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For Kinjo





According to the tribal legend, we are told that in the beginning of things … the Mogai pointed out to the Gikuyu a spot full of fig trees … he commanded him to descend and establish his homestead on the selected place … Mogai told Gikuyu that, whenever he was in need, he should … raise his hands towards Kere-Nyaga (the mountain of mystery), and the Lord of Nature will come to his assistance.

Jomo Kenyatta, Facing Mount Kenya

The insidious workings of slow violence derive largely from the unequal attention given to spectacular and unspectacular time.

Rob Nixon, Slow Violence






Prologue

Leah swoops through the bamboo. Swish-swash, water drops from the screeching blue – the sky that bears the hornbills. Ahead of her, Kenjo comes to a standstill. Kenjo likes to tilt her head back with an open mouth and let the sky fall into it. Leah watches the water stream down Kenjo’s skin. Some of it pours in, through her open lips. Kenjo brushes her mouth and glances at Leah. Leah does not seem to know that she can drink it. Kenjo takes hold of Leah’s side and shows her how to slide the sky in, down her throat, like a shaft of light through the canopy. It is sweet and warm, this blue that falls, this lightness.

Leah tries to describe the rain. Is it blue, or white, or stone? Perhaps it is the colour of alone – with nothing to fill it in. Kenjo watches her. She likes it when Leah is about to speak. She tries to guess all the things she might say but never gets it right. Leah’s thoughts go higher than the hornbill.

‘What colour is the rain?’ Leah asks. Wrong again. Kenjo had thought it might be about its taste, juicier than the black sweetberry, than any fruit of this place. Leah likes to compare – What thing is like this thing, she asks. Kenjo wonders what other thing she can give her, that is like the colour of the rain. It is like no other thing. It is on its own.

‘I think it is alone,’ Kenjo says. Leah nods. She sees the alone thing that lands without wings on the ground, on the leaves, on their noses. She lifts her arm so Kenjo’s fingers shift down along the bone until they reach her hand and find her own. They make a lattice. Kenjo’s hand is hot inside Leah’s hand. The rain is hot inside the ground. See the pool it has made in the dark earth, how it steams and shimmers.

Leah feels bubbles inside when the earth expands, when Kenjo takes her hand in the rainfall. She thinks there are bubbles inside the trees that rise and leave a wetness. By the time the rain is a bubble it is no longer alone, it is a many-thing with sticky skin, with fingers.

At first, Leah does not realize that the pounding is no longer coming from the rain. But Kenjo knows those heavy feet with their loud-loud beat. When she hears the boy approach, Kenjo drops Leah’s hand. She turns the lattice into bone. She turns her face into a stone.

When Kenjo drops her hand, Leah’s fingers shake. She takes a breath and swallows.

Kenjo sees Leah turn into another thing. Just a moment ago, she was a leaf collecting rain. Now, the boy has come and she has changed. Now she is licking her fur. Any second, she’ll purr.

Peter sees Leah where the bamboo glints, with her skin all slicked by the rain. Water has fallen and made pools in the earth. There is a channel he must wade through to reach her. He lets the water soak into his boots, steps over thick tree roots. He is the first to cross the river.

Kenjo sees he thinks he is the first to cross that river. Even seeing them already there, on the other side, he still thinks that he was first. Worse, Leah believes him. See how she feeds him with purring. Now Kenjo will go where she heard that call, where the hornbill eats the figs. She’ll sprawl in the grass below and watch as the hornbill lowers his bill into his partner’s to feed her.

Leah watches Kenjo’s retreating figure grow smaller. Kenjo has turned her face into a stone and gone. Kenjo is everything at once, Leah knows, she cannot be diluted. Peter is more fluid. She looks him up and down. Is he white, or beige, or stone? Leah concentrates on their feet. Hers are bare, but he wears safari boots. She wonders how the leather feels against the earth. How strange it is to wear an animal’s skin – when Baba does, it is to take on some of its strength. When he wears the leopard’s hide, every man, woman and child can see his power. But this boot is a white man’s shoe. Perhaps when Peter wears it, he takes on some of the power of that animal, though it cannot be anything like the power of the leopard, or the soil from which the great trees grow.

She watches the roots trail on the ground. Roots seem to have a lot of power, the way they stretch and stretch and nobody tells them to stop, or where or how they can move. They rise up from the soil and curl so far beneath it, where we can’t even see.

Sweat pours off Peter’s body. Small flies land in the sticky air. Leah knows from their touch which ones to swat and which she can leave to rest warm wings against warm skin. They walk very close together. Peter can feel Leah by his side even when he’s not looking. When his eyes are high beneath the spread-out leaves of the cocoa tree or the thin lines of the tamarind which make the light dance, which make the sky a dancing thing, he smells the earth pressing her skin. Sometimes, when they brush against each other, when a root or stone causes them to touch, he feels her blood rush and he follows it, turning through her body.

‘What are you thinking?’ he asks. He likes it when she is about to speak, as he gets to think of her tongue moving inside her. He thinks of the sway of her vocal chords, the back and forth, the soft rhythm.

At the fig tree, they stop. There are a number of this type in the forest, their roots rising high above the ground, yet each one seems special to Leah. They remind her of the tree in the Bible, the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil – she knows you are not meant to eat from that one. She traces the reach of the roots, from the earth right up to the fruit, as they search for something to hold on to.

‘I am thinking of life as a curling thing,’ she says, ‘that stretches and only stops when it wants to.’




LEAH




1

Leah hadn’t been to the forest for days. The air was muggy and the leaves full of gathered rain as she ran with Kenjo past the sugar cane. Beyond the scattered plantations, the forest grew denser. The further they went, the more they tuned into its different notes. There were sounds of birds breaking out of shells and water trickling and being held. There was plenty moving but nothing human.

The water grew louder as they approached the river. On the other side of the camphor trees, they saw it rush against the banks, pulling in soil, swirling like cocoa. A little further along, it was calm enough to sit on the bank and dangle their legs over. The water felt cool against the balls of Leah’s feet, her ankles and calves. She glanced at Kenjo. She had been distant lately but must be worried about her father.

‘Is there any news?’ Leah asked. Kenjo stared out into the river, letting her silence answer for her. Leah kicked her feet, disturbing the water. ‘Come on,’ she said, dropping down fully. Kenjo still sat on the bank. Leah held her hand out until she took it and they waded over to a wide boulder covered in moss. Lying back against the rock, Leah could feel its solid support beneath her spine. She pulled out a feather she had found in the grass and brought it up to Kenjo’s cheek. A hornbill’s. Leah’s dark eyes were the same shade as the feather. She dabbed it against Kenjo until she gave a small smile.

‘Maitũ won’t say anything,’ Kenjo said, turning over on the rock so that her belly was flat against it.

‘Do you think she knows where he’s gone?’ asked Leah, letting the feather rest back on her own chest.

‘Yes.’

‘But she won’t say?’ Kenjo shook her head. Leah stared up at the sky. When she looked back down, she saw Kenjo had raised herself up onto the rock.

‘Careful,’ Leah warned, watching the silky moss and the slick of the water across it. Kenjo brought her arms out wide and tilted her body. She was flying. Leah giggled, in spite of the fear of falling. ‘Hornbill!’ she cried, as Kenjo brought her arms back down.

‘Correct,’ Kenjo said, slipping off the rock until she was standing in the river. This time, it was she who put her hand out. Leah took it and they made their way back to the bank and hauled themselves out.

Leah ran the feather between her thumb and forefingers as she walked, until she felt it ripple. Closing her eyes, she moved slowly, picturing the bird – the feathers on its head in supple tufts. When she opened them, they had reached a clearing. Flies stormed her face and the reek through the heat was strangely sweet. She saw shrivelled skin, charred and sore. Her eyes moved over parts of the body in isolation but weren’t able to bring them together. Something inside wouldn’t let her. She turned from the wreckage back to Kenjo. Her expression. Kenjo’s eyes were pools of milk with the pupils trapped inside like dead flies.

The sky darkened and heat intensified as they stumbled back through the forest. Once, a thudding sounded in the distance and they paused. The sound of an axe meeting wood – someone chopping firewood, perhaps, though they had not heard those kinds of noises out that way before. They waited a while but no other sound came. They hurried on to where the forest edges frayed into sugar cane and maize. Where the crop came to an end, a woman moved across a compound carrying cookware. A bright yellow headscarf lent her a flash of colour as she carried out her task. Looking up, her eyes caught Leah’s and she gave a small movement, the slightest shake of her head as a man came past with a gun over his shoulder. Brisk and tall, in khaki shorts and a dark jumper, he moved up behind the woman. The girls grew rigid. The covering was sparse. If he turned, he’d see them.

He snapped at the woman as she lowered her head, moving on towards a hut in the compound. They took their chance. Sprinting past, they took care to place their feet only upon leaf, or earth, sidestepping the cracking twigs or stones that hurt. By the time he turned they had already passed, the only trace of them left in the flattening of the grass.
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In class, Leah could see Kenjo was distracted. Never a model student, these days she spent most of her time staring out of the window. Kenjo leaned forwards as Leah watched the light settle in the nape of her neck. She had stopped coming to school entirely for a while. Leah thought she hadn’t been well but when she had returned all that she would say was that her father had gone. Now, if a teacher asked her a question, she would not have an answer ready, and, mostly, they had stopped asking.

Leah noticed a mark on Kenjo’s tunic. No matter how many times her mother mended her uniform, it always told the story of sudden darts – rips and stains from the grass. Leah wondered if it had come from the forest. Somehow, she couldn’t muster the words to tell Kenjo what gnawed her most about what they had found there – not just the sickening sight of it, but the deeper question of who it might have been.

At lunch, Leah and Kenjo usually played Elastics, their name for French skipping, with their friends Mũthoni and Beatrice. But today, Kenjo didn’t seem to want to play. For a while, she stood still as they leapt around her. Soon, she wouldn’t even do that.

‘What’s with you?’ Mũthoni asked. Leah eyed Kenjo. Was she going to tell them about the forest? She hadn’t told anyone, not even Mami.

‘It’s a game for babies,’ Kenjo replied, turning away.

‘Oh, sorry, Cũcũ Kenjo,’ Mũthoni taunted, ‘we didn’t realize you were an old lady.’ Beatrice tittered. Kenjo looked like she didn’t even see them and walked straight out of the school gates.

‘Where’s she going?’ Mũthoni shouted as they ran up to the gates, calling after her. ‘Miss will go mad!’ Mũthoni seemed to relish the prospect. Where had she gone, Leah wondered. With what they now knew was in the forest, she shouldn’t be out walking on her own. Yet she didn’t want to follow.
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When Leah reached maturity, around the age of eleven, Baba gave her a Bible and a dark-green notebook. A solid man, with an upright bearing, his was a commanding presence. His greying hair was trimmed short and he always dressed smartly, even on the days he worked out in the fields. On ceremonial days, as a respected council member, he had worn a special leopard skin but Leah hadn’t seen that in a long time. Despite his stature, he spoke softly.

Leah noticed a shadow cross his face as she handled the books. The same as when her sister Magda asked why they didn’t have any meat, or had to help out more in the shamba. Surely he could see that she loved her presents, that they were far more than she had expected? It was quite something to have a Bible of her own, not to have to borrow Baba’s, or the ones in church which she knew that she was not meant to bring home. She could make tracings of the leaves she found in the notebook and its colour reminded her of the cool shades of the moss.

After school, she found Magda sitting on the bed they shared, her new notebook open in front of her. Leah looked hard, following Magda’s finger as it dipped onto her tongue, then back down to paper, wetting the page where she turned it. Magda’s rich dark eyes, the only feature that they shared, flicked up towards hers.

‘Relax,’ she said, throwing it to one side. ‘It’s not as if you’ve got anything exciting to write in it.’ She pulled herself back until her long limbs stretched out and nudged back the blanket. She watched Leah until she was sure she was looking, then retrieved a mirror. Leah’s eyes flew back to Magda. It was Mami’s. Magda applied bright scarlet lipstick to her full lips, pretending not to notice Leah watching. Leah had not seen lipstick before and wondered where she had got it, but didn’t ask. Silently, she retrieved her notebook and restored it to the side of the bed, next to her new Bible. Magda fiddled with the beads at the end of her plaits, then gave herself one last approving look before putting down the mirror.

‘Leah!’ Mami called. Leah edged past Magda and over to Mami without any of her sister’s preparations. Her hair was already neatly plaited. In the heat of the bush or open ground of the shamba it could become brittle like a thorn tree but the cool of the forest made it soft, like moss. Magda drew up behind her, rubbing her lipstick off. Leah thought of the hornbill with the red bill.

‘Sweets for your important day!’ Mami said, beaming. Leah’s own mouth curled up at the sight of her mother’s. A sociable woman, with a word and laugh for everyone, Mami’s smile had not been so ready lately. Leah took a moment to bask in it. Although Leah had not joined in the formal irua, the traditional ceremony to mark the passage from girlhood to adulthood, with some other girls around her age in the village, her parents still wished to acknowledge the significant time. She was becoming a woman, Mami had said. When Leah had flicked through her new Bible, she had found some passages already highlighted. Baba’s belief shone through the whole family (only growing a little fainter, Leah hazarded, with Magda), and, in his quiet way, he passed on the teachings of the missionary church. The marked sections all held the word purity.

Leah noticed Kenjo had joined them, then focused on the sweets – there had not been any for a long time. When Mami dropped a whole handful into her palm, Leah’s eyes sparked with iridescence, like her favourite hornbill’s feathers. She glanced at Kenjo and saw that she was smiling too.

‘I can’t!’ Kenjo remonstrated, not wanting to take Leah’s share, as Leah poured some into her hand.

‘I can,’ said Magda, taking a swipe.

‘Plenty to go around,’ Mami said, giving some to each of them. Leah unwrapped one slowly and placed it on her tongue. She was planning on sucking it for a long time, until it completely dissolved. She looked at Kenjo. She had crammed all of hers into her cheeks at once, like a squirrel. Leah’s shoulders rocked with laughter as she rushed outside, with Kenjo close behind. They launched, effortlessly synchronized, into a dance of their own making, mimicking the strut of a guinea fowl.

‘Don’t go far,’ Mami called. But Leah didn’t want to. She wanted to stay there, dropping sweets into her open mouth and scuffing the earth where she danced.

As the sun began to set, the whole sky glowed red and a few neighbours came to greet the special girl. A scent of charcoal and sticky banana, as Mami poked at the fire. She turned over the maize and Leah could hear the deep voices of men rumbling inside the house where Baba was speaking with his friends. Now and then, she skipped past the open door in the throes of a dance that was winding down. She saw the elders there, eyes shot through with sparks, speaking, shouting, animatedly.

‘And are we not grown-ups?’ This caught her attention. Of course the men with Baba were grown-ups – what did he mean? ‘We have no need of secret societies who operate in the night.’ A murmur of approval. ‘We, here, speak during the daytime. A man who talks in the night is a coward,’ he added, rumbling deeper with each sentence. A quiet friend of Baba, she could not remember him having raised his voice before. Njoroge, he was called, she remembered. What did he mean about secret societies? Surely not the kind she and Kenjo had, which had just meant not telling anyone where they went in the forest. She had wanted to let her friend Peter into that but Kenjo had said they were not accepting new members.

‘Yes!’ another shouted, slapping Njoroge on the back.

‘But if they won’t treat us as grown-ups?’ This one’s eyes darted from side to side. ‘If they refuse to give us what is ours, then, we have no choice but to take it.’ Another murmur. She saw one man nodding hard – Kariũki. She smiled. He had let her play with his rusting machines and shown her how to make them come to life again. But, now, he looked different. Like he had been bitten. The one speaking came to a close. ‘Day, or night.’ At this, there was a resumption of the shouting, which only died down when they noticed Leah. Lowering her eyes, she moved past.

While she’d been dancing, the chicken had finished cooking. They hadn’t seen meat for weeks. Everyone stopped for a moment that night, to eat the sweet maize and meat and drink fermented gruel. She noticed Magda’s lipstick had reappeared.

‘You look nice,’ she ventured, as she came to take her share of the food. Magda shrugged, as though that was a given.

‘Wasted,’ she said, gesturing to the gathered men, mostly Baba’s age or older, ‘on grandpas.’ Leah started a smile but couldn’t finish it. She wasn’t sure if they should call them grandpas.

‘Eat your meat,’ Mami told Leah, then put her arm around Magda. ‘My child, you look beautiful – with or without additions.’ Mami gave a gentle tap to her lips. Magda smiled and nestled into her. Watching the flames flicker in the fire, she slowly rubbed away the red.

After the sun gave way to the dark and the Milky Way came out in full display, somebody started to sing. Leah couldn’t make out all the words but the song made the elders laugh. She and Kenjo lay back on the grass. As the tune became more mournful, Kenjo joined in with a low humming.

‘What is it about?’ Leah asked.

‘A man who could see the future,’ she said. Her voice was soothing – Leah coaxed her to say more.

‘What did he see?’

‘He saw men with skin like pale frogs, in clothes as colourful as butterflies. He saw an iron snake that ate the frog-men up, then stopped and spat them out again.’ Leah tried to work out what it meant. ‘Train,’ Kenjo explained. ‘But these men had sticks that could make fire and could not be stopped with spears.’ She aimed two fingers at the sky, wrapped the others in a thumb. ‘Guns.’ She lowered her hand. ‘They carried fire in their pockets, he said.’

‘How does it end?’

‘Only the great tree knows, that will die when the frog-men go.’ Leah felt the grass beneath her neck, the tiny stems that pressed. She looked hard at the stars as they traced their familiar shapes.

‘That one is very bright,’ she whispered. Something about their vastness seemed to make her voice even smaller. Kenjo nodded.

‘Perhaps it is very big,’ she whispered back.

Leah considered this. ‘Or perhaps it is the one who tries the hardest to shine.’

Kenjo smiled. It was so like her top-of-the-class friend to make that suggestion. And even though she knew differently, that it was not about how hard you tried at all, for a moment, the thought made her feel warm.

When it was time for Kenjo to go, Leah didn’t want her to. As they had sucked their sweets and danced, she had seemed like the old Kenjo – before she had grown more distant, before they had seen what they had seen. But, when Kenjo walked away with an elder, her tiny figure growing smaller down the path, it seemed like a light had gone out.
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A tightness had come to Leah’s chest. Baba was no longer there in the mornings, sitting in the corner of the room with the morning light spilling over a book. Mami did not mention it at first. But when the tightness coiled around Leah’s breastbone and strained – and still no Baba came – she knew that she would have to ask. After her question, Mami seemed to sag – her broad frame not as sturdy as Leah had always thought it.

‘Baba is away on business,’ she said, finally. Leah wondered what business that could be since the fields he farmed were here, could not have upped and moved in the night. But you had to be careful what questions to ask Mami. You couldn’t ask any that you should already know the answer to, or ones that were only for adults, unless you wanted a click of the tongue and a flare of words.

‘When will he be back?’ she asked, hoping this was the right sort of question.

‘Eh, you’ll be late.’ Mami nodded her head towards the doorway, motioning her off to school. Leah trudged forwards. So, she was not to know what business had taken Baba away, or when he would be back, just as she was not to know why she and Kenjo could no longer walk to school by themselves but had to wait, instead, for that old friend of Kenjo’s father to go with them. She was sure it was to do with the forest.

She peered at the outline of the trees. She knew they were there. The soldier with his gun and the woman who had given her a silent warning. The person chopping wood. And the worst question of all, that she couldn’t ask Mami since she shouldn’t have been there in the first place, was still unanswered. She couldn’t speak about it with Kenjo, whose father had disappeared before hers. Whose father had disappeared just before they had found it. She pulled her eyes away as she saw Kenjo and Kamau coming towards her.

Kamau was not a learned man, not like Baba, or even Kenjo’s father (who had not studied for a long time as hers had but who Baba at least called s-e-n-s-i-b-l-e – she spelled out the word she had learned for her spelling test), but since Mami wouldn’t tell her what she wanted to know, perhaps he might reveal something.

‘Excuse me,’ she began, as Kenjo reeled around – they didn’t usually speak to Kamau. He did not appear to hear. Leah tried again but when he turned, his eyes were like the river after rain – too muddy to see into.

‘What are you speaking to him for?’ Kenjo whispered, as they managed to outpace him. Leah shrugged. They walked the rest of the way in silence.

Inside the room with the corrugated tin roof, the children sat in rows. Leah could tell Kenjo was restless, her head pivoting at regular intervals towards the forest. She tried her best to concentrate on her lessons, although Miss, with her too-large glasses and battered textbooks, never enough to go around, was yet another person not telling her what she really wanted to know. Why was there a snake coiled in her ribcage? Where was Baba? She watched the sun flood over Kenjo’s closely trimmed hair and the tell-tale angle of her head towards the door. There was no point asking her to play Elastics today. She’d be out of the gates before the bell stopped ringing.

When Miss was facing the other way, Leah pulled out the notebook Baba had given her. Seeing the others still busy working out answers that she already knew, she opened it. She flicked past the pages of neat lines where she had started to record her dreams – the ones she had at night, and the ones for her future that hadn’t happened yet. On a fresh page, she started to draw Kenjo. She tried to sketch the small frame slumped over the desk but it kept moving. The task was impossible. Next, she thought of Magda. The plaits. The lipstick. She tried to make her pretty but her pencil seemed to want to turn her into a warthog. She had a large nose, tusks and great wisps of hair beside her ears. She was just adding hair along her back when Kenjo’s chair scraped and she ran out. Miss shouted and Leah turned back to the sketch of Kenjo’s shoulders. She frowned. Today, she had not even waited for the bell.
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After finishing her homework, Leah went out into the compound. She used to often find Kenjo already there, arms spread wide, practising her flying, but today there was only a woman carrying firewood – a moment later, she was alone. She looked out at the sparseness of the bush on one side, the denseness of the forest on the other. It was in the bush that she had once found a freckled nightjar with Kenjo, low on the earth by a lattice of twigs the same colour as the bird. They had heard it before they had seen it. It had seemed like somebody very impressed, Wow wow, it had said, Wow wow!

The hornbills, though, lived in the forest. There was one with a red bill, like Magda, and another with a honeycomb one – their favourite. As though conjured by her thinking of her, Magda appeared in the doorway. Leah wondered what she had done. There was often something she had done. Like the time she had worn the shoes that had grown too small for Magda. She had said if she caught her wearing them again, she would soon see what else shoes could be used for, tapping them against her palm. Or the time when Leah had been given a special wooden comb, when Magda had said it should have been hers, since nobody cared what she looked like. She didn’t really mind. Baba would always step in if Magda pushed it too far. But Baba wasn’t there, she remembered.

As Leah came close, Magda stretched out a hand and landed it in her hair. Leah grimaced.

‘Let go,’ she snapped. Magda tightened her grip and yanked her inside. Leah wriggled free and faced her assailant from the other side of the room. She rubbed her head, while Magda walked past her. Leah hesitated. It was unlikely she had been let off so soon. She didn’t want to follow but the answer seemed to lie further back. She edged forwards, into the bedroom. There, on the bed, she saw her notebook lying open with some of the pages ripped out. Her special moss book. Why had Magda done it?

‘So, I look like a warthog, do I?’ Magda enquired. Leah pursed her lips, remembering the doodle. ‘I have tusks, do I? And hair that goes down my back?’ As she spoke, she took hold of Leah’s hair again and pulled down hard as Mami entered the house. At the sound of Leah’s cry, Mami dropped her bundle of firewood and hurried towards them.

‘Eh, what is all this?’ Magda released her charge and took a step back.

‘Are you hurt?’ Mami asked Leah. She shook her head, looking at the floor. A glance back at Magda’s sullen expression showed Mami where the blame lay.

‘Magda,’ she reprimanded. ‘It is for you to set an example for your sister.’ Magda scowled. ‘Since you made me drop the firewood, you can go out and gather more.’

‘But, Mami!’ Magda began, though one look at Mami’s face made her accept her fate.

‘Take Kamau with you.’ Magda stared. As if she would go anywhere with that toothless fool. She walked slowly out of the house and across the compound towards his hut. Turning, to make sure Mami wasn’t looking, she veered around it. Bad enough to have to scramble around in the dirt without him for company.

She walked in the dusk around the perimeter of the huts, back where the bush began. She could no longer see the house, or any movement around the huts. The crickets chimed in chorus as she bent to collect the sticks. The tiny wall of sound protected her from whatever else was there. If there were lions prowling, she couldn’t hear them. Any wild dogs or hyenas remained hidden. Occasionally, a snap of wood interrupted as she broke the branches down into smaller pieces, cursing Leah all the while as she pictured her safe and warm inside, being cajoled by Mami. She had been the one to have all of Mami’s attention before, then along had come that mewling thing. She would never forgive it. When she had a slender bundle, she looked up. Dark clouds hung over the last orange streak. It was getting harder to see. What she had gathered would have to be enough. She hurried back towards the light of the huts.
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Mami said Magda had a headache and would stay home today. Leah had noticed Magda’s headaches often came around the time of a big test. Whether that was the case today or not she didn’t know but she had better things to do than to speculate. She picked up her notebook. It might now be missing the sketch of Magda but it still carried all her important things like rubbings of feathers and descriptions of dreams. She placed it carefully inside her bag.

Leah had almost finished primary school. Then, she would either go to a local intermediate school for the next few years, as Magda did, or to a school that was much further away, run by nuns. She would only go to the nuns’ school if she worked very hard. Baba was always telling her to work very hard. And Mami was always telling her to do as Baba said. When Baba came back, it was important that she had a good report to show him. Not good, she corrected herself, best.

Mami put her hands on Leah’s shoulders and ushered her outside, standing behind her. She always took a few deep breaths before the heat of the day increased. They saw Kenjo and Kamau making their way towards them. Leah noticed Kenjo hardly picked her eyes up. She tried to think of how she had been on her maturity day, the last time she had really seemed herself; the Kenjo with sweet-filled squirrel cheeks who had sung to her.

She squinted until the ground went hazy as she conjured up the scenes from that day. Turning back to the house, she remembered there had been more important people than Magda, pretending to have a headache, inside it then. She recalled Baba and the elders, the shouting man and the one whose eyes went fast from side to side. Reopening her eyes fully, she looked back, scanning the compound. Perhaps it was not only Baba who had gone. What about those other men? And Kariũki? His hut further down the track, where the rusty machines gathered, had been completely empty for a while now. As Kenjo came into focus, Leah thought of her father. They still didn’t know where he was either.

Kamau greeted Mami, who asked if he was well. He muttered something that Leah couldn’t make sense of. Mami gave a half-nod, as though she, too, had not fully understood, then stroked Leah’s hair.

‘Have a good day,’ Mami told them as they walked off. Kenjo’s mother would already be out picking tea, Mami guessed, as many of the women did. Kamau’s wife, Judith, scraped by from trading an odd assortment of items. It was best not to enquire too deeply into their origins. This was one of Judith’s days for picking up new curios outside of the village. While Mami worked hard in the shamba, growing food, tending to the chickens and keeping the homestead in order, she didn’t, yet, go out to work. Baba’s land still gave them a living, although it was being squeezed further and further.

When the British settlers had taken their land, the local farmers could only be hired as workers, and live as tenants, on the ground that they used to own. Baba had seen his farm grow smaller, as more and more land had been commandeered, though, he, at least, had still held on to enough to provide for his family. For a time, Baba had worked as a teacher. That was when their hut had become a house, with space, finally, for his books. But, it had been hard for him to leave behind the seeds that he had sown – his attachment to the land too strong – and he had left his public role as a teacher. Yet he had still taught Mami a little English, how to sign her name, and later, how to write in the vernacular. Even among the clan, many still referred to him as Mwalimu – Teacher – Elijah. Education, Mami reflected, was something that could not be taken away.

But, without him, could she keep hold of the land that remained? She looked behind her, in the direction where their fields lay. How could you protect a field? It was wide open. She ran the Kikuyu word for valley across her tongue, mũkuru. It was also the word for their tribe’s place of origin, a special grove of mĩgumo – fig trees. That was what a valley meant to her. An open stretch of earth from which life sprang, from which her own family had grown. She thought of the highlands where the white settlers had come and felt her jaw tighten. A valley there meant taking land from others, meant living high while keeping others low. She turned her gaze back from their land and the tea plantations to the huts. Ahead, in the far distance, was the mountain. To the north and east, open bush; to the west, a few small plantations, and then, the vast, deep tracts of dark forest.
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In the humid afternoon, most were sweating out among the tea leaves when a shadow fell where Mami was sweeping. Her eyes, scanning the compound, found no one except the figure in front of her – a man she didn’t recognize. Not tall – barely bigger than Mami herself – and his chest, through his threadbare shirt, was scrawny, like one of her chickens. But it was a face etched with threat, in the slit of a scar by an eyebrow and flickering eyes that ran over Mami like a tongue.

‘What do you want?’ Mami’s voice scratched and didn’t sound like her own. His eyes flicked past her. Without answering, he crossed over the threshold. Mami flinched. She thought of Magda, only metres away. She forced herself to breathe. He must want food or arms, she reasoned. ‘There is nothing here,’ she said, ‘but –’ she tried to gesture back outside – ‘chicken?’ He was just turning to where she pointed when a slight noise came from the back of the house and he followed it with his eyes. Tightening her grip on the broom, Mami tried to position herself in front of it, but with one hand, he seized the broom, and with the other, drew a blade from behind his back. It blazed sharp in the sunlight.

‘Who’s there?’ he called out.

‘There is no one there,’ Mami said. He raised the knife.

‘Wait.’ A small voice came from behind them. Mami’s whole body slumped. The man lowered the knife, angry and excited at once. Such strange expressions men had, Magda thought as she stepped forward, pushing her plaits behind her shoulders and facing him head on. It was the face of a goat just before its throat was slit, hardly human at all. He snatched at her, pulling her towards him and clamping her against his waist. Magda’s slim frame buckled but she held her head up.

‘Let her go,’ Mami screamed, but fell silent as he pushed the knife against Magda’s neck. She watched as he drew the blade along Magda’s skin, all down the length of her neck. For a while he seemed transfixed, drinking in his quarry. When he remembered Mami, he motioned the blade towards her, even as he started to move backwards with Magda.

‘Your turn soon,’ he said, facing Mami from the doorway. Mami, whose thoughts had been turning from weapon to weapon, thinking only of her next move, paused. She pictured Leah coming home in her school uniform.

Like a fat cat, pleased with its kill, the man laughed. ‘Oh yes, they are coming!’

‘Who?’ Mami snapped, but he was already looking away. ‘When?’ Mami hissed, stepping as close as she dared. He glanced back.

‘Tonight.’ He was out of the door with Magda before she could react.

Mami stood in the doorway. She had to know where he was taking Magda, or she would be lost to the forest and the whims of this creature under the cover of the trees. She guessed that was where he’d come from. That’s where the men in that state – streaked with dirt and ragged – were living now. She ran out. She knew the route they would take, along the coffee plantation, through the maize and sugar cane, out and away into the forest. She could hold her own in the plantations, following at a distance, but once they reached the denser trees she would be no match for them. She would be left behind.

As she sprinted, struggling to carry her frame at speed, her mind continued to work. Tonight. They would be coming tonight. Did he mean others like him, from the forest? She had heard of it: men turning on their own villages – the ones they thought were too loyal to the British. They made trouble for those who were friendly with the white settlers. Not only was it the settler farms they were raiding, splitting open cattle and stealing arms, but their own brothers and sisters who wouldn’t join them in taking their oath.

Yet she couldn’t quite believe it. She knew some who had gone into the forest. Mwangi, who had sat many times in their house, speaking with Baba. He had said he could no longer wait to be given the power the British would not cede. He had been ready to take it. And Kariũki, who had once befriended Leah, showing her how to fix his endlessly repurposed machinery before it had finally, irretrievably, broken down. He had also tired of waiting for better times to come – would not delay until he, too, had rusted. They might have joined the movement but that didn’t mean they would harm those they had no reason to. Yet, the man who had come for Magda – him, she didn’t know.

The coffee turned to maize and Mami ran with her arms ahead of her, pushing back the leaves. She needed to stop, but couldn’t. Her whole body felt on fire. As she struggled for breath and the will to keep on running – and to keep from thinking about what could happen, could already be happening, to Magda – she thought again of the man’s warning. If it wasn’t Mwangi and Kariũki, or others like them, who would be coming, then it was the British. Had that man heard something from a Home Guard?

She would have to go back for Leah and it would be no use trying to escape on foot. They needed a vehicle. She knew who she could ask, but not if she could get word to him in time. As the pieces of a plan came together, she realized she could no longer hear them ahead of her. She was beyond the fringes of the forest now. A small crack of twigs sounded beside her but no one came into view. She slowed her pace and moved closer – a few leaves were bouncing back into place as though something had touched them. But she could hear nothing. She stopped. Ahead, her eldest daughter was being taken to a fate she could not let herself imagine. Behind, her youngest was about to walk blindly into another. For a moment, she waited, not knowing which way to go.
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By the time Mami returned to the village it was getting dark. She dragged Leah from the house, holding her hand too tightly. When she tried to break free, Mami only fastened her grip until she began to whimper. Leah didn’t know where they were going and was in too much pain to ask. As Mami, at last, began to loosen her grasp, Leah withdrew her hand and rubbed it. She could see the trees ahead. Not the forest, she prayed.

Back in the village, the smoke came first. Silent, then softly licking wood, then, finally, taken over by the roar of the flames. Shrieks of mothers ripped the air through shouts of men with weapons. People ran out from the huts, then back in again. There was no way of knowing where to go when there was nowhere to go and no way to go. Women took valuables behind the huts, digging the earth with bare hands. The flames lit them, showing the patterns on their headscarves, catching the copper in their ears. They were seen. Leaving their jobs half-done, possessions barely buried, they ran.

Leah smelt the smoke, then saw the flames. As the cries rang out, she realized the danger. Baba was gone already – where, she didn’t know.

‘What about Magda, Mami?’ she urged, as the large hand pressed down on hers. Mami didn’t reply. Keeping her head low, eyes trained on the ground, she moved them both forward as men kicked large army boots into the soil where the women had been digging and gathered up their loot. Leah turned, straining to see. She glimpsed billows of smoke and flames shooting up like meteors bound the wrong way. Burning debris filled the road in a growing stream of lava before Mami yanked her forwards again. They were almost at the trees.

She turned once more. If it was the Day of Judgement, as Leah had read about in her Bible, and the wicked were to be put into a furnace by angels – then where were the angels? She couldn’t see anything but flames until the men below them on the road. They looked like the one she had seen at the edge of the forest. They were now blocking the path she and Mami had passed only moments before. Others had red hats and still more had white wrappers on their heads. Leah concentrated as she ran, inwardly spelling out the word she remembered from her spelling test: t-u-r-b-a-n.

In between the trees, she thought she glimpsed a figure. She wondered if Mami had seen it, why she seemed to be moving straight towards it. As they came closer, it drew back. Then, she saw the truck and Mami began pushing her inside, telling her to lie down, covering her with coarse hessian bags. She wriggled as Mami climbed in next to her, pulling the covers over; flinched as the back of the roof came down. The rat-tat-tat of gunfire dulled as they moved off and she wanted to peer out. But Mami was firm: she was not to look back.
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