FLAME OF BEAUTY
And she did find beauty.  Wanjala was staring at herself in the mirror, in depth with scrutiny she was finally seeing herself, she clearly could see her brown eyes she never had noticed them till today. Her smile was one thing that felt strange to her. It felt rare yet beautiful. It was like she was discovering joy in her face, the way the colonizers discovered the lakes in Africa. It did not feel like staring now, she was dazed by her face. “I have always been lovely”, she whispered to herself. She caressed her right side of face as if she would a lover and then she cleared her throat and as audible as she could get she repeated the words again, to herself with herself; “I have always been lovely.”
It was no longer an image but a beautiful woman with an angelic soul. She has always existed, despite the number of times she questioned herself about being alive. All those heartbeats she wasted on wanting to have another body could have been used to show love to the one she has. The past is the past, the present is here; and now there is a new chapter she gets to experience. The timer went off bringing her trance to a halt. It was exactly two minutes she had been looking at the mirror. This was an achievement, not just by breaking the two minute she had set for herself for the last one year but also the pride in herself that she had developed the desire in her to continue admiring her features, just a minute shy from calling it obsession.
Awareness was the word her heart and mind agreed upon; that she was aware of her features. She was aware of the self-love deficit cage she had locked herself in. She was aware that only her could save her. She was aware that her beauty was not only intrinsic but also extrinsic and she won’t waste her time to prove that to others only to herself. It was a new day: and the shining sun proved it. It shone for her.
Wanjala took out her journal from under the pillow in her bed and opened it; ready to set her plans for the day and make the morning entry. The first thing she had to do was to greet her neighbor, she had been ignoring him for so long. Her insecurities got the best of her and made her question the sincerity of her neighbor, was it Jude, Jake, Jide, Jato… she cannot even remember his name clearly but at least she was sure it began with letter J… like Jasiri, the courageous warrior in her favorite folktale. She laughed. She paused. Looked around and smiled. “Was that my laughter?” she asked herself. She had been living by herself ever since she turned eighteen and now she was twenty-eight years young. Her scarred face and the reaction of the neighbors she got to encounter made her a nomad. Constantly moving from house to house in different locations in a plea to become invisible.
However, that changed when she moved into her current not so tiny bedsitter, a single square room where you have your own washroom, just what she needed. The last place she had stayed, they were sharing the Washroom and bathroom with other tenants and they would immediately disinfect the room every time she used it, as if she was a disease. Or they would stare and scowl at her. They ensured she never felt safe in a house she paid for. She made a pledge to herself that the next house she calls home, had to have its own washroom. Unfortunately, her neighbor J, was always cheerful around her from the day she arrived. They had actually introduced themselves, and as Wanjala was set to close herself off from any interaction; she would constantly pour her coldness of the world into the young man’s warm soul. In addition, she made no effort in mastering his name. Despite that, every evening her neighbor would greet her and Wanjala would just ignore and J would do it each time. Though she never admitted it loudly, she felt safe: she had been living there for close to two years the longest period yet.
Laughter, such a new concept to her and it took her neighbor’s forgettable name for her to laugh at herself and most especially with herself. To even know the sound of her laughter. It dawned on her of how much she had not lived because of the scar on her face.  She used to hate it, hide it, walk with her head down. This was because in her primary school days, the pupils made fun of her, pointed fingers at her and called her all the ugly names they could remember in their tiny brains. She remembered vividly the drama teacher at school, ordered her to be the ogre at a play, not because she had a talent for acting but because in the teacher’s words, “She was naturally hideous” Wanjala cried that day as if she was tasked to create a water pool with her tears. She refused to go to school for a week and really wanted to be homeschooled, however, her grandmother did not have that as a luxury. Her education was a blessing from a rich man from her village who decided to scholar her and other three students from the neighboring villages. It was not a random selection; they did a test and the top four pupils were fully funded till university level. And it was at that scholarship program where she got another blessing of her best friend, Maua. They were connected not only by poverty but also by the silver lining in their lives, Mr. Jiwe, their sponsor
Mr. Jiwe had invited the top four children to lunch at his house and Maua Looked at Wanjala, not staring like others did, but looking at her because she saw her. She did not ask about her scar, she simply smiled at her and there, their friendship was rooted; over a Maua’s banana smile and a plate of rice with chicken. The two had found each other.
“Will you waste a blessing because some people don’t know what uniqueness means?” Maua had asked her, when she received the news from Wanjala’s grandmother of her refusal to continue schooling because of the bullying. She traveled ten kilometers on foot just to say this to her. Wanjala was curled up on the thin mattress that they shared with her grandmother. She raised her head and looked at Maua as if she had spoken a foreign language to her.
“Of all the children in your village, Mr.Jiwe chose to Sponsor you, no one else just you. And you will let that slide, because people are bullying you? You better get that education for your struggling grandmother if you cannot do it for yourself.” Maua stated in anger, and made that serious Face she always made. The face that Wanjala decoded as ‘if you don’t listen to me I will smack you till you agree’.  Between the two of them, Maua had always been the Wise One and despite her words of persuasion to Wanjala about self-love and her being unique always landed on deaf ears. 
And with those words she returned to school, her only goal was to wheelbarrow herself through the classes and get the education she was gifted with. She later ceased to show any emotions; be it anger or sadness, happiness; she rarely smiled; she became numb to all those; She avoided as much as possible any reflective surface, seldom looked at her face. She kept to herself and only wrote to Maua once in a blue moon. Maua proved to be the pulse in her dying soul.
The only time she had attempted to prematurely end her life was when she received news that her grandmother, her only relative in the world had joined the ancestors. She was in third year university, just nearing the finishing line she thought.  She Felt the pot was breaking at the doorstep and she had nothing to live for. Luckily or unluckily, the heavens knew her time was not up and respectfully declined her entry and breathed life into her lungs; and she lived.
Five minutes to eight o’clock, she has to be ready, she had shut herself out and now she knows better. Her neighbor whose name she is yet to be sure of, departs from his house at exactly ten minutes past eight, there was still time for a tiny pep talk. As she was closing her journal, the letter fell down. The letter her grandmother wrote for her. 
It was exactly six months after the burial when one of grandmother’s close friend sent her a letter, how she got her address was still a mystery, but as they say where there is a will, there is a way.  Her grandmother had written to her and she could tell from the frailty of the words on the paper that it had to be written just before her grandmother’s demise or it was written with such a passion to communicate.
‘To My Mjukuu;
I have watched you struggle to love yourself because of the scar on your face and it pained me every day that you did not see it was proof of survival. That you are the most beautiful and unique girl in the world. When your mother run into the house fire to save her only child, she gave you an opportunity to live, don’t you see? Before your mother succumbed to the smoke in her lungs, she uttered that the fire has baptized you with beauty. You are a walking flame of beauty. I will soon no longer be of this world and I am sorry I didn’t say it often; of the blessing you are. You are more than just a face. Mr. Jiwe sponsored you not out of pity but out of your brilliant mind. You are the epitome of beauty. I hope this letter does what I intend it to do.
With much love,
 Grandma.   ‘
After reading the letter, it was the second time since that incident in her primary school days that she cried and wept till she gasped for air. The first time being at her grandmother’s funeral though it would not be considered crying if she was not really aware that tears were flowing on her face?  And that letter offset the acceptance journey she has since embarked on. She showed Maua the letter, the first thing she said was, “so it was a fire?”
[bookmark: _GoBack] “huh!” Wanjala interjected
“I did not want to make you feel uncomfortable so I never asked about the…” she pointed her face.
“the scar...” Wanjala completed the sentence. “we have been best friend since ages Maua, you shouldn’t feel shy to call it as it is… a scar.”
“A beauty scar, “Maua added. “your face is like the phoenix rising above the ashes.” 
 Wanjala involuntarily smiled. She knew it was not going to be easy but it was going to be worth it. The first step was to look at her face in the mirror and just have a clear visual of her face. And with Maua beside her there would be a sense of familiarity. Maua was her constant. The two held hands, took a deep breath and with Maua’s make-up mirror Wanjala Took that glance. It was only five seconds but it felt like an eternity. She could see a roadmap of her ancestry. It was on the right side of her face and the fire seemed like it didn’t solely consume her right eye. It was as if it kissed the eyelid and aimed to leave it lovely creased. The scar did not want to touch her pretty nose; it was shyly just at the side of the nose. It felt intentional not accidental. It was actually a baptism of fire. That was five seconds of having a brief knowledge on one’s face. And she decided to increase the time a little bit more until she could know all the pores on her face.
Wrapping herself in a warm, comforting hug of acceptance, Wanjala with her beating heart was now ready to face her neighbor, if she managed to just greet him, it will propel her steps further into confidence. Squeaking of hinges could be heard and she looked at her watch. It was five minutes early; Did J have an emergency? Did he know of her plans and now wants to avoid her? Anxiety was setting in fast and she felt the world was caving in on her. Glued on the floor. With no physical movement only her eyes were darting towards the window; trying to take that peek. Then her ears gathered echoes of stilettos on the floor. And a sigh of relief left her. It was not J, it was her other neighbor, leaving her with only three minutes to put words on her tongue and strength on her legs.
Timing. To know when to open the door, when to smile and when to utter words. Not forgetting have the right timing to ask your neighbor of close to two years now, that you don’t even know his name. Weird it will seem. J had sent her a eulogy card to her house when he found out her grandmother had died and Wanjala decided to discard it. Proof she was lost in her own scars that simple etiquette of ‘thank you’ left her. If only she had even peeped at the sign off on the card maybe it will shed more light.
Standing in front of her house, allowing the sun rays to hit her beautiful face and just give a kiss of good luck, Wanjala stood waiting for J. and his door opened at exactly ten minutes past eight, she smiled again; she was right and yet again, J was in the mix of such a gesture on her face. She looked at him and she could see the tall, almond-eyes, chocolate, dreaded-hair man. She had always pictured him bald. How stereotypical of her? Not only was the hair in her mind wrong but also his height. Why did she think they would be the same height? She raised her head, opened her mouth but no sound was coming out.
“Good morning Wanjala, you are up early.” J spoke to her as he was closing his door. It was as if they had always been in constant communication, the energy felt homely. and his smile was calling to her vocal cord. And without any warning she uttered, “I wanted to say hi,”
“That is lovely. Though I am running late, we will talk later.” J said as he held her hand as if to assure her; this is an affirmation and a promise. Wanjala just nodded.
J was walking towards the gate heading out, he stopped in his tracks look back at Wanjala and softly uttered, “Its Jasiri, My name.”

