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			For my daughter, Nyambura Sade Sallinen, my father, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o,

			and

			To the memory of my late mother, Minneh Nyambura Ngũgĩ

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			1

			My cell phone rang. I assumed it was from Detective Ben Underwood again. I looked at the backseat, where my son, Kobi, excitedly cradled his soccer ball; he had scored the winning goal for his side. I answered the phone and asked, “Hey, got more details?”

			I heard muffled noise followed by shallow breathing. I took the phone from my ear and checked the caller ID. PRIVATE, it read. It was not Ben.

			“Hello . . . Hello?”

			No answer. I hung up. It rang again. The same muffled noise.

			“What do you want?” I asked, irritated, thinking it was a telemarketer.

			“Take this from a friend,” said a deep voice in a put-on Jamaican accent. “You ask too many questions.”

			“Who are you?”

			“Just stop it.” And the line went dead.

			I looked around the car in panic. I instinctively reached out to Kobi, to reassure him, but more myself. He had been through enough in his journey into our lives. But of course only I heard the threat. My hands were shaking. Compose yourself, Mugure. There is nothing to this. A crank call.

			I dialed Ben and went over every detail of what had just taken place.

			“Are you sure?” he asked.

			I felt irritated by his question. “Think I’m making it up?”

			“No, no,” Ben protested, and told me to let him know if the person called again. “But, Mugure, be careful,” he said before he hung up.

			I was relieved when Kobi and I found Zack at home. Everything appeared normal again. But I sensed something had come undone.

			•  •  •

			I first met my husband, Zack, at the office of Okigbo & Okigbo, a law firm in Manhattan, on Canal Street, not far from south Broadway. Actually, the firm was not a partnership, but the double-barreled title made the sole proprietorship appear bigger and more powerful. I was coming from the bathroom back to the reception desk when I literally walked into Zack. His papers went flying all over the corridor.

			“Body screening?” he said as I quickly ran about, collecting the papers.

			I brought them back, trying to align them, and came face-to-face with a tall, preppy, but strikingly good-looking blond man. He almost let the papers fall again as he frowned and gave me a long hard look. Disapproval, I thought.

			“I am really sorry, sir,” I managed with a sheepish smile.

			“I should sue you for invading my privacy,” he said. In what seemed a quick afterthought, he added, “But a cup of coffee would make me forget this ever happened.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” I said without thinking, but then I would have said anything to end the embarrassment.

			He had come to meet with my boss for a deposition in a case of medical malpractice. I pointed in the direction of Mr. Okigbo’s office. He didn’t budge. He continued standing there, as if studying me.

			“Umm . . . your number,” he said at last.

			“Oh, yes, of course, one second, sir. If you can come this way, please,” I said, leading him toward Okigbo’s office, fumbling in my bag for a card, anything to get him away.

			“Mugure. Office manager,” he said, glancing at the card.

			I hoped he was not being sarcastic about the pretentious title. I was a part-time receptionist and a glorified all-purpose messenger. To complete “all-purpose” for the same wages, Okigbo wanted to have me trained as an armed security guard and even had me go to a shooting range. When my eyes closed and my hands trembled involuntarily at the sight of a gun, my would-be trainer returned a verdict of hopeless that ended whatever security ambitions Okigbo had in store for me.

			“Zack Sivonen,” he said, “Edward and Palmer Advocates,” which was unnecessary because the name and its location, in lower Manhattan, were on the card he gave me. He entered Mr. Okigbo’s office. I noticed that he walked with a slight limp, but it suited him, as if it were a style he had cultivated.

			On our first date, Zack took me to Shamrock, a club in the basement of a sex shop on Forty-Second Street between Sixth and Eighth Avenues, the red-light district of New York City. Blue fluorescent bulbs lit our descent into a dungeon. Even when the lighting changed into a clearer soft yellow, the atmosphere remained eerie, as in a horror film. The ambient smoke made me cough.

			“It gets better, I promise,” Zack said, noting my discomfort.

			“I sure hope so,” I said.

			I began to make out the outlines of things. One section of the wall was decorated with colorful stained glass, to give the illusion of windows. The ceiling had been fitted with wooden beams, matching the wooden chairs, which were covered with large pillows. The decor and the seating made it look like more of an old church than a bar.

			We chose a table directly in front of a small stage on which the band was assembling instruments. Judging by the bosoms protruding from the waitresses’ see-through outfits, it was clear what criteria had been used to hire them.

			Soon the club was crowded. The air smelt of fermented ale. I felt so uncomfortable, I began to wonder about Zack’s judgment and my own.

			Minutes later, several shots of tequila had cleared my larynx and forced my lungs to make peace with the smoke. But it was the voice of the tall dark African American woman belting the blues that finally made me forget the place was a danger to my health. Each note vibrated from her belly. She sang as if every word and gesture and hip motion mattered. Her voice took me on a journey to worlds of rainbow colors. Observing my fascination, Zack asked if I would like to meet her. “Really, you can make it happen?” I blurted.

			After the performance, he took me to into a small bar backstage. We found the singer on a barstool, swiveling back and forth as she sipped mineral water from a bottle. She had changed from the stage maxidress into a white cotton shirt over skintight blue jeans tucked into knee-high platform boots.

			“Melinda,” she said as she stretched out her long hand to greet me.

			Up close, under neutral lighting, and without stage makeup, her big eyes and high cheekbones stood out. Her long straightened hair was still combed back, slightly covering her ears, from which hung her trademark, dangling gold earrings. Her dark skin looked smooth, like velvet, and her wide smile revealed a perfect set of white teeth.

			“You are beautiful,” I said. “With a golden voice.”

			“You are beautiful, too,” she returned the compliment, “but I can’t say anything about your voice, because I have not heard you sing.”

			“Thank you,” I said. “I don’t have my mother’s voice. She was a singer. But she confined it to our local church.”

			“Really? What a coincidence. My mother sang in church,” Melinda said. “I sing in the same choir sometimes.”

			Just then a tall, broad-shouldered, light-skinned man appeared and growled something. I felt rather than saw Zack tense up.

			“Meet Zack’s fiancée,” Melinda hastened to say, snapping the standoff between the men. “Mugure, this is my husband, Mark. He comes for me every night. Doesn’t trust the red lights.”

			He smiled and shook my hand, nodding to Zack, almost. The change from near hostility to hospitality was fleeting but unmistakable.

			We left. Zack let me know that he had dated Melinda for a few months during their college days at New York University. They had lost contact after graduation but, through sheer coincidence, met up again at Edward and Palmer Advocates, where she did some consulting.

			“She’s a lawyer?” I said, even more amazed at her many talents.

			“No, a financial analyst.”

			“Who sings in nightclubs and churches?”

			“Yes, but don’t underestimate her. She’s excellent with computers. Call her director of virtual reality,” he said, laughing.

			“Fascinating,” I said. “How does she manage it?”

			“With different names. Black Madonna for the club and Black Angel for the choir,” he said.

			“And as financial analyst?” I asked.

			“Meli Virtuoso,” he said. “But she plays herself. Melinda.”

			“And Mark?”

			“He’s Afro-Mexican but can easily pass for white. Extremely wealthy, humble beginnings, vast landscaping empire. He’s established a virtual monopoly in and around the tristate area. We’re friends, but he blows hot and cold. He can’t get past the fact that Melinda and I once dated. The fiancée thing was meant to reassure him.”

			Despite the lighting and the smoke, or perhaps because of them and Melinda’s voice, Shamrock was addictive, and as Zack and I became lovers, we became regulars. Many people seemed to know Zack, and we saw quite a few on and off the dance floor.

			That’s why I didn’t see it as odd when, one night, a gentleman in a dark suit bumped against us several times, with Zack deftly avoiding a collision. During the break, the suited gentleman left his partner, followed us to our table, and pulled out a chair. Then he casually took out a small gun from inside his jacket, put it on the table, and covered it with his large palms. Zack put a protective arm around me. I was speechless with terror; my eyes never left the gun.

			“Of course you don’t know me, lawyer,” the man said calmly. “Remember the document, drawn and signed in this place?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Zack said in a level tone.

			“But you do! I bring a message from the priest. He has been checking his bank accounts. No deposits lately. It will be a different message next time,” he finished, and without waiting for a response, he put the gun back in his jacket and vanished. It happened so quickly that for a second I thought he was an illusion.

			“They don’t leave me alone. Sometimes they even follow me to the bathroom,” Zack said in a steady voice. “It’s the notoriety that comes with working for a prominent law firm.”

			I was surprised by how calmly Zack had taken the incident, but it reassured me to hear him explain. A legal firm was like a church, prison, or hospital. You meet all sorts, they know you, you don’t know them, but you act as if you do: It’s called public relations. Sometimes they come with a grudge over an issue you have long since forgotten. Attorneys are in the same position as judges. A judge sentences a person and thinks that’s the end. The next time, a year, many years later, the criminal faces him with a knife or gun in a crowded marketplace or in a church. “You remember me?” the criminal asks. Of course the judge does not.

			“The fact is, I have no clue what the man was about. Crazy. Or a case of mistaken identity. Forget it.”

			•  •  •

			Years later, scrambling for my life in the underbelly of the streets of Nairobi, I would often recall the incident and wonder why I didn’t take it as a warning and walk out of Zack’s life for good. Instead, the hint of danger and the den’s atmosphere of mellowing decadence proved hypnotic.

			Besides, Zack came into my life when I most needed a lucky break. I had just earned my first degree from the City College of New York. For a while I tinkered with the idea of going back home to Kenya, but from what my lawyer friend Jane Kagendo told me, Nairobi streets were bustling with unemployed BAs. I stayed on in America, hoping to go to graduate school, though I did not have the money. With my student visa expired, I was caught up in the hide-and-hope-never-to-be-caught existence of an illegal immigrant. It’s a life lived underground, accepting any jobs, any wages, lying about one’s status even to fellow immigrants, tensing up at a knock on the door or the sight of police officers, always on a nervous edge in bed or on the street.

			Although O&O paid me miserably, I stayed with the firm because the owner had promised he would help me get an H1 visa and eventually a green card. The other way to get a green card was to settle down with an American citizen, but my relationships were always short-lived.

			The longest and latest was a two-year stint with Sam, a white American, the man from the banks of Ohio, as I used to call him, a commuter relationship sustained via email, Facebook, Internet chats, texting, and occasional sexting, though plagued with uncertainty: We would promise to meet up and talk about our future face-to-face, but whenever we did, we talked about everything else, and only after he had returned to Ohio or I to New York would I remember that we had skirted the issues of marriage and green cards. I broke it off—or, more truthfully, Zack made memories of that relationship fade into a land of it-never-happened. I did not even bother telling Zack about Sam.

			Despite our different histories—he with family origins in Estonia, a former Soviet satellite, and I from Kenya, a former British colony—I felt that Zack and I complemented each other. He took control; I let him and felt safe in his certainty. He loved telling and retelling stories drawn from his life; I loved listening and talked little about events in my life.

			Once, in a café on lower Broadway with David West, Zack’s childhood friend and now colleague at Edward and Palmer, I asked about the limp he carried so well walking or on the dance floor. Zack told a harrowing story of how he’d survived a hit-and-run; his left leg had to be reconstructed with the recovered pieces of his broken bones. David laughed and told a less dramatic version: Zack fell off his motorbike as the two raced each other. Zack was lucky to get away with a fracture and a slightly shorter leg after surgery. I was about to laugh good-humoredly at the different versions when I saw Zack stand up and look at David with cold steely eyes, hissing, “You say I’m lying?” David apologized and mumbled something about memory being unreliable. Zack sat down, smiled at me, and apologized to David for overreacting. Then he laughed, apparently at the absurdity of the situation. We joined the uneasy laughter.

			The incident, or rather the steely look, should have given me pause. Instead, I moved into his Manhattan bachelor pad in the winter. In the summer, we moved to a plush home nestled in a cul-de-sac in an affluent neighborhood of Riverdale, on the northwest side of the Bronx. With its tree-lined streets and quaint mansions on gentle slopes, the area combined the best of city and country living. The backyard gave way to a small garden in which I immediately planted herbs and tomatoes. It was here in the garden, on a morning of sunshine with the music of a hummingbird from a nearby hedge, that he knelt and asked me to marry him. I accepted.

			We celebrated our wedding, conducted by a justice of the peace in our backyard, with a dinner party for a few friends, among them Melinda, David, Joe, and Mark. The conspicuous absence of my own friends reflected how deeply I had lost contact with the African community abroad, and how unsocial I was in New York. Zack offered to fly in my friend Ciru Mbai, a researcher at Cape Town University in South Africa, but she declined because she was finishing her PhD dissertation. Jane Kagendo, whom I had known since our school days in Msongari, Kenya, accepted Zack’s offer of a ticket, but at the last minute she texted to say that she was in the middle of what she called “a weird and complicated case” involving some sort of alternative clinics and could not make it. Zack wondered what I knew of these clinics that would keep my friends away, but I had no clue what Jane was talking about and assured him he would meet her one day.

			I brushed off the disappointment. I was too happy to let anything bring me down. The evening started quietly, but as it wore on, and aided by a few drinks, my guests became animated. Their stories revolved around themes of marriage: vows of sickness and health till death do us part, that kind of thing. David told of an inseparable Bronx couple with a nose for the latest gossip about any- and everyone in the Bronx. Though they were husband and wife, they were more like twins.

			“But they are twins,” Zack interjected, heightening our interest in the ubiquitous couple. He waited for a few seconds, savoring our curiosity. “They are designer twins,” he said, explaining that the pair had renewed themselves through cloned body parts grown to their specifications.

			This raised cries of no, no, some arguing that despite the 1996 case of Dolly, technology had not reached a level to make a human out of cloned body parts. David, who may have learned not to contradict Zack, said that while it was possible, it seemed to him that the pair had simply taken on each other’s personality. “That’s what long life can do to a loving couple,” he said, looking in the direction of Zack and me.

			Not to be outdone, Mark (whose tongue had been loosened by quite a few Jacks on the rocks), let everybody know that he was rich enough to buy immortality. He talked of his success and publicly invited Zack and Joe and everybody else to join him on new business ventures abroad. He was fascinated with Africa and saw many opportunities, he said, looking at me, as if I were somehow a confirmation.

			By contrast, Joe, who owned a real estate company in wealthy Fairfield County, Connecticut, did not utter a word about his worth. He believed in man and woman’s immortality of joy in bed only, he joked, winking at Zack and me.

			Melinda sang my favorite Dusty Springfield song: The only one who could ever reach me was the son of a preacher man. Granted, Zack was no preacher’s son, but the song was also about finding love in the most unexpected way. It was a special treat for me.

			After the song, Mark embraced Melinda and looked around, as if to say, She’s mine. Joe told her that if she ever got tired of Mark, he would be waiting in the wings, his way of paying a compliment. Joe’s incessant flirting and endless compliments, which Melinda accepted with a smile that invited more, may have done it: Mark and Melinda were the first to leave, he literally dragging her away.

			Years later, alone in my bed at night, I would go over every word uttered; examine every gesture and facial expression; recall the stories and the laughter, trying to find a piece that would point me to the Lucifer among the angels who celebrated my marriage to Zack that night.
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			I quit my job at O&O, at Zack’s suggestion. He was a citizen, so I no longer needed the firm as my path to a green card; I was making peanuts, and he was making tons of money. Besides, we wanted to start a family: I might as well rehearse the life of a stay-at-home wife and mom. I spent my days taking care of Zack: preparing his meals, ironing his clothes, cleaning and tidying a house that needed no cleaning, there being only the two of us, except of course when we had company, but on such occasions we would hire extra help. Bored in the daytime, I looked forward to our evenings in the quest for a baby. We went at it with gusto. Every night. Really, lovemaking is great, but it is greater when pleasure combines with purpose.

			Zack often made business trips to Estonia. On those occasions, I didn’t find staying at home alone much fun. Zack had set me up with a stash of money in my accounts, and to relieve the boredom, I would immerse myself in visits to Manhattan department stores and shopping malls. After a time, the novelty wore off. During the day, I felt like a Hollywood star, with all the glitz and glamour that comes from money. But at night, enveloped in a strange emptiness, I felt like a piece of wood. Zack once told me that after the collapse of communism and the return of capitalism in Russia, the wives of the nouveaux riches would spend days buying designer outfits and then selling them in flea markets as a way of easing their boredom. At times I felt like one of them but without the courage to dump my stuff on the flea markets of the Bronx and Manhattan. A pattern emerged: In the daytime, the credit card kept me company, and at night, good old gin and tonic. An expanding waistline resulted.

			I was irritated to find that, after a few weeks, I could not fit into the clothes I had bought. I joined the All-Purpose Fitness Club in Riverdale, where I worked on my body with yoga, weight lifting, and biking. It was not much excitement. Then I discovered that I could achieve the same ends with the more fun-filled kickboxing. When I grew bored with that, I enrolled in Krav Maga martial arts classes. Krav Maga was not your elegant judo or aikido performance: it was rough and brutal. To my surprise, I found myself warming to the blood rush.

			I was never one to keep up with events in Kenya, but now, with a lot of time on my hands, I would browse Kenyan newspapers online, only to be met with the comedy of politicians defecting from one political party to another or a politician forming several political parties. Some moments I thought long and hard about the family I never really knew. I wondered what life must have been like for my mother, pregnant with me in her teen years, banished from home, and forced to cut ties with her siblings. I resented the fact that she seemed insufficiently angry with my absentee father or with fate. For me, coming to America was like an escape from a social void, an absence of feeling that I belonged to a unified family and place. Zack was the nearest I had felt to an identity I had chosen. Nothing could fill his absence when he was in Estonia.

			Melinda helped me kill time with stories: a lot about her work as Black Madonna and Black Angel but very little about Meli Virtuoso, the financial analyst. Her work schedule was flexible; she had no problems rearranging it to suit me. We always found things to do together, shopping, mainly. Shamrock was the only place I could not bring myself to go, despite Melinda’s constant invitation to be her guest. It was sacred to my union with Zack, and I could never go there without him.

			She invited me to her church to hear her sing as Black Angel. She told me that many visitors—the “Jesus is my savior” type—flew all the way from Africa, South Africa, and Kenya to hear the gospel music. There was a Kenyan lady reverend who came to the church in the belief that the choristers were real angels. She insisted on meeting one of them. Melinda offered herself and kept up the illusion that her voice was a direct gift from angels who came to her by night. There are too many crazy reverends, I thought.

			Zack had told me that once, in Estonia, he met a Kenyan woman bishop on a mission to convert people from communism. Completely unaware of the fall of the Soviet empire, she had an elaborate moral scheme to smuggle her Christian converts into the West and wanted him to join her.

			When Zack resumed his routine between Edward and Palmer during the day and Riverdale at night, we were back on the social circuit and to our nightly quest. And what nights! It was as if each touch whetted our appetite for more. He kissed me, slowly and everywhere, each night working me to new heights from which I would descend into an incredible free fall. Years into our marriage, my stomach still tied itself in knots at the thought of how each night would bring new ways to satisfy our mutual hunger. Tenderness in wildness.

			Except that our quests did not bear fruit. Whenever we felt like we had created life, I would buy a self-testing kit, with the same result. A year of fruitless quest took its toll: At night, purpose took over from pleasure. Bedtime increasingly became a time and place of anxiety. The real blow came when a visit to my gynecologist and a battery of tests revealed that, for some reason, I conceived in the tubes, not in the womb, and life would not stay. Childlessness was threatening my marital bliss. I contemplated surrogate motherhood, but Zack was against having another woman carry his seeds. It was me or nobody. It was flattering, though not a solution to my desire to have his baby.

			Joe came to the rescue. Among the men who came to the wedding, I liked Joe the best. We hit it off right away. Stocky, medium-sized, with a scar across his face, he loved cigars, women, and fast cars. Zack seemed to rely on him more than he did the others. He was at our place one evening when we poured out our hearts to him. He shrugged off my inability to have babies and suggested adoption. I don’t know why we had avoided thinking of this alternative. After Joe left, we continued turning it over, and by the time we nodded off, we had agreed to adopt a child.

			Zack suggested Kenya, the land of my birth, as the source, and I was very moved. But would Kenya give us a biracial child? We wanted a baby who reflected our racial identities, and as long as it fulfilled that condition, we did not care where it came from, Africa or America. Through Melinda, Mark suggested the Kasla adoption agency, in Chinatown, claiming that it was known to meet needs such as ours. Zack and I filled out numerous application forms; he handled the whole thing and told me when Kasla had sent a copy of the dossier to the agency’s sister company in Kenya. Zack often told me not to judge a book by its cover. For example, Mark’s scowling face hid a kind heart.

			Zack revived the offer of house help that I had rejected soon after we moved to Riverdale. I hired Rosie, a tall, robust plus-size Ghanaian. I gave her good wages and saved her from having to do three or four jobs. It was not entirely out of charity. I wanted somebody who would be there for me and the baby. It turned out to be a good investment. Rosie entered into the spirit of the moment and supported my hopes. We whiled away the time with gossip and stories. Her own love life was sour: all the good Ghanaian men were taken. Life for her was work in the daytime and loneliness at night. Rosie would never hear of dating someone who was not Ghanaian, least of all a white guy. Love between white men and black women was not true love, she said. “It’s more of a mutual curiosity,” she claimed, following up the assertion with a loud laugh that moved her chest up and down. “It has worked for me,” I countered, “and for me, Zack is more than a curiosity, he is hot.” “Well, yes, you are the exception to the rule,” she said, “mostly it doesn’t work,” though she never cited a personal experience.

			In no time Rosie became the sibling I did not have in Kenya. I told her how I came to America, an eighteen-year-old who had never left her Ndenderu home in Nairobi, and entered Worcester State University in Massachusetts, where an African was indeed a curiosity. On my first walk outside the campus, I ran to the first black person I saw in the streets who told me that New York was more multicultural. I was not disappointed: At City College, I didn’t have to answer questions about a country called Africa, or explain that I had not played with elephants as a child or that we did not live in trees. Rosie had encountered similar questions, even in New York. Our stories of survival, working several jobs here and there, dreams of having an extra dollar to buy ourselves a tiny luxury, were similar, the difference being that I had landed a wealthy husband.

			Lost in our life stories, Rosie and I must have scrubbed every corner of the house twice or three times over.

			One evening, almost a year since we had started the process, a social worker delivered a beautiful two-year-old boy to our door. I would have preferred to fetch him but Zack had assured me this was okay too. My eyes were so glued to him that I hardly noticed the messenger; I left it to Zack to deal with her.

			He had big round adoring eyes, and I loved him the minute I saw him. His brown skin was a fine balance between white and black. The paperwork said little about his background. His parents were not known; he had been left at a church entrance and taken to the police and then the agency. Judging from his given name—Kobi Yusuf—he could have been born in Garissa or, more likely, Mombasa. American navy soldiers had been training there for years. We toyed with giving him a name from both sides of the family.

			Zack’s family history, like mine, was complicated. His grandmother was estranged from his grandfather. She brought up Eha, Zack’s father, single-handedly. Holding Eha, then seven, she had hidden in the forests to avoid the fate of the tens of thousands of Estonians hurled into railroad cars and deported to Siberia or Kazakhstan during the Soviet occupation. Mother and son escaped in a small boat to Germany and finally to the USA, among the early Estonian immigrants.

			Eha grew up in the Bronx and later married Edna, an Italian American schoolteacher. A year later, Zack was born to an absentminded father who spent his days mulling over the fate of his own father, whom he never met. Eha spent entire summers traveling in the US and Russia, diving into archives and libraries, examining this and that record, and asking questions. Failure only whetted his desire to know: Searching for his family became an obsession that intensified with years. In search of his lost family, he neglected the living family.

			Then Eha stopped his quest and never mentioned his father’s name again. He took to the bottle as if hiding from himself or from whatever he had encountered in his final visit to his homeland. Eha died six months after Edna succumbed to breast cancer. Despite his disgust with his father, Zack may have inherited Eha’s obsession to dig up the truth of his past. He told me that although he always went back to Estonia for business, he also wanted to know more about his grandfather. He never forgave his father enough to want to name a baby after him.

			My relationship with my father was one of equal absence. My mother, who raised me, was always vague about him, how or where he lived, so I took it that he had abandoned me. I met him only once, in his office, when I turned eighteen, right before I left for the US, and there was no time to unravel the mystery. Why should I reward him by naming my son after him? In the end, we decided to keep Kobi and turned Yusuf into Joseph, in honor of Joe.

			Kobi seemed unfazed by the new environment, as if used to sudden changes. I wondered about all the hardships he had gone through that I would never know. Though it would have been good to know his family past for medical purposes, the absence of known facts was a blessing. I could own him completely. His history would be the one we would give him.

			You should have seen Zack and me claiming that he already looked like one of us, till Rose laughed and said that he would soon acquire both our features.

			“Haven’t you seen how spouses in time acquire each other’s looks? It is the same with children,” Rose said, an observation that reminded me of David’s story about the twins.

			I gave a party to introduce Kobi to Joe, Mark, and Melinda, thanking them all for the role they had played in the adoption process. Mark protested that he had done nothing to deserve the gratitude, but Melinda stopped the game spoiler with a kiss, saying they were always with us in flesh and spirit. Really, Mark did not know how to let others appreciate his generosity, only his ferocity.

			Kobi was somewhat aloof at the start, but I had expected this. I knew I would win his trust and his love. I wanted to be a good mother to this child, as my mother had been to me, and I could see that Zack was equally committed. Kobi took over my life. I hardly noticed Zack’s absences.

			Though he still traveled, whenever he was home, Zack spent a lot of time with the boy. I enjoyed watching them play soccer or football in the yard. Sometimes they were too engrossed in Frisbee and flying kites to notice me. Melinda joined me a few times and insisted that Kobi had an uncanny resemblance to Zack. “Good,” I said. Rosie’s observation was confirmed when, on another occasion, Joe found me playing with Kobi and said that he bore an uncanny resemblance to me.

			Everything I had made me grateful to Zack. Yesterday I was an illegal immigrant. My mother was dead. My father had denied me. My womb would not carry a life. Zack had given me a home, a country, and a child. In return, I inwardly assured him of my devotion. I made sure he had the privacy he needed and kept Kobi away from his office down the hall from the kitchen. It was the least I could do.

			A few years later, with the blood and tears of agony flowing all around me, hope and deliverance precariously resting in the Kenyan police force, I would wonder whether it wasn’t a higher order that made me break my pact with myself to stay away from Zack’s office.
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			Actually, a rat gave me a reason to finally enter the office. Even before Kobi came into our lives, Zack kept his office locked. I had never needed to enter: I always saw it as the space he needed for himself. After all, I had my little space—which I hardly ever used or locked—and we had an office where we kept papers of common interest. But the little unwelcome guest broke my routine. For a whole week, the creature played tricks, entering at times and in places of its choosing. Sometimes Rosie and Kobi would join me in the chase without success. So I called the exterminators.

			Zack and Kobi were out for a drive. The office, which I had left till last, was immaculate. Everything was in its place. A rat would never find something to eat or a corner to hide. I had it fumigated all the same. After writing the exterminator a check, I went back to the office to ensure that everything was back in place. A piece of paper stuck out of a file in one of the drawers. I pulled the file with the intention of retrieving the paper, but instead, the entire folder landed on the floor. And with it, a gun.

			I held the thing in my hands briefly: It brought back memories of my brief moment at the shooting range and the encounter with the gunman at Shamrock. Zack obviously had the same love affair with guns as all Americans. I was afraid of guns and quickly put it back in the drawer. More worrisome were the scattered papers, reminiscent of my first encounter with Zack. He might well think I did these things on purpose.

			I started to assemble them. As I did, I saw Kobi’s name and a phone number on a piece of paper. I shoved the scrap in my pocket and put the folder back in place. Flustered, I closed the door and went downstairs, and retrieved the piece of paper from my pocket. Besides Kobi’s name and a phone number, there was nothing else on the piece of paper. I paused. The number did not ring a bell. I flipped the piece of paper. Nothing on the back. What had the number to do with my son? Was it the adoption agency’s? Or . . . could it belong to another woman? Curiosity aroused, I picked up the phone, not sure what I would say. Then I put it down. Better to use my cell phone. The number I dialed was currently not available, said the answering robot.

			“What is wrong with me?” I muttered to myself. Zack could have been talking about Kobi and scribbled down his name in the process. I felt bad for suspecting Zack of secret telephone liaisons with another woman. He had never given me reason; he had been very open about his affairs before we married, including his stint with Melinda. I had kept my relationship with the man from Ohio to myself. Zack and Melinda had maintained a healthy relationship of mutual respect and friendship. I had erased mine with Sam, not even opening his emails.

			Boisterous noise downstairs alerted me that Zack and Kobi had returned. I put the paper in my side drawer, tucked under some other stuff, and went downstairs, a little flustered at my furtive behavior.

			“Hi, Mommy, did they find the rat?” Kobi asked when I joined them in the kitchen.

			“No, they didn’t but the poison will get him.”

			The next day, after I dropped Kobi off at school, I went upstairs, took out the piece of paper, and scrutinized it. I saw some faint writing on the back. I held it against the light, then walked to the window, squinting really hard.

			What in the world was Alaska E-S? Zack had never talked about Alaska except in connection with Sarah Palin. I went downstairs and pulled out the directory. There were hundreds of businesses named Alaska. I looked at the paper again, determined to figure out what the other letters were. I could not make them out. Convincing myself that I was seeing a mountain where there was a molehill, I tore up the piece of paper and threw it into the incinerator. I laughed at my paranoia. So absurd. I put the incident out of my mind and resumed my family and social life, which amounted to a party now and then.

			One lazy Sunday, I woke up, my head pounding as if someone were inside it playing drums. Zack and I had drunk more than our fair share of alcohol at a party the previous night. I’d hoped that father and son could go to the soccer game without me, but a quick glance at Zack sprawled dead asleep on the bed told me I’d be going with Kobi, without Zack. Kobi was very proud of Dad and Mom as witnesses to his heroics. His team, Park Boys FC, was playing against the formidable Little Giants FC at Macombs Dam Park, across from Yankee Stadium. I swallowed a painkiller, drowned it with liters of water, and forced myself to pack some snacks and juice. I dragged myself alongside an excited five-year-old Kobi, strutting about in his cute little blue uniform.

			My car would not start. The battery was dead. I must have left the lights on. I rushed upstairs. Zack was still fast asleep. I scribbled a note: Honey, took your car, mine won’t start. Call AAA.

			Kobi had a way with the ball and scored both of the team’s goals, not unusual for him. One was a spectacular shot from the top right corner of the field. It earned him a roar from the crowd. We decided to celebrate by treating ourselves to some ice cream.

			The little shop at Concourse Village East wasn’t far from Zack’s alma mater, the Alfred E. Smith High School, and Kobi was always happy that we got our ice cream from the same place his father had gone to as a boy. I parked on the street next to the shop. Kobi jumped out to get the ice cream. He loved this little responsibility, as it made him feel grown up. I never let on that I could see exactly what was going on right from the car. He had adjusted well and was growing taller by the day. I felt so proud of him.

			Briefly, I turned my gaze from Kobi to the car, and it became clear why Zack liked taking my car when we went out. Mine was always clean. Rosie and I saw to it. The condition of his car was a complete contrast to that of his office and clothes. A thin carpet of dust covered the dashboard. Torn McDonald’s and Burger King wrappers lay scattered on the floor and crammed into the ashtray. No wonder his waist had been getting thicker. And couldn’t he at least throw away the napkins? How disgusting, I thought, assuming the thing was soiled with ketchup. I pulled the ashtray, took out the napkin, and stuffed it into a paper cup that had been lying about. I looked at the ashtray again only to see yet another piece of white paper. I tried to remove it, using my index and middle fingers, but it got stuck. I got a hairpin from my handbag and started digging it out from the sides, then pulled again. This time it came out easily. I was about to roll it up when I saw Alaska Enterprises and a phone number written on it. Intriguing, I thought. “Enterprises” must be the missing word from the other piece of paper, though the telephone number seemed different. I should have kept a record of the other number.

			Kobi was making his way back, balancing the ice cream cups. I had the urge to jump out and assist, but I held back. It would feel so much better for him later, when he narrated how he bought the ice cream by himself and safely brought it to the car. He came around to the driver’s side and handed me my cup of ice cream and his to hold as he jumped into the backseat.
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