
Father. 

I woke up to mama, and the twins surrounding me like dancers surrounding the musician during an energetically spiritual performance. You know, the ones where everyone is exhausted from the performance, but still invigorated by the power of the tune. I was in physical pain, like my heart was making an escape from my body. Why was I on mama’s bed? The last time I was on mama’s bed was when I was five and that was because I needed her to examine a strange pimple I had. My yellow dress was drenched in water, which could have either been sweat or from holy water mama probably sprinkled on me. Her bed was wet, too, so the latter was most likely truer. My skin produced shivers and goosebumps, and my eyes produced water that tasted like sweetened salt. My brothers hugged me, mama hugged me. Mama hugged me. 

“Xani, when we returned from school, we found you on the ground. Did you faint?” My brothers questioned with grave concern. Did I faint?

He died while in flight. I tried your mother’s number, but it did not go through. I am terribly sorry, miss. I remembered those lines, but I could not remember other details.

As I got up from bed, Mama’s phone detailed two missed calls and a voice message from Boaz, King of my heart.” 
 
“Two missed calls and 1 voice message from Boaz King of My Heart”, read her phone.
 
I extended my arms to the cupboard, reaching for the phone, and passing it to her. 

It was all weird, he never called while in flight. It was also weird that I was forcing myself to remember details of the call. Who died? How did I find myself in mama’s bed? I paced myself, I jumped up-and-down to activate my memory, I gulped down two glasses of turmeric juice. Nothing worked. 

Papa’s flight was supposed to have landed an hour ago. Today, I had planned to cook him stewed potatoes and mushrooms, as his favorite, after which, together with the boys, we would watch FRIENDS for the umpteenth time, debating on who had a character similar to Joey, Phoebe, Chandler, Monica, Ross, and Rachel. Papa was Joey.

It is with a heavy heart that we share that this crash resulted in the loss of life of three people, including pilot Thomas Maburu. Twenty passengers are alive, although experiencing slight to major injuries. Ess-Today shares in the grief of the welcoming and hospitable people of Sambundi. We ask for God’s mercy upon those who lost their lives in the tragic accident and extend our heartfelt and sincerest condolences to their bereaved beloveds. Deafening, deadening silence ensued. Papa was dead. 

The man who treated me like his very own offspring, the man who treated me like I was one of the twins. The man with the ever-graying beard, the man with the brightest, most humble laughter, the man who taught me about mutumas, the man I imagined would walk me down the aisle to receive my first writers’ award. The rivers and their tributaries, now, swam down my face without bounds.

 Elizabeth’s phone vibrated. Hey, my woman, my everything, the network has been pretty troublesome here, just letting you and the kids know I am on my way home, I love you all. I will always love you all. Mama read the message aloud, letting out a royal squall as she read the last sentence two or three times more. Mama started trembling, it was almost like the witches and wizards she always warned us about sent epilepsy her way. 

This could not be, this could not be happening, not now. How would she cope? How would they cope? How would mama handle life, without her guardian, her lover, her Zeus? Without the person who did not fail to plant a kiss on her forehead every morning, who would she spend her birthday with? Who would play the sweetest melodies on his rusty guitar, as we sang the birthday song in our native language? Who else would be so vulnerable and consistent in their affection that they made the pangs of everyday life vanish whenever she set eyes on him? Who would stay up late after work on Saturdays and Sundays, cutting up fabric in the design templates she created? Who would sing verses of Lionel Richie’s songs, offbeat and carefree? Surely this was not the end of their road? Did the ink to their essay of love run dry? 

A fortnight after Papa’s burial, the silence was now a family member, a sibling. 

The clock appeared to tick a little slower, the leaves of the trees transformed into grinches, and it could have been contested that the sun chose to dampen its own brightness. The chants of the songbird expressed a deep gray, gut wrenching script. 

Mama replaced the sofa, previously in a hue of mustard yellow to one in a shade of gravel. The parlor blinds formerly pulled open daily remained in a position of gathering. She switched the dish detergent scent from lemony light to blueberry blue. If it were possible for the tensions in the house to be cut through with a knife, its innards would only reveal sadness in excruciating frequencies, blinding confusion, unanswered pain, and human craving. 

Today was the boys’ first day back to school. I had woken up a little earlier than usual, elated to make their favorite breakfast - potatoes and eggs. The Sambundi clouds were painted yellow-blue, as the sun peeked through them. I had college essays to finish, but I was determined to do this for the boys. 

“Why are the boys still eating breakfast? Have they done their homework? What are they eating for lunch?” “Did you wash and iron their clothes over the weekend,” Mama barged into the kitchen, checking the boys’ checkered white and green uniforms, and noticing a rip on one of the twins’ shirts. A rip she was supposed to have fixed immediately the boy brought it to her. 

“Axania, what is this? Who caused this? Why must everything be done so haphazardly in this house?” 

My mother’s yelling was not new. Often, I wondered why frustration and voluminous words were her choice of expression, but today I tried to understand. She was a woman in mourning. I, also, was a girl in mourning. I lost the one man that understood the frustrations of a fifteen-year-old girl. I lost the one man I relied and depended on. I lost my stepfather.

Papa did not like it when I called him stepfather, but that was who he was to me for the first two years. When Mama introduced me to him, I was always to myself – I had no friends, not even the neighbor’s kids. I had an imaginary best friend, though, and even at that our relationship was cordial: we did not gossip, or dance together, or laugh till our bellies begged us to stop. 
Until papa broke the ice that clad my heart, I believed in hate. I was hated, and I hated. Until papa put his lighter to that freeze, I lived a life of repeat.

A year before papa joined us, I yelled at the male friend mama had staying in the house. That was his second month with us, and he wanted me to wash his clothes – an activity I did only for Mama. As the stubborn, bullheaded eleven-year-old I was, I refused, and this man chose to slap me across the face. I looked him in the face, spelling out the words “you are not my father” – words he repeated to Mama upon her return. 

“Axania, as my child you are supposed to treat every man I bring into the house as your father. The child is supposed to love everybody the mother brings home.” I noticed a triumphant gaze in her eyes, and a smirk, as she uttered those words, like this was a competition and she was winning. I was cut by her words, and I was lacerated by that look. 

Papa was the only one I cried to; it was easy to see why I let him in. And today, I cried even more. If tears could run, a million miles would have been nothing compared to the lines that ran past my acne-present cheeks. This was nothing new, crying was my religion. 

I refuse to believe you would do this now, at this time,
When my walls are crashing, when my falls, my falls are lashing,
When the only person, the only hug, the only touch is no more,
When the only reminder, the only defender, now three, when four.

In previous times, I looked past, I figured they would not last,
In previous times, I bore well, a crimson mask,
This piece of clothing has run its course,
The piece of clothing, from hope to remorse.

I wrote in pain; I wrote in strain. I wrote whenever I could not speak; I wrote so that my words would let me speak. I wrote because the words I put down on paper were worth more than any word I could utter. I wrote because writing was my safe haven.

Papa was the only person I let read my work. He was the only person who knew the frustrations I endured with mama, and because of my father. He knew and understood things about me that I could never fathom. 

Papa was from Watasea, Sambundi’s cleaner, fresher sister with stricter laws and sadder people. It was written in textbooks that my father, Mafonsi Maleya, spearheaded the Sambundi revolution and led the separatist fights against Watasea. In school, we learned that as the talks grew intense, a faction of people proposed federalism, which was unacceptable to Mafonsi Maleya and his clan of activists. I wonder if Mama participated in these talks. She never spoke on anything on the topic of politics, even though Papa, God always rest his soul, was a fanatic. “One thing I will forever praise the president for is the school structure he continues to emphasize. Sambundi and Watasea have the best schools in this region of Africa. What I would change, if I am ever appointed, what I would advocate for is a longer serving term. Three years is too short for a president to fully put his mission into action. I believe Mr. President has so much more in store, and if given five more years, Sambundi would be comparable to the countries of the Western world.” He never missed the opportunity to remind us that his blood flowed through both nations. He held his birth country closer to heart, however, although he would never admit it. 

He ended celebratory toasts, especially on national days with “To Watasea, land of my mother. To Sambundi, land of my lover.” 

As was his tradition, Papa would wake me up every October 12th, with a notebook and a pen, which were followed by rusty happy birthday chants. 

“You see, Xani,” papa called as he extended his arms to hug her, pulling her into him, a letter of presence is your promise, your prayer, your Mutuma, he beamed as he continued, “to yourself; words that will praise you, examine you and excite you for the future you want for yourself.” 

“I have always told you that you remind me of Tamina Mfu, the best poet to ever come out of Watasea. I love the way you put words together. At this age you show a lot of potential, and if you continue, and you will continue, God willing, you will be one of the greats, my girl.” 

“Yes, papa” I responded, taking his thick palms, covered in hair, in mine. I always found it honorable that papa compared me to Tamina Mfu, although he was a little biased, that was his sister, after all. 

“I suggest writing this letter as often as you see fit, but I recommend always writing one on your day of birth, you know why?” He asked, “it helps you keep track of your progress, plans, and purpose, and it helps you analyze all stumbling blocks and strongholds” papa continued, smiling into my yawning face. “I love you, Xani.”

“Now, remember you are young, enjoy your day, but remember that you have a duty to yourself,” papa ended his mini speech enveloping me, entirely, in his arms. 

And I wrote a Mutuma.

The journey of us, the smoothest it has not been,
The dance of us, exciting, deadly sin,
For you will not give up, and you will hold strong,
For you will see the vision, even in times of remission.

The world opens itself up to you,
I see all ones gathering, forming twos,
And we will push, and we will pull, and we will advance,
Baby lost, baby scared, baby fight the circumstance.

“It will happen, and it has happened,” papa will say,
That dream, that vision, that route,
Xani, your sword is sharpened,
And get there we will, an honor to the scout.


Shortly after papa walked out of my room, I noticed a bland-white envelope on my bed, with no inscription, no description. I should have handed it over to Papa as it was not mine and he was the only one who had been to my room since the previous night, but I was engulfed by my very own curiosity. 

“I despised how he put those words together. Why was he judging me? What gave him the right to analyze me so? Ugh, older men. One thing I miss about Jahir was how accepting he was of me. There was never a time when he thought it wise to advise me, to warn me of the future, and I liked that. All sex, all parties, the vibes. Mr. M the complete opposite. He better reserve his “gems of wisdom'' and his “mutumas” for his family. Ugh. Zari. Zari. Zari. How many times did I call you? Why do you put yourself in these situations of confusion?
 
But the sex, oh my. As condescending as they might be, these 50-year-olds understand a woman’s body. My 50-year-old definitely does. Now that I think of it, he is with me because of the moves I teach him. How would his ancient wife at home do the same? Where would she learn about the lotus-flower bomb?”

Miss Curiosity must have killed the cat nine times and dragged my tongue with it. I was so shocked one could have sworn I was electrocuted. 

Was mama aware? They seemed so happy. Or were they just doing that thing that adults do to make the children comfortable at home?

I did not confront him, neither did I inform mama of what I read, God knows she never would have believed me, anyway. 

I still miss Papa. I still love him. And, I am still thankful for him, thankful to have experienced him, and thankful that he watched over me from whatever cosmos he, now, resided in. 



Rama Kem. 



