sometimes. The kitchen staff have to squirrel away leftovers for their own families, so often there is little left for them to put aside for Elias.

The real prizes are the overflowing bins behind the restaurants. In the early morning, with steam billowing around vents, with the bins laden with last night’s throwaways, it is possible to get lucky and find some edible, semifresh morsels. By late morning, the sun turns them into rotting compost heaps. Elias, Lazarus, and Omagano lengthen their strides to get to town in time.

Elias has a racking cough. He pulls the mucus through the back of his mouth and arcs a dollop away where it lands with a plop. The cough becomes worse each day. Sometimes there is blood in the gunk from his chest but he waves everyone’s concerns away. Blood is a part of life. Blood is a part of death. He does not argue with his biology. His graying hair is unevenly cut but not so much that it draws attention. Omagano managed to do a decent job with the scissors.
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