
The Necklace
By Andrew Maina

The slap sent a spray of spit and before I could turn and offer the other cheek, a second one landed with an equal force. What followed was a series of kicks, punches, and possibly more slaps before I crumbled into the little space between the coffee table, and the sofa set.
Every part of my body ached and for a moment just lay, punting and wailing. Then I crawled below the coffee table and made myself part of the furniture jamming the ten by ten feet sitting room. When someone tried pulling me out, the table, whose legs I firmly held was dragged along. Frustrated, he delivered several kicks on the exposed parts of my body. 
I continued wailing even after there was a lull in the beating and at one moment, called the Almighty to come and save me. In another, I pleaded with my assailants to spare my life. I even called Mama to come and rescue me. No one heard me. Not Mama. Not the Almighty. If at all my assailants heard, their response came as blows and kicks. They were too angry to remember mercy.  
As for Mama, I don’t know why I even bothered. She had been dead for some five years and she was buried in a village four hundred kilometers away. Maybe a blow had loosened a nut in my head and I was a small boy again, calling Mama in distress!
Like an antelope that had found a thicket to hide in, I lay, listening and whimpering a little and for the first time heard the crowd outside. Some in the crowd wailed, some shouted, while others sang dirges for Baba Linda. Someone had heard me after all! 
Earlier that morning, I was woken by the shrill ringing of my phone. Daisy was on the line. “Baba Linda is dead,” she blurted out, sobbing uncontrollably. I was now fully awake though I hardly understood whatever else she said.  But I understood her message; Baba Linda was dead! 
Baba Linda was Daisy’s husband and Linda was their four years old daughter. They lived near me and I was a frequent visitor to their house. Baba Linda had been ailing for the last year or so, and had been in and out of hospital on several occasions.  I had visited him almost daily whenever hospitalized and on many occasions, babysat Linda when Daisy went to see him. 
“When I die, I would like you to look after Daisy and Linda,” Baba Linda had told me, in the presence of Daisy, a few months ago during one of his stay in the hospital. 
“You are not dying. You will heal and resume your work soon,” I had reassured him. 
“I know my people,” he ignored my reassurance and went on. “They will claim this and that and by the time I am buried, they shall have carried away everything.” Baba Linda concluded.  
Like I predicted, he recovered and even went back to work. He was an agent for a bus company that plied between Nairobi and Kisumu. His was a position of authority, and when he coughed, the hardened touts stood in attention.
Despite working as senior tout, Baba Linda was a gentleman. He was always somber and never smoked anything, including cigarettes. He spoke in a soft voice and in all the days I knew him, treated Daisy like a queen.
Daisy had received a call from one of her cousins who had paid him an early morning visit at the hospital. When she found his bed empty, she thought that Baba Daisy was out somewhere and with a lighter heart over the improvement in the health of a man who had been bed ridden for weeks, asked the occupant of the next bed of his where about. The answer she got floored her.
As I walked to Baba Linda’s house that morning, I remembered the first time I met him through Daisy soon after I moved next to the room she lived in. My new home was a garage that had been turned into living quarters for anyone whose idea of a house was simply a shelter that kept the cold, and the marauding hyenas at bay. 
Its door was a double gate made of timber and iron sheets and to open it without causing too much chaos, one had to lift and swing it to the desired position. The garage could hold two cars and was far too big for my bachelors’ furniture which was the bed I sat and slept in, and two wooden crates. 
I moved in an evening and on the following day, knocked on my neighbour’s door. A young lady in a night dress and a wrapper around her waist answered. For a moment, I forgot why I was at her door as I clumsily introduced myself.
“Mine is Daisy,” she had told me but said no more. All this time, she held the door slightly open, but stood blocking the entrance. On her head was an old stocking fashioned into a sort of a head dress and on her face, a smile reserved for neighbours, a smile not too wide, but wide enough. She must have heard the commotion of my moving-in the night before. When I heard a heavy voice mutter something from the inside, I understood why the door could not open wider and down the drain, went all the possibilities I had just seen. 
“Do you have a hammer or something with which I can repair my door,” I stammered like a child sent to deliver a message but had trouble remembering its content. Incidentally, she had nothing of that description and my efforts to repair the door that morning or on any other day thereafter came to an end. With time, I became an expert in swinging the door without causing too much racket. 
 “It’s our new neighbour,” I heard Daisy say the moment she closed the door. 
Like me, Daisy spent the day home and rarely went out of the compound. On and off, Ben, the owner of the heavy voice, spent some nights in her house but always left early the next morning. We had been introduced and whenever we met exchanged pleasantries. On several occasions, Daisy invited me to join them for breakfast and like a true bachelor, never wasted an opportunity of a free meal.
In the almost one year we were neighbours, I became close to Daisy and joining her for breakfast became a common thing especially when Ben was away. On the other hand, when my pocket allowed, I prepared a special meal of ugali and matumbo for her. A guard at the slaughter house next to the factory I guarded bought the offal for me at a fraction of the price in the local butchery. I would clean and leave them boiling in a low fire as I slept a little. At times, I asked Daisy to keep an eye on the pot. 
On several occasions when off duty, I took her out for a late night movie in the only cinema house in Kisumu. On such nights, Ben was away and was never invited for the outing. Even though, I still treated Daisy as my sister.
I moved from the garage to a proper bed sitter in Nyalenda, but my friendship with Daisy continued. Sometimes, she visited me and we would spend the day together. Once again, Ben was never part of these visits and as to how we spent our day, nothing near what we could have been accused of happened. Daisy was still a sister, whose company I enjoyed. All we did was cook, eat and chat the day away.
Daisy got pregnant and Ben, who now lived with her as a husband, wanted a more spacious house. I got them a two bedroomed cottage in its own compound a short distance from where I lived. This is where Linda was born.
When I got to her house that morning, the morning Baba Linda died, Daisy was with her next door neighbor. “Njoro, you remember Baba Linda telling you that his family might trouble me when he died?” Daisy reminded me soon after wiping the tears which had come flooding when she saw me. I clearly remembered.  How could I forget the heavy responsibility Baba Linda placed on my shoulder?
“A few days ago, he was talking about his death again. It was as if he knew that his end was near. He told me to remove and hide electronics that his relatives are likely to appropriate for themselves the moment he died. Things like the TV, the music system and other valuables. Before news of his death spread far, I need your assistance in moving them.” 
“Won’t they ask where they are when they arrive?” I asked.
“Don’t worry, I will handle them,” Daisy who was heavily pregnant assured me.
We had no time to waste and within a few moments carted away the heavy television set to her neighbour’s house. The next item to move was the Sony music system and its bulky speakers. Wrapped with a bed sheet I took them to my house. On my fourth trip, I met at the gate with a group of Baba Linda’s colleagues at the bus station. Among them was his cousin. They were wailing loudly. 
“Where are you taking that?” The cousin who I had met on several occasions demand. The wailing came to an abrupt stop and I was trapped with a bundle on my back that weighed like elephant. In my head, a wave was ranging and my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. 
“Take it back,” in a slow slurred tone, I was ordered to take my elephantine cargo back to the house. I wobbled back to the house and someone assisted in lowering it down. The cargo, made of the iron box, a toaster and other small electronic items was delicate. 
 “Open it,” I was ordered and with shaking hands fumbled with the knot.
“The TV and the system are gone as well,” the cousin exclaimed with amazement over the empty spaces that usually held the TV and the music system. 
Daisy who was in the bedroom heard the commotion that followed and before she could explain why I had been carrying a bundle from her house, the beating started. When she tried shielding me, she was roughly pushed aside and landed on the sofa set. 
The beating continued. 
Forcefully, I was extracted from the coffee table and within a few minutes became a muddy, bloody mess, lying on the wet road next to Baba Linda’s house. What spared me from more beating was the need to show them where the missing electronics were. I was therefore flog-marched to my house, to that of Daisy’s neighbour and all the items we had lugged away recovered and placed in their old places. 
We were back in the street and the mob descended on me from all corners for what I later termed as the third round of beating. There was nowhere to hide and my bruised body, in pain in all places could take no more. I lost conscious.  What was left ringing in my head was the shouting of the mob, ‘necklace him, necklace him’, and the smell of petrol.   
“An old tyre was found and roughly pushed to your waist. They then raised some cash for petrol. As they waited for the petrol, they piled trash on you,” Daisy narrated with tears running down her face.
“What crime did I commit to deserve such a treatment?” I angrily demanded. Daisy ignored me and continued.
“The petrol arrived and was generously poured on you. What saved you was a match box! No one had any. Someone had to dash to a nearby shop and buy one,” Daisy paused. 
Like the mob that collectively paused as they waited for the match box, I too held my breath as I waited for Daisy to continue with the narration. But she was not in a hurry and meanwhile brought the thermos flask towards my empty cup. I waved it away. I had no need for more tea. What I needed was the narration to continue.
“As the match box bearer made his way back, the police arrived with their siren blaring. They shot in the air to disperse the irate mob, then extracted you from the pile and threw you into the back of their Land Rover. They then took off with their siren still blaring, possibly headed to the morgue,” with a sigh, Daisy continued. She still held the flask.
“I too thought that you were dead.”
When I regained consciousness, I was in the ward that Baba Linda spent his last days in. I had been dreaming of my mother, Baba Linda, and many other cloudy faces of people who were dead. Daisy was mopping my face with a wet towel. 
“For three weeks, you were unconscious and mumbled things which no one understood. It was as if you were arguing with someone. During that period, I miscarried and lost my baby….” she could hold no more. Uncontrollable, she sobbed. The pain of losing a baby was too much to bear. 
“When I was released from the hospital, I found that Baba Linda had been buried and that all the valuables had been taken from our house, just like he had predicted.” Daisy continued.
Some two weeks after I regained consciousness, I was discharged and Daisy took me home. My room was not dusty as I expected but clean and smelt of recent cooking. On the wall, some of Daisy’s clothes hung. I was confused and many questions came to my mind. Amid my confusion, Linda flew into the room and her joy was a tonic to my still healing body. She had been playing with her new friends. 
“Why are you in bandages?” She wanted to know. 
“Some bad people beat me up,” I tried explaining.
“Why,” the inquisition continued. On her face, I saw suspicion that I must have been very naughty to receive such a beating.
“They were very, very bad people who wanted to harm your Mom,”
“Are they the people who chased us from our house?”
“Yes, they are very bad people,” 
“Mom told me that you were in hospital,” she abruptly changed the subject.
“She did? Did you miss me?”
 “Linda, go and play with your friends as Uncle Njoro take his tea,” Daisy disrupted our chat which had been going on for a few minutes. Linda left and we were once again alone.
 “I found the house locked but empty,” Daisy continued. “My neigbour told me that Linda and everything else, apart from a few clothes left strewn on the floor, had been moved to Baba Linda’s rural home.” Daisy was silent for some moments. 
“With the help of the police, I took Linda away but I was not allowed to visit his grave. On my way back, I threw the flowers I had carried into river Kisiani,” Daisy once again paused and I waited patiently as she composed herself.
“What pained me most was to see his younger brother wearing Baba Linda’s clothes,”
“How could anyone wear his clothes so soon after burial?” I asked with bitterness. Daisy did not answer me. 
When Daisy got back to Kisumu, she got the spare key to my room from my landlord who knew her. Earlier on, she had collected her clothes and those of Linda from her old house and went on and made herself as comfortable as possible in my one roomed home.
Two months after I left hospital, I went back to work but life had taken a different turn. Each morning, I took breakfast with Linda and thereafter escorted her to school. When I left for work in the evening, it was her turn to escort me.
“Bye, bye Uncle Njoro,” Linda shouted as she waved at me. This she did every evening but it always made me uncomfortable. Was I still Uncle Njoro? I wasn’t, and Linda had a right to know the truth.
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