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December staggered in like a weary mud-encrusted vagabond who had been on her way to someplace else but whose legs had buckled and now she was here. On the second, which in Mapeli Town was known as Epitaph Day, the townspeople awoke while the sky was still silver, still tinged with ruffles of pink and blue. They gargled salt water. They greased their elbows. They tucked a flower in their hair or pinned it on their lapel. They marched to the schoolhouse, where the flag flapped at half-mast for all those who had drowned in the river or choked on a fishbone or stepped on a puff adder while walking to the marketplace. With eyes bleary and heads bowed, the townspeople thought of all the ones they had ever lost. They sang Luwere-luwere-luwere until their voices crackled. They murmured, Go well, Opembe, or, Greet our people, Makokha.

Then Mama Chibwire opened her shack and the townspeople gathered inside. They sat on the wooden benches with strings of sunlight spilling through holes in the tin roof and burning their eyes. They hunched over their knees and exchanged spittle on the unwashed mouths of their brew mugs. They called all their dead ones by name. There was Netia, who had sometimes chewed on shards of broken glass as though these shards were roasted groundnuts. There was Dora Petronilla, who had never bought any salt of her own, who always knocked on neighbors’ doors and said, Abane! I forgot again! Will you help me with some? There was Mwatha, who, after a treacherous pregnancy, birthed a reticulated python. There was Sagana, whose mouth had only wanted to eat wild, wood-rotting fungi. There was Halima, who had sold fried termites by the roadside, and Wambua, who had been born with a patch of gangrene on his calf, and Njambi, who had liked to stain her teeth red with henna.

The townspeople shook their heads, their hearts hurting afresh. Akh! they said. Death is tart, and death is cloying! And they sobbed into their brew mugs. And their hands sought out other fingers to clasp. And their arms sought out other arms to cling to. They had Lost. Later, when all the dead ones had been thought of in turn, and when all the brew in Mama Chibwire’s barrels was gone, Sospeter Were brought out his PA system and radio cassette player, and the townspeople tied cardigans round their waists and writhed to It’s Disco Time with Samba Mapangala & Orchestre Virunga. In that moment, with the ground throbbing beneath the soles of their feet, and with sweat trickling down the vales of their backs, the townspeople thought to themselves that they too could not wait to die, could not wait to leave behind people who would gather each Epitaph Day and think of them like this.



Some townspeople did not observe Epitaph Day. They had not lost anyone that year, or the ones they had lost were not worth remembering at all, or they had little inclination to share in the town’s collective memory and rituals of grief. These people sat groggily on the edges of their beds. They stretched to thaw the cluster of knots in their shoulders. They tugged at their bedspreads and wriggled out of their sleeping clothes. They listened to the morning news—about Benazir Bhutto being sworn in as prime minister of Pakistan, and about the nuclear tests in French Polynesia. They listened to news about the flooding at the Nyando River in Kisumu, about the landslides in Marsabit, about the submerged maize crops in the Kericho Highlands. The radioman said that 1988 was the wettest year the country had seen in more than two decades.

Mako! the townspeople murmured to themselves, their mouths wide with dismay. They wondered which petty godhead had been offended and was now throwing childish tantrums like this. Shaking their heads, they gargled salt water. They greased their elbows. They stood at their kitchen sinks and soaked yellow scones in sweet black tea. They breathed in the tripe that was trapped in the lace edges of their drapes. In one tenement, Nyokabi sat on a footstool in her little kitchen, her wrapper mottled with clods of soil, a newspaper sheet on the floor before her. She bent over it, flaking yams, splitting them, tossing them into a basin of water. In another tenement, Subira, a housemaid, put on her madam’s best frock and stuffed her madam’s sleeping infant inside a duffel bag, then walked to the end of the street and took the bus to Kaloleni. Born-Free Opondo, whose flat was filled with cats and roosters and dusty bric-a-brac, rummaged through the papers stacked on his sitting room sofa, searching for his copy of Mabepari wa Venisi. Silas Hosanna—the lorry driver—rammed into a cow. With his hat folded beneath his arm, and with his face rumpled with sorrow, he dragged the cow’s carcass to Mutheu Must Go Café. He knocked on the door, and when Sindano, the proprietor, came out, he said to her, Tell your mama I will buy her a new cow. Sindano smacked her lips and said, You can tell her yourself. She is buried in the old cemetery, behind the abandoned posho mill. Didn’t you hear the old bird ate a razor in her bread and kicked the bucket?



Incense curled in the air and its gray ash collapsed in heaps on window ledges. Fingers spread cold pomade on scalps. Clay mugs clinked against the stone receptacles of kitchen cabinets. The day crickets shrieked. And the wind, it rasped against the backs of spittlebugs, and it yanked bloomers off the wash lines and flung them across the sky. The clouds swayed. The string of alleys and thoroughfares twisted and tangled, so that people walking out in the street arrived to find that their legs were at home but their torsos still out in the marketplace. In the haze, a cat was not a cat but a length of twine twirled around a spool. A bird was not a bird but a cavernous bird-shaped room where chords of surging sound hung on painted walls. The town was not a town but a blood lily, shuddering, furling and unfurling, and then wilting, clenching into itself.

The townspeople unrolled reed mats on their verandas and sprawled themselves out. The red wind howled in their ears and lulled them. In their sleep, they left themselves and went elsewhere—they were on the road to Lungalunga, or inside the underwear drawers of old women’s cupboards, or crouched on curtain boxes, beside dead geckos and cotton balls and browning birthday cards. The bodies they left behind on the reed mats were stiff and soggy, and mongrels came and licked the salt that clung to their temples. Aphids and katydids and lacewings hopped about. Weeping willows swayed, sprinkling fresh dew on the verandas. Nectar dripped from the orange tubes of lion’s ear flowers. Ibises reeled through the air, gripping squirming fish between their beaks.

A whirlwind sprouted from the ground. It flung gravel at the slumbering townspeople to see if they would stir, and when they did not, it skipped from door to door, flinging open kitchen cabinets, pilfering measuring jugs and soup ladles and bread pans. Beyond the tin houses that crinkled in the heat, beyond the fields of bristle grass and juniper bushes and sunflowers bobbing drowsily, beyond the grebes and albatrosses wading in the roiling mud of the riverbank, beyond the papyrus reeds and sycamores and wattle trees, beyond the hill that sometimes shifted, as though from one aching foot to another, beyond all of that, was something else.

A ruin. Once a staggering mansion, now only a resting ground for weary shadows. The red wind rattled the chain-link, and the faint, rusted sign that read Manor Mabel Brown shook. The manor itself emerged piecemeal from the trees: a rickety gate flanked by stone angels with severed heads, and then a yard full of tangled balls of thorn trees and wildflowers and barbed wire and stiff yellow grass, and then an awning, double doors, a chimney. Another awning, double doors, and chimney. It parted in the middle, gave way to a drawbridge, and the drawbridge climbed over a bog.

In the early 1900s, an Englishwoman named Mabel Brown had chosen this hill to settle on, and the town had sprouted at her feet. First, the stonemasons had come. Next, the carpenters and the bricklayers and the roofers and the plumbers had followed, until the manor—fashioned after aristocratic Tuscany country homes—loomed through the woods. The entire town had burgeoned like that—at first, to build the Englishwoman her lurid and vulgar home, and later, to furnish it, and later yet, to attend to her every desire. For instance, when Mabel Brown grew fond of raspberry ice cream, someone moved into the town who could nurture raspberry bushes. Or when Mabel Brown developed a liking for plume hats, someone moved into the town who could fold an entire ostrich like origami and place it gently upon the woman’s head. When Mabel Brown needed to attend a masquerade ball at the residence of one of her Happy Valley acquaintances, someone moved into the town, straight pins, thimble, and bobbins between the teeth, who could weave the most magnificent basque gown that anyone had ever seen.

The town was named after her, the Englishwoman. Yet, somewhere along the line, as though in a game of broken telephone, the name had transformed. Mabel Town had turned to Mapeli Town. It was not so much a deformation as an emancipation, for the name had softened, and could wedge itself better in the townspeople’s mouths. Mabel Town had belonged to the Englishwoman, but Mapeli Town was theirs. They said “Mapeli” with such resolute pride, and no longer thought of the Englishwoman—the muskets she fired at the backs of fleeing children, the wildlife that she hauled from her hunting expeditions, the affairs that she had with her gardeners and cooks and drivers, the rents that she charged the townspeople for land that was more theirs than hers. But Mabel Brown was long gone, and now, sitting on a groaning staircase inside the decaying manor, was the loneliest girl in the world.
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The Fatumas wanted her, or maybe they just wanted to knock against her shinbones to see if her shinbones were the types of shinbones that would cry ngo-ngo-ngo when you knocked on them with your knuckles, and now she herself wanted to know this, so she squatted down and knocked on her shinbones and they did not cry ngo-ngo-ngo because only oak doors and things like oak doors cry like that when you knock on them.

Her shinbones were made of paper. Different people’s shinbones were made of different things. Some people’s shinbones were made of bamboo flutes, and some people’s shinbones were made of copper wire, and some people’s shinbones were made of lemongrass stalks. She knew that her shinbones were made of paper because she knew the story of herself. Back in the Yonder Days, she was wriggling in the sky, and then her mama looked up with tears in her eyes, and her mama said, Please-please-please-I-need-you. That is how to summon wriggling things to yourself. And after you have said, Please-please-please-I-need-you, you close your eyes and think of what type of arm bones and collarbones and shinbones you want the wriggling thing to have when it comes to you.

Her mama was distracted the day she summoned Ayosa to herself. It was a hot damp day, and blowflies buzzed in her mama’s ears and nostrils and on the corners of her mouth. Her mama rolled up a newspaper and swatted at the blowflies, and she summoned the wriggling thing from the sky and swatted at the blowflies, and when Ayosa came to her, she was still thinking of the blowflies, still swatting at them with the newspaper. That was how come Ayosa’s shinbones were made up of newspaper. Ayosa was lucky that her shinbones were not made of flies at all.

Her mama had never told her this story. Ayosa just knew it by herself. She had been there, and had seen it all unfold. She remembered many details about the day—her mama’s worn-out, bruised face, and her palms crinkled by the green river water, and her bloodied dress, and the sun dangling down from the sky, as though from a string, all loose and cold and gray. Earlier that day, the logger-man had held a knife to her mama’s throat, tearing it open. He’d said, Don’t think you can just contradict me as you like, Nabumbo Promise Brown. And when he’d set off walking down the road, her mama had jumped into her jalopy and run him over. Snapped his legs like sugarcane stalks. Said to him, I have finished two other people like this. Say ng’we and I will finish you too!

They had always loved each other like that, the two of them. Loved with that love that whirred and maimed like a chain saw.

Ayosa had many such memories, of the Yonder Days, before she’d turned into a girl. She had been a wriggling thing, unbound, light as a Sunday morning thought. She’d drifted on by, watching people. Well, watching mostly her mama. She had watched her mama for years before that day when her mama felt her close by and said, Please-please-please I need you. Most people did not have these sorts of memories. Ayosa knew that it was rather unusual to possess them. She constantly had to watch her mouth lest she unnerve her mama with the knowledge of something that had taken place long before she was born. Something that she was not supposed to know. For example, she could not just blurt out, Remember, Mama, when you were six and you drowned your brother in the well? Remember, Mama, what happened after? How your mother didn’t feel like being your mother anymore, so she sent you off to the orphanage? Or, Remember that time you fell deep inside yourself, Mama, and you found another life waiting in there? A separate life? In that life you were someone else, living in another country. Remember? And later, when you came back, you said, My God, who knew that lives sometimes are nestled inside each other like babushka dolls?

Ayosa took out her notebook and wrote all this down. Someday she would confess to her mama. Tell her that she knew all the things. Tell her that she had followed her all those years. She wondered how her mama would take the news. Probably she would pack up her bags and leave. No doubt, Ayosa thought. Her mama would definitely leave her. But what difference did it make? Her mama was always leaving her.

What are you writing? the Fatumas asked.

Notes, she said.

The Fatumas studied her. About your mama? You have that look that comes on your face when you’re thinking of her.

Ayosa shrugged. She put the notebook away. She squatted, rested her chin on the crack between her knobbly knees. The Fatumas moved to the double-hung window, transistor radio in their hands. The breeze slid in through cracks held down by old Scotch tape, and it ruffled their hair and muslin frocks. The Fatumas were creatures of the attic, half girl and half reverie. There were two of them. They both had gaunt, gauzy bodies. Their hair was made of cobwebs. Their eyes were bay windows, and when you looked into them, you saw fruit bats and toadstools and tadpoles dangling from gnarled fig branches.

Four hundred years ago, a fisherman had pulled the Fatumas out of the Indian Ocean and into his dhow. That’s all the Fatumas knew—that they had come from the depths of the water, somewhere between the Comoros and Zanzibar. They had spent centuries in indentured servitude, first on Kiwayu Island, next in Pemba, and after, traded off for petty items like tobacco and palm wine. That’s how they had ended up so far in the hinterland, in the hands of an old hag called Nyang’au. Nyang’au had found work in Mabel Brown’s household as a cook. The truth, however, was that she had known nothing at all about the alchemy of fat and salt, nor about the gas range and masonry oven and electric griddle. She had kept the Fatumas stuffed inside a coffee tin on the mantelpiece, and for thirty-two years, had made them cook the cuisine for which Nyang’au’s name was famed across the entire province. Truffles. Foie gras. Caviar. Gourmet cheeses. Mead from comb honey, and wine from rhubarb or parsnip or beetroot. When Nyang’au took ill and died, the Fatumas found themselves suddenly unencumbered. They longed terribly to return to the vast sea but did not know how to get there. In desperation, they climbed up to the attic and hid. That’s where, decades later, the little Ayosa had discovered them.

Ayosa had learned their faces long before she grew aware of her own. As a child, she had been fussy and full of rage, always squalling, and her mama often carried her to the attic and left her there to weep herself hoarse. The Fatumas had soothed her, had sung lala kitoto to her in their soft echoey voices. She had stared into their bay window eyes and been enchanted by things she saw—wasps circling the stamens of nightshades, or elfin skippers swaying in their hammocklike cocoons, or flap-necked chameleons walking that walk that was not a walk but a stutter.

Hush! the Fatumas hissed at Ayosa.

I didn’t say a thing.

You’re thinking. Don’t think. The death news is starting.

They adjusted the knob on the transistor radio. Raised the volume. The radioman said:


The death is announced of Samson Mungwana, who taught home economics at Masaku Secondary School. Samson was bitten by a rabid dog on Saturday night. He is survived by no one—he was a childless widower.



The Fatumas turned away from the window, their eyes brimming.

The radioman said:


The death is announced of Paul Njaramba, who walked out in the rain without a jacket on and caught pneumonia. He is survived by a dog and a cat and a wife and a baby.



The Fatumas let out a gasp, their breaths swirling out of their gray lips in thin rinds, turning to mist on the windowpanes.

The radioman said:


The death is announced of Zainabu Wamukoya, who stepped on a live wire by accident while jumping over a puddle in the street. Zainabu is survived by her mama, Mkanda Wamukoya.



This was how the Fatumas spent their days, standing at those broken windows, their foreheads pressed to the panes. They listened to the death news, grief-stricken by the things they heard had happened to those strangers. Then they hurled themselves down and curled up in balls and wailed, slamming their fists on the warped parquet floor. When they did this, the whole house shook from side to side and hemmed and hawed and made such turmoil that rooms sometimes slid across entire hallways. Ayosa pressed her hands over her ears. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited for their grief to subside.



There was a girl at the window, standing so still you would think she was only a crease in the drapes. Ayosa had first noticed her months ago, although she suspected that the girl had stood there much longer than that. Watching, just watching. And blinking. Unflinching. If flies came and buzzed around her face, she did not swat at them. Sometimes a cat came and sat on her shoulder and she did not shoo it away. The girl at the window came on some mornings and did not on others.

Ayosa once went down to Jentrix the apothecary’s place to fetch chili seedlings for her mama, and she saw the girl there too, standing at the apothecary’s window, watching the apothecary turn a footling breech baby down the right way inside a woman’s belly. Ayosa knew then that this girl had a timetable of sorts, one that told her which window to watch on which day. Later, when the apothecary was done with the pregnant woman, she gave Ayosa a bowl of gruel and Ayosa pointed at the window and said, Who’s that?

Just a throwaway girl, Jentrix the apothecary said.

What’s that mean?

Means someone left her in the gutter, like litter. Don’t mind her, she means no harm.

The girl spent an hour or two at a time at the window. It did not matter if there was something interesting to look at or not. Sometimes she would just study the cobwebs that fluttered when the air startled. Or she would watch the way the shadows skittered across the floor, like a brood of boisterous kittens. Or she would watch the dirty dishes in the sink, stacked so high that some plates and bowls touched the ceiling. Or she would watch Ayosa sitting there, peeling a pear with a paring knife, or scraping candle wax off the table, or winding one of her mama’s cassette tapes back with a ballpoint pen before shoving it into the radio.

Ayosa had a great fear now—that one day something would happen, and the throwaway girl would not come to the window anymore. Maybe the people who had left her in the gutter like litter would return for her. Or maybe she would feel too grown to while the time away like this, with her forehead pressed to strangers’ windowpanes. And then what? Ayosa’s heart sank whenever she thought of it. Truth was, there was something about the throwaway girl. A sweetness. A gentleness. They said nothing out loud to each other, yet their silence was a type of language. When they looked at each other, they spoke multitudes with their eyes.

They said: Poor thing, your mama isn’t back yet? She left you alone for so long… If I didn’t know better, I would think you were a throwaway girl too.

And: You’re getting awfully skinny, you want some oxtail? I’ve got some oxtail. My mama made some soup and froze it, can’t remember when exactly, but I guess it’s still good to eat.

And: Listen to me, you’ve got to watch out for the busboys and preacher-men. And if you watch out and still get dirtied anyway, you’ve got to run to the Marie Stopes clinic—they will know what to do.

Today, the girl at the window had hurried off early. To catch some fish, she’d said with her eyes. She’d said that she had stolen a fishing line and that she had a pocketful of squirming bait and she supposed that she and her cat would have smoked trout for supper. Now Ayosa sat on the porch steps, sad and alone, and watched as the milkman rode up the hill. As he steadied his bicycle against an avocado tree. As he unstrapped a canister from the carrier and placed it on the step.

Hello, Mr. Milkman, Ayosa said.

The milkman said nothing.

Mr. Milkman, I said: Hello, Mr. Milkman.

The milkman turned away. He climbed onto his bicycle, jingled the bell, and rode down the hill. Ayosa picked up a rock and hurled it after him. The rock fell on a rosebush, upsetting a cloud of gnats. It happened every day—the milkman came and left without saying a thing to her, without even raising his eyes from the ground, and she picked up a rock and hurled it at him. Sometimes the rock hit him on the shoulder or the neck, and sometimes it did not.

Ayosa dragged the canister inside. She stood on a footstool and reached into the cabinet for a drinking jar. She filled it with milk and sipped on it. The milk was warm and frothy. It tasted like the cow’s moldy tits. Outside, the clouds twirled and the world became paisley prints and palm oil stains and hot breaths on necks and grass tickling the backs of thighs. Ayosa trailed away from the house. She walked through the woods, past the cow barn that her mama had turned into a studio, past the wattle trees and sycamores, all the way down to the river. She hoped to see the throwaway girl fishing for trout with her cat. But she did not, so she sat with her feet in the water. A fisherman bobbed by on his boat, his bare back rippling with sweat. From that distance, he could not tell if Ayosa was really a girl or if she was a spirit child, and he did not mean to take any chances, and so he tipped his sunhat, reached into his net, and tossed her an offering of the thing he had just caught.

It was a lungfish. It writhed in Ayosa’s lap and then slithered into the mud. Ayosa watched it crawl away. She wiped her hands against her frock. She watched as a monitor lizard emerged from a canopy of thistles and poppies, watched it forage about the riverbank. Ayosa took off her shoes and walked barefoot on the rocks. The water wanted her. It foamed in the spaces between her toes, tickling the soles of her feet. It brought her a red ribbon to tie her braids with, and a little child’s rain poncho, and a biro pen cap, and the rubber wristband of a Casio watch, and a fish with a hook inside its mouth. She clutched these things to her chest and closed her eyes. She took a record of herself—the humming in her ears, and the silverfish glistening inside her eyelids, and the way her heart fluttered and then stilled. She memorized this, stored it elsewhere inside herself, so that someday, when she was all alone and nothing in the world thought of her, she would come back to this moment, would examine it and remember what it had felt like to be wanted.

She dug in the wet sand and when the hole was large enough, she put the things that the river had brought her inside it. She sang Luwere-luwere-luwere, and her voice crackled because “Luwere” was the type of song that finished all the sound inside a person’s throat. It was the type of song that finished the breath inside a person’s nostrils. She stopped singing it, lest it kill her. Now she tossed rocks into blackberry bushes. She climbed the wattle trees and when she got blisters on her palms, she burst them with a thorn. She poked twigs into the crests of anthills. Gnats and dragonflies and grasshoppers and bees spun maddeningly over her head, round and round, like a ceiling fan. She swatted at them and they scattered, but then a moment later, they all returned, darting about in round formation. The insects wanted her. She stopped swatting at them, and when they perched on her nose and ears and neck, her toes curled. She searched herself for the place where the feeling of being wanted percolated. It was in different places each time. Sometimes it was a throbbing in the back of her ears. Sometimes it was a soft tickling on the soles of her feet.

Ayosa broke off a stick. Waving it above her head, she walked through the fields of sunflowers and bristle grass, to the edge of the valley. A murram road marked the start of Mapeli Town. She stood there for a long while, watching as traders sold used brassieres and chewing clay and bucketfuls of little dried sardines. Omena! they called. Omena! Five shillings for one gorogoro!

Her mama had forbidden her from ever crossing the murram road, from ever venturing into the town on her own. Her mama said that the townspeople were dirty. That their mouths were full of mud. That they were uncouth, the crassest type of people there ever had been. Who knows what they will do to a sweet girl like you, her mama always said.

Ayosa looked about her, hoping to see the dirty people with the mouths that were full of mud. Across the street stood a decrepit shack. The sign above the door read Mutheu Must Go Café. The shack was a lonely, abandoned thing. Ayosa could tell by the way the tin eaves trembled pitifully in the breeze, and by the way the door hung on one rusted hinge, and by the way knotweed sprung through crevices in the flea-chewed walls, its white tassels draping over the windows, its hedgerow clamping over the entire shack. Ayosa stared at the shack for a long while, deliberating. She thought to herself that going there was not really disobeying her mama. She thought: a place that stood off on its own like that was not really part of anyone’s town. That shack was its own separate town. Her mama had not forbidden her from visiting other towns.

So Ayosa started toward the shack. She forgot to look left and right first as her mama had taught her, and a bicycle almost ran her over. The bicyclist reached into his pocket, took out an egg, and hurled it at her. Yolk splattered all over her shoe.

You have the face of a warthog! the bicyclist called, holding one middle finger up.

Ayosa picked up a fistful of gravel and hurled it at the bicyclist. You have the face of an octopus, she called, holding two middle fingers up.

The bicyclist disappeared down the road. Ayosa watched egg yolk seep into her canvas shoe. Her toes were slimy and warm. She wiggled them to unstick them. Then she walked to the shack and stood in the doorway.
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Above the window, a little brass bell hung by string from the rafter. Ayosa touched it, turning it over, examining the inscription on the tarnished lip. It read Mutheu’s Bell.

A woman was stacking mugs on a tray at the counter.

Who is Mutheu? Ayosa said.

The woman looked up, wiping her brow with the back of her hand.

My mama’s cow, she said, ripping open a paper bag and pouring sugar into a row of china bowls.

What type of cow?

A zebu cow, the woman said. Her face was the color of chickpeas that had been soaking overnight. Her wide-set eyes sloped downward. She had the type of beauty that spread itself patiently. One had to stare at her face intently in order to see the things sprouting in it—the dainty crow’s-feet trickling out like tributaries into her temples, and the smattering of dimples that crimpled her cheeks, and the way her chin folded when she smiled.

Will you show me Mutheu the zebu cow? Ayosa said to her.

No, my dear, the woman said.

Because why?

Because this morning that blasted cow was crossing the road to graze on the other side and a lorry ran it over. The lorry-man came here dragging the dead cow behind him. He said to me, Tell your mama I will buy her another cow. And me, I said to him, Silas Hosanna, if you dare buy my mama another cow, I will be the one dragging your carcass across the town.

Did you not like Mutheu?

Lord, no. I hated the cow.

Because why did you hate it?

Just see! the woman said. She lifted her blouse, showing Ayosa a midsection riddled with scars, each of which was shaped like a doorknob. All these are hoof marks from Mutheu. That cow liked to chase me across the town and kick me.

Ayosa’s fingers ached with desire to touch the scars. She tucked her hands beneath her armpits to stop herself from reaching over. The woman walked round the counter and busied herself with things Ayosa could not see.

Will you stand just nde’e over there all day?

Ayosa shrugged. I should go, I suppose.

Because why?

Because I saw your café from across the street and your café is called Mutheu Must Go Café so I came over here to ask who Mutheu is and why she must go but I suppose I know now so maybe you don’t want me over here anymore.

I don’t want you over here anymore? What type of mud is that you are starting to speak now? If I don’t want you I will say, Look, I don’t want you. But you haven’t heard me say that, have you?

No.

Well then, sit. I will get you some chai.

Ayosa slid into a nearby chair.

Madam, where are the people?

What people?

Ayosa nodded at the empty tables around her. The customers, she said. Don’t they come in here to drink your chai?

The woman let out a dry laugh. My dear, you are the first person who has stepped inside this door in ten years. People in this town would never drink any chai that I made.

Because why?

Because they are afraid of me.

Because why are they afraid of you?

The woman dug a hand inside the pocket of her apron. She was silent for a long moment, her eyes on a cleft in the wood of the window ledge.

Well, I killed ten men.

Ayosa’s eyes widened. You strangled them?

No.

You struck them on the head with an axe?

No.

You pushed them down a flight of stairs?

No, my dear.

Did you drive a knife through their bellies?

Jesus, child, how do you know so many ways to kill a man?

The death news, Ayosa said.

The woman gave her head a sorrowful shake. Well, this is what happened. You see, ten different times I tried to get married. But always something killed the man on the morning of our wedding. One swallowed his tongue, another one was struck by lightning. One got lockjaw from being pricked by a thorn, and another one swallowed a mothball. Like that, like that. Ten whole men, not even half ones! So now no one wants a thing to do with me. That’s why no one ever comes here to drink my chai.

Then why do you keep the café open if no one will come?

What else am I supposed to do now? I have a café. Shall I close it only because no one wants to drink my chai?

I suppose not, Ayosa said. She looked toward the window. Why do you have that bell over there? she said, pointing.

Oh, that? I hung it up this morning because I was so happy that the cow was dead. Every time the wind blows in and the bell tinkles, I cross myself and say, Wajamani-that-cow-is-dead.

The woman brought a metal teapot to Ayosa’s table. How many sugars?

Twenty-six, Ayosa said.

Atse! Twenty-six whole sugars?

People can’t have twenty-six sugars?

Of course not! People can only have two sugars.

So why did you ask me if you knew already?

The woman clicked her tongue. Now, child, you better not be impertinent or I will name this café Ayosa Must Go. You hear?

Sorry-sorry, Ayosa said, scrunching her forehead. She stared into the woman’s sun-scorched face. How did you know my name? I didn’t tell it to you.

Everyone knows your name! Everyone knows you, and they know your mama. Knew your grandmama too, and her mama before her.

Well, it’s not fair that you know me but me I don’t know you.

Sindano, the woman said. That’s what my people call me.

How many people do you have?

Oh, just one. My mama.

And she calls you Sindano, like a needle for sewing dresses?

Yes, like a needle for sewing dresses. And called. The old toad croaked a month ago.

Why did your mama give you a name like that one?

Sindano lowered the kettle over another mug. Well, my mama named me after a song. The one about camels going through the eyes of needles.

Sing for me I hear.

Sindano placed the kettle down. She sang:


Ngamia ni rahisi sana

Kuingia tundu la sindano

Kuliko mtu mwenye mali

Kuingia mbinguni kwa Baba



Ayosa sipped her chai. It was tepid and tasted faintly of ghee. She wondered if it had been brewed with milk from Mutheu the dead cow, wondered if maybe Sindano had stood over its carcass and twisted its limp udder until it was all wrung out.

Sindano? Ayosa said.

Yes, my name?

Will you make me wash the dishes?

Because why?

Because I have no money. My mama told me that when you go to a restaurant and order things without any money to pay for them, then they will make you go to the kitchen and wash the dishes.

Sindano shrugged. Drink all the chai you want, you hear? You will not wash any dishes here. I’m just glad someone wants to drink my chai.

Ayosa pushed open the window. A gust of wind tore at the curtains and tablecloths. The brass bell tinkled. Sindano crossed herself and murmured, Wajamani-that-cow-is-dead. Then she looked at Ayosa and added, How is she, your mama?

Ayosa shrugged. Fine, I imagine.

Sindano knew not to probe. She got up and walked to the counter. She said, It’s four o’clock. Ms. Temperance is about to come on.

Ms. Temperance was a caramel-tongued poet. Each day, after the noontime news, she read to the people a piece that she had composed. One time, she did not read to the people because she was ill, and the people stormed out of their houses and threw a Molotov cocktail into the radio station. The people could not go a day without her poetry.

Ms. Temperance had a poem for Epitaph Day. She said:


Do you remember those crisp mornings waiting for the world

to end waiting for the second coming of cargo trains

and tenacity and Auma of the thistles who cut her

arm off to feed the greedy baby doll? Do you

remember how blue tasted bent over the creek that swallowed

Auma of the thistles who fed her toes to the

starving porcelain child? And red when we lay our heads

down as the day grew tart? The boy we drowned

yesterday is waiting at the station with lilies in his

arms, saying, What in the world took you so long?



Sindano gave Ayosa a glazed doughnut and Ayosa finished the doughnut in two bites and her toes curled and her eyes welled and Sindano gave her another glazed doughnut and another glazed doughnut and another glazed doughnut and Sindano said, Jesus, child, when was the last time you ate anything?



When she staggered into the kitchen, Ayosa found a bunch of white daisies on the table. The flowers were wrapped in newspaper, their stems bound together with sisal string. Ayosa ran up the stairs and looked through an east-facing window. She saw the shiny-eyed, snot-faced girl, Temerity, just marching through the sugarcane field.

Temerity lived at the edge of the property. Her grandmother, Jentrix, was the apothecary. Every few days, Jentrix sent Temerity over with some cooked food and a bunch of something—flowers, or carrots, or herbs. Sometimes Temerity brought Ayosa a glass marble too, or a bent hanger that she had found. Sometimes she brought Ayosa a crow’s beak, wrapped neatly in tissue paper. Sometimes she brought Ayosa a little rodent with its neck broken between the clasps of a mousetrap.

Ayosa slid the window up. She leaned out and yelled, Temerity! Temerity!

Temerity stopped. She turned, saw Ayosa, and waved both her hands above her head. Ayosa! she squealed.

Don’t go! Ayosa called.

Because why?

Because please stay!

Okay, Temerity said. For a little while.

Temerity skipped back up the path, and Ayosa ran down the stairs to meet her. They stood in the middle of the kitchen, silently watching each other. The refrigerator heaved heavily in the corner. On the window ledge, a basil plant leaned over its ceramic pot, following a trickle of light. A stick of incense burned itself to gray ash, smoke rising in thin whorls above it. A regiment of ants marched toward a dollop of butter melting on the countertop.

We had a spelling test today, Temerity announced. I got seven words wrong.

Like what?

Like “discombobulated.”

Ayosa reached inside the pocket of her frock for her pen and notebook. She wrote the word down on a clean page, tore it out, and handed it to Temerity.

Temerity stared at it for a long while.

Will you never return to the schoolhouse?

Never, for as long as I live.

But you’re the smartest of all the girls, Temerity said, puzzled by this.

And of all the boys, Ayosa added.

True-true, Temerity said. So why won’t you come back to the schoolhouse?

I don’t like the teacher.

We have a new teacher this term. Miss Jalisa Shinobi went away.

Where did she go?

Don’t know. Maybe she died.

I didn’t hear her name on the death news.

Well, maybe she got kidnapped. In any case, we have a new teacher now. Miss Rahel Waiyaki Barnabas. She gives us Goody Goody if we can spell things right. If you came back to the schoolhouse, you would get all the Goody Goody, Ayosa.

Ayosa shrugged. I don’t like any of the teachers. Even the nice ones.

Ayosa’s mama had gotten her a library card from the community hall. Ayosa borrowed storybooks there—Tom Sawyer, Huckleberry Finn, Charlotte’s Web, The Secret Garden, Little House on the Prairie. The librarian would not let her touch Things Fall Apart or Devil on the Cross. The librarian said that those books were not suitable for bushy-tailed young girls. Or for anyone, really.

Here, she would say, and shove a Pippi Longstocking title into Ayosa’s hands.

Ayosa had read all the Pippi Longstocking books in the library. In the stories, Pippi Longstocking’s father was king of all the Negroes. Which made Pippi princess of all the Negroes. Pippi was mighty proud of this fact. One time, Pippi was talking to the children next door—Tommy and Annika—telling them that in Kenya, there was not a single person who could tell the truth. Pippi said that if she ever were caught lying, then it was only because of this—that she had spent too much time in Kenya.

After reading this, Ayosa wrote a vexed letter to the author, Astrid Lindgren. Saying how wrong her assessment was, and that all the people she knew would never lie to you. They told you the truth even when you ought not to hear it. They told you if your mouth smelled like sewage, or if your head had too many corners, or if you were the type of girl they wished had never been born. If anything, that was the problem with Kenyans. They did not know how to hold back with the truth. They brutalized you with the truth. Astrid Lindgren never responded to Ayosa.

Nevertheless, Ayosa preferred to study her lessons this way—by going to the library and borrowing books. One could learn all the arithmetic and science and geography that one required through stories. She would never return to the schoolhouse. Her mama did not know about this, though. She did not know that Ayosa had not sat in a classroom for nearly a year. Ayosa was glad for Temerity’s loyalty. Temerity would never tell on her to her mama.

Rajabi broke her nose, Temerity said.

How did Rajabi break her nose?

Mutisya slammed a swing in her face. Also Genesis started a fire in the teachers’ staff room. He threw a hot coal into Bwana Kombo’s filing cabinet.

Because why did Genesis do that?

Because he did not want to take the end-term test, so he burned all the question papers. His mama wants him sent to an approved school. Genesis is too much for his mama. His mama is always being called to the principal’s office for something Genesis did. Drowning the school pig in the pit latrine. Sawing off all the ducks’ legs in the school farm. Shooting the head boy with a tranquilizer arrow from his slingshot. His mama says, Boys like Genesis come straight from the devil’s musty loins.

Okay, Ayosa said, wary already. This was part of the reason why she had stopped going to school—children really did not know how to act.

Got to run, Temerity said.

Where do you got to run?

Schoolhouse. I only came home to eat lunch. Then my grandmother made me bring you things.

Sorry for the inconvenience, Ayosa said. Temerity shrugged and started toward the door.

Bye-bye, Temerity, Ayosa called, waving her handkerchief at the disappearing figure.

Ayosa opened the steel tiffin that the apothecary had sent Temerity to bring. Inside it was some rice and chickpeas, fried in onion and garlic and herbs. Ayosa hated chickpeas. She set the tiffin down. She moved away from the table, dragging a footstool across the terrazzo floor to the pantry. She climbed onto the footstool and reached for a can of cream of mushroom soup. Then she pried the lid open, leaned on the doorpost with the jamb poking into her spine, and drank the soup in two gulps. After, she stuffed a handful of tamarind pods in her pocket.

Her mama had brought the tamarind from a place called Takaungu. Her mama had shown her the photographs she had taken at that place—a green mamba twisted in a heat-induced stupor on the tarmac, a barn owl glaring from a thatched roof, mangroves, palm trees, and then the ocean so blue, stretching out as far as the eye could see, turning into air, into sky. Her mama said there was something about Takaungu.

What? Ayosa had asked, but her mama never had told her.

Was it that people mostly walked backward? Or that the ocean sometimes grew weary of just lying down, so it roused itself and sat cross-legged on the coral reef? Was it that women lived on one side of the town and men on the other, and they spoke to each other only when the moon was full? Ayosa reckoned that one day she would have to go there and see for herself.

In the distance, the muezzin chanted in the minaret. The cargo train slithered by, making the windows rattle. The gossamer curtains slid in and out the window. A cricket screeched from the lemongrass bushes on the veranda. A jewel beetle leapt out of a basket of garlic. Ayosa trapped it in her palm and then crushed it. She wanted to see if her wrist would take on the same iridescence of its exoskeleton. It did not. She scattered the beetle’s shreds on the floor.





[image: Image]

The girl at the window came and watched even though there was nothing to see, just Ayosa turning the calendar, marking down the days gone by since her mama left, and then scooping out some Vaseline and greasing her ashen elbows and knees and ankles.

Where are your people? Ayosa said with her eyes.

Inside the windows. That’s why I look into them.

Meaning, I’m your person too?

Wouldn’t you like to know? the girl said. Then she laughed and skipped away.



One day, at two o’clock, Ayosa startled, and found that she had fallen asleep in the pantry, standing against a shelf of pickled carrots and radishes. She rubbed her eyes, disoriented because she did not remember going to the pantry in the first place. One foot was atop a soda crate. She stepped away from it and stretched. Then she heard noises in the kitchen and startled a second time. Pots banging. Cabinet doors creaking. And a voice, lumpy as gruel, singing, The past is gone but let’s cast spells and bewitch tomorrow.

Ayosa stood in the doorway and watched. Before her was a… what was that… a woman? A thing pretending to be a woman? The thing—the woman—noticed her there. And she stopped what she had been doing—squeezing juice out of a grapefruit—and smiled. If that isn’t Ayosa Ataraxis Brown! she said.

Ayosa did not respond. She just watched, openmouthed. The woman looked just like her mama. Yet, at the same time, there was something otherworldly about her. She looked like a wraith, clothed in limpid, waxen flesh. Her dress was dainty as a tea doily. Her limbs were thin as knitting needles. Her eyes were broken shards of glass.

Buttercup, it’s me. Your mama. Aren’t you pleased to see me?

The woman took a step forward. Or rather, she billowed, and Ayosa could tell quite distinctly that she was more of a thing pretending to be her mama than her actual mama. A wraith, no doubt.

You’re not my mama, Ayosa said.

I am your mama, silly, the wraith said, laughing its laughter that sounded like tinkling wind chimes.

Ayosa crossed her arms over her chest. She was not one to be fooled so easily. She said, Prove it.

Prove what?

That you’re my mama.

I don’t have to prove a thing to you, missy, the wraith said.

Now girl and wraith looked at each other, somewhat bewildered. They had not counted on locking horns like this.

Ayosa stood still, thinking of a way to verify whether this was her mama or whether it was a wraith. And she thought of her mama. Her real mama, not the wraith. She thought of how sometimes her mama positively repulsed her. How her kisses felt like roaches crawling across Ayosa’s face. How her caresses scorched the small of Ayosa’s back. How her curdled breath made Ayosa’s eyes water. And her gaze, her serrated quartz gaze, it scraped ravines across Ayosa’s knees. Whenever this happened, Ayosa reacted by turning away, by withdrawing her affections. She did something nasty—poured bleach into her mama’s linens, or put grass snakes in her mama’s bed, or telephoned the radio station to say, Nabumbo Promise Brown is a diabolical bitch. And her mama, she packed her things and jumped into her jalopy and drove off. She always was gone for weeks at a time, or for months, and once, for a whole year and a half. She left Ayosa all alone, as punishment for her misbehavior. At least that’s what it felt like to Ayosa, although her mama disputed this.

Her mama would say, I don’t go away to punish you, Buttercup. I must, for work purposes. You know that I would never leave you alone if I did not have to. I only go away because I’ve got to put food on the table.

And Ayosa always wondered what food her mama meant. Ayosa scrounged for her own food. She foraged about in the garden for vegetables or in the supermarket dumpster for canned foods too dinged up to sell. Oftentimes, Jentrix the apothecary took pity on her and sent Temerity over with a Tupperware of soup.

Sometimes, during her mama’s unceremonious absences, Ayosa would come home to find a woman brewing coffee or folding laundry or answering the telephone. A woman who looked just like her mama, except that when you touched her, her flesh was all empty, wispy as smoke. A wraith. Just like this one here in front of her.

Ayosa stood still, watching as the woman who looked like her mama but was not her mama picked seeds out of her glass of fresh grapefruit juice. Ayosa said to herself, Yes-yes, I am right to be suspicious of this here woman.

The region had recently become infested with wraiths. She had read the stories in the newspaper, had heard them told on the radio too. About people who trusted too easily and got snatched. The trees and lampposts all over town were teeming with posters for missing persons.

She said to the woman, Come on, I’ve got to show you something.

Ayosa opened the door and went out into the blinding daylight, and the sun on her skin stung like the lash of a leather belt. This stinging sensation reminded Ayosa of another thing. It reminded her of how, whenever she was being naughty, her mama took out her braided cow-skin belt and whipped her. And in recompense, Ayosa bit and scratched and spat at her. Then they both had dreadful welts and bruises, which they wore like medals received for service on a battlefield.

Ayosa and her mama loved each other deeply. Ayosa’s mama said that was what made their love affair murky. She said that true love was just like this—sweet in some parts, and sour in others. She said that deep love was vast and pure, but that it also got hateful in some of its corners where the sunlight did not touch. She said that you could not love so deep without hating. And that you most certainly could not hate a person without loving them first. Whenever Ayosa and her mama were far from each other, their hearts swelled anew, and they fell in love all over again. They wrote treacly, perfumed letters to each other, taping dried lavender and wormwood between the paragraphs. Saying, I am aching to hold you in my arms again. Saying, You visit me in my dreams each night, and clutch my midnight sorrows to your bosom. Saying, I want to dive in the sea that’s roiling in my beloved’s eyes.

She said to the woman, What did my mama write me in the last letter that she sent me?

She wrote that it was the last letter she’s ever writing you.

Ayosa stopped short. How did you know that?

Because I’m the one that wrote the letter.

Ayosa pursed her lips, skeptical still. She continued walking.

Where are you taking me?

Not far, Ayosa said, and then she saw that they were close enough now, that they did not need to walk all the way across the yard. That they did not need to go past the tangled balls of thorn trees and wildflowers and barbed wire and stiff yellow grass, and past the awning and double doors and chimney and drawbridge. She stopped. She said, Look!

The woman looked. She placed her hand on Ayosa’s shoulder. The hand was not wispy at all, but solid, heavy as a fig branch. Fuck-toad! Ayosa thought. This was no wraith. It was her mama after all.

She said, Nabumbo Promise?

Yes, my name?

Are you taking your iron pills?

Her mama pulled her hand away, tucked it beneath her armpit. She said, I forgot that you’re like this. Mean mouthed. Needle tongued. See if I don’t smack the sass off those yellow teeth of yours.

Ayosa frowned. She was thinking of her teeth now, wondering if they were as yellow as her mama was making them out to be. And if so, yellow like marigolds? Like butter beans? Like those washed-out fever dreams you got when you were yearning sorely for someone?

Ayosa said, Never mind me, Nabumbo Promise. I was alone for so long I forgot to be polite. But your fingers feel like ice lollies, so maybe don’t smack me about that.

Like ice lollies?

Cold. And clammy, Ayosa said. She squinted toward the far-off yard, the one that stretched beyond the bog and drawbridge. There, where a choir of crickets sang a sorrowful elegy. She felt stupid for bringing her mama out here. She had only meant to test her, to say, What’s that over there? Only my real mama would know.

Her mama now said, Buttercup, you wanted to show me something?

That, Ayosa said, and pointed once more. It was the place where her mama’s own mother was buried. Her mama fell silent. She looked as though someone had ripped her belly open with a carving fork.

Sorry, Mama. I didn’t mean to hurt you, Ayosa said.

Her mama shook her head. I’m not hurt. Not at all. Are those… cabbage roses? And… lacecap hydrangeas?

Yes, Mama.

You planted them yourself?

Uh-huh. The apothecary gave me seeds.

Her mama lowered her head. Dimples twitched in her chin. Her nostrils flared. Her pink lips parted to show glistening, not-yellow teeth. Cowrie-shell teeth.

She said, I suppose you wanted to show me the grave because last week was Epitaph Day.

Sure. Uh-huh.

I suppose we should recite a prayer for her.

Yes, Mama.

Her mama tipped her head and tried. She tried hard and good, invoking devotions that refused to budge, stubborn as donkeys. She gave up. Bit her lip. She turned away from the grave and said, Ayosa Ataraxis Brown, I have a question for you.

Oh?

Will you be more than just a daughter to me?

You mean a friend?

Will you be more than just a friend to me?

What could I be that’s more than a daughter and more than a friend?

A sister, her mama said, reaching over to touch Ayosa’s chin. Will you be my sister?

Sister? Ayosa asked. Is that possible?

Anything is possible under this vicious yellow sun. You and I, we could be sisters all right.

Ayosa was silent, contemplating the strangeness of it all. She had never heard of such a thing. She wondered if maybe her mama had spent too much time in the sun. If maybe parts of her brain had melted into slop. Sisters! Ayosa whispered, turning the word slowly in her mouth.

Look, her mama said. We could have a ceremony. A sister-making ceremony.

There’s no such thing.

The priest could do it. It’s like a wedding ceremony, except afterward you’re not man and wife at all. You’re fastened to each other tighter than man and wife could ever be. Fastened to each other tighter than born-sisters could ever be, because born-sisters can’t help their sistership while made-sisters choose it for themselves.

Ayosa stood there, openmouthed, trying to decide if her mama was being ludicrous or shrewd. Probably both, she thought, tugging at a string that was hanging off her hem. She broke the string off and chewed on it.

I know what you’re thinking, Ayosa Ataraxis Brown. You’re thinking, Because why does my mama want me for a sister? Well, because the first go-around with my born-sister things were dreadful and maybe this second go-around with my made-sister things will be divine. You love me something fiery, don’t you?

Yes, Mama. I love you something fiery.

Her mama smiled at the thought of Ayosa’s fiery love. And then she thought of something else, and the smile fell clean off her face. But why do you love me something fiery? she said, as though only a deranged person would do such a thing. Me myself, I don’t love you something fiery. My love for you is deep, but even then, it’s not always so. Sometimes my love for you is lukewarm at best. And sometimes I feel nothing for you. Nothing at all. I search inside myself for that hot, scalding love and it’s not there anymore. I don’t know where it goes. So why do you love me something fiery?

I guess because we are stuck with each other, Mama. Here we are. Just the two of us.

You’re right, her mama sighed. That must count for something.

Ayosa imagined their sister-making ceremony. She imagined she and her mama standing barefoot in the yard, in cream-colored linen smocks, with baby’s breath threaded through their hair. The priest would say, Speak now or forever hold your peace, and nobody would speak because there simply was nobody else. Then her mama would take out the tripod and set the camera timer and they would grin with tears trembling in their eyes. And later, when the photograph came out, her mama would write on the back of it:


Honey waffles and

silver sister bands

and Billie Holiday.



You could leave, her mama said. God knows I’ve done enough leaving for the both of us. But why don’t you?

Because.

Because why?

Because I don’t want to, Ayosa said, now close to tears. It felt a little like her mama did not want to be sisters with her.

I bet you will, her mama said. One of these days. I will call your name and you won’t come to me because you will be gone-gone!

I bet I won’t, Ayosa said, chewing on a stalk of grass. She wiped the wetness of her eyes with the back of her arm. She stared at this sweet mama of hers. Her mama whom she loved with that fiery love. Her mama whom she sometimes abhorred. Whom she sometimes bloodied with her fingernails. Whom she sometimes hid from and wished death upon.

I hope you die, she said to her mama when she was upset.

To which her mama said, Wishing death on your mama is the same as wishing death on yourself.

To which Ayosa said, One day I will put hemlock in your soup. I swear to God I will.

Now Nabumbo Promise touched her with her icy hands. Pulled her close. Ayosa was tall enough to graze her shoulder. Soon enough, they would be equal amounts of tall. Which meant: Tall enough to pilfer secrets from each other’s eyes. Tall enough to bite off each other’s noses in anger. But also, tall enough to braid hemp and tinsel and strings of sunlight into each other’s hair. Saying, Bas now, I’ve got you, dear girl. I’ve got your back and your shoulders. I’ve got your neck too and your hands and your feet. All of you fits on me, see?

Her mama was a tumbleweed—she’d come rolling from far-off places and was full of knots and shingles and thorns. You’re smothering me, Ayosa giggled, clawing herself out of a tangled mess of hair and lace and clavicle. Her mama refused to let her go. She held Ayosa tighter, lifting her and twisting her so that Ayosa was straddled on her back. Carrying Ayosa, her mama turned, ambled toward their big house that was full of shadows.

You should not have bothered yourself, her mama said.

About what?

About planting the flowers. My dead mother doesn’t give a damn about them.

It was no bother at all, Ayosa said. Didn’t do them for her.

Who then?

You, who else?

They fell silent. All the way home, Ayosa thought of her mama’s dead mother. The thin-lipped woman. Lola Freedom. Lying facedown, mouth agape, as though she were screaming into the earth’s crust. Screaming not from anguish but from bitterness. Lola Freedom was sick of lying facedown and wanted to be turned over.

Someone turn me, she screamed at the worms and the ticks and the cigarette butts.

Ayosa might have dug her out and turned her over herself, but she knew that the woman did not deserve that sort of mercy. Ayosa left her corpse alone because Lola Freedom did not deserve to watch the birds huddling above like pilgrims at a shrine. The birds biting rosary beads between their beaks. Saying, Hail-Mary-Full-of-Grace, at the waning scarlet sun. It was a glorious sight indeed, and that bitter woman inside the ground did not deserve to see any of it.

When they got back to the house, Nabumbo Promise deposited her on the porch step. Above them was a hornets’ nest, and they stood awhile with their heads raised, watching that enormous papery capsule writhing above them, full of murder and full of nectar. Still watching the wasps, Ayosa said, Why won’t you write me any more letters?
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