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Zong! is Song 

 

 

She drank sweat and blood for breakfast.  Washed it down with spit and a splash of urine 

from the man who was stacked on top of her.  When it rained, water made her face cold—cold 

water and dirt and urine washed down the ship’s walls and into her mouth.  Drink, her 

grandmother’s ghost told her.  Drink or you will die.  She tried not to drink, but day after day, the 

clouds spilled rain, and even when she closed her mouth she could taste it.  The gods wanted to 

drown her.  The gods would kill her if she didn’t drink. 

Lying on her back beneath and beside and on top of bodies, the girl measured time not in 

sun-ups and sun-downs, but in long-times and short-times.  A long-time passed when the red 

men led her and the other women into the sun, and tightened their shackles, and gave them wet 

rocks to suck, then locked them in the darkness again; it was one long-time before he would let 

them come out.  A short-time passed when two red men visited her in the dark and touched her 

chest and put something hard between her legs; then they left, and it was one very short-time 

before they came back.  Even before she could fall asleep they returned to do it again, with more 

men.   She tried to cry out, but her throat was too cracked—drink more if you’re thirsty, the ghost 

of her grandmother whispered—and besides, who would hear her?  In the darkness, all of the 

women cried out.  It was the closest thing they had to song. 

One day it rained, and it kept raining.  For three long-times and seven short-times it 

rained, cleaning the entire ship until there was no more dirt to wash into her closed mouth, until 

the water that ran off the wood was clean, until she opened her lips to swallow it down.  At the 

end of the seventh short-time, a red man grabbed her shackles and led her out of the darkness, up 
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the stairs to the top of the ship.  He said something and pushed her forward—there was an old 

woman body in front of her, and she crashed into the old woman’s back, tasting the bruises.  She 

licked the wet old woman.  They had the same bruises.  Then the red man said something again, 

and the girl dared to lift her face to the sky.  She opened her mouth.  Rain.  Water.  Clean water.  

A gift from her family, who had died and persuaded the gods on her behalf. 

Drink, whispered her grandmother’s ghost and the old lady in front of her.  The gods will 

kill you if you don’t drink. 

She would never be done drinking.   She drank and drank the cold rainwater until her 

bones shivered and said, Enough, enough!  We will melt if you drink any more!  Then she wiped 

her mouth on her elbow and kept drinking.  All around her, people were crying and sucking the 

rainwater from the sky.  The water washed the dirt from their bodies and the people were black, 

black as the sky, black as fire, black as kings. 

Don’t be greedy, said her grandmother’s ghost.  Don’t drink too much.  Save some. 

The girl drank a little more.  And then the red man yanked her by the shackles and 

shoved her back into the darkness, where she was crushed against a hundred wet bodies.  “We 

are black as kings,” she said, and laughed because her lips were not too dry to laugh.  She had 

had fresh water.  “Kings!  I am a king!” 

A few men stomped their agreement.  A woman—someone’s mother, someone’s wife— 

found her voice hiding in the darkness, and she dug it up and started to sing.  The girl had not 

heard it before. 
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But the girl joined in anyway. 

 

 

  

 

 

Another girl stomped and shouted: 

 

 

 

 

And then they were all stomping and singing, banging fists against wood. 

 

The      truth     was 

The      ship     sailed 

 The     rains      came 

The     loss      arose 

The      truth      is 

The     ship      sailed 

The      loss      arose 

The                                                      negroes                                                            is  

ThetruthwastheshipsailedtherainscamethelossArosethetruthistheshipssailedtherainsca

met heLossarosethenegroesisTheTruthWas 
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After one short-time, the rain stopped.  She had hoped it would last forever, to wash the 

ship back to her village, where the red men would turn black and beg for forgiveness.  But the 

rain dried up.  Now when she opened her mouth, she tasted urine and dirt again, but she did not 

close her mouth: she might need it to sing one day.  But the longer she had to wait for clean 

water, the harder it was to sing again.  The gods were distracted. 

Four and then eight and then twelve long-times passed without any rain.  Even the red 

men were getting restless; they tugged on their shirt collars and stopped giving her wet rocks to 

suck on.  They stopped bringing her and the other bodies out of the darkness and into the 

sunlight.  Everyone’s urine dried up, and her blood turned to powder.  Crackling, burning sores 

grew on the inside of her mouth.  Making the smallest sound set fire to her throat, but sound was 

all she had left, and so she and all of the other bodies moaned, rolling around in the darkness. 

After six more days, the screaming started.  Nine red men led two groups of women 

bodies and children bodies out of the darkness and up into the sunlight.  Maybe they are getting 

water to drink, she thought, so I hope they choose me next.  She waited and waited.  The 

darkness turned to salt that scraped the back of her throat.  Just as she was starting to fall asleep, 

someone shrieked, and then forty people shrieked, an army of crying.  The red men were 

shouting.  Large thumps—they were knocking someone to the floor.  Save us, cried women’s 

voices.  Mother, father, uncle, aunt! they cried.  We will see you soon!  Then the red men were 

yelling again.  And the black men in the dark began to stomp their feet and rattle their chains, 

calling through cracked and bleeding lips, What’s going on?  What’s happening up there?  

Splashes, more shrieking, crying—red men shouting, black men shouting—and the whole 

ship lurched ominously to one side, threatening to tip itself over.  She flattened her back against 

the wood.  If the ship capsized and she drowned, at least there would be water. 
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The ship righted itself.  It did not capsize.  She swallowed something like disappointment 

and waited in the dark for the women and children to come back, but they never did.  A short-

time passed and then six men were on top of her, rougher than they had ever been before, and 

they tore something, and she bled, and considered drinking the blood.  Then they left.  Someone 

kicked her side, but she didn’t feel pain.  Instead, she slept and slept. 

After one long-time, four red men came down to the darkness and shouted at each other, 

walking around, shaking people.  They left and came back with two more men.  One of them 

grabbed her and hoisted her to her feet and knocked her down and yanked her up again.  When 

she moaned, he dragged her outside by the collar; all of the women who were shackled to her 

came too.  He dragged her to the top of the ship.  The sun shone so brightly that it made her 

nauseous, and her ribs hurt, and the ship was rocking.  Water.  She saw water—could she drink 

the ocean? 

The red men did not shout this time.  They spoke in low voices and did not look her in 

the eye as they walked her to the edge of the ship.  One man put his hand on her lower back 

instead of on her collar.  She was in the front.  Thirty or forty bodies were chained to her, but she 

was the only one who looked out over the edge of the ship, down, down, down into the water. 

The slurping, black water. The water said, I’m ready to swallow you. 

She looked at the red man.  His eyes were the color of the sky and she wanted to taste 

them.  He grabbed her neck with a rough, hairy hand and pushed her head down so she had to 

look at the water.  Was she still bleeding?  Was she on her way home?  One of the women, or 

perhaps it was her, lifted up the closest thing she could to a song: she moaned. 

And her grandmother’s ghost whispered again, Drink or you will die. 
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This story is based on the 1781 Zong massacre, where, due to a water shortage aboard the slave 

ship Zong, the crew threw one hundred and fifty slaves overboard and tried to collect insurance 

money.  The poem embedded in the text is "Zong #14" by M. NourbeSe Phillip. 
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Mwanza 

 

 

 

 

The sections of this story 

are meant to be rearranged at random, 

and then read in that randomized order  

as a single chronological narrative. 
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The Note 

 

The suicide note was the problem. 

Osogo leaned back, crunching a pen cap between his molars as he studied the paper.  The 

paper was one of dozens that plastered his desk, floor, and nightmares; this one boasted an 

almost Sinitic scrawl of failed ideas.  He’d spent four days on the first sentence alone, only to 

cross it out at the breakfast table that morning and replace it with a couplet that compared life to 

a stale piece of chapati. A fat red line was now bleeding through that line too.  No poetry, no 

philosophical quotes, no Bible verses.  This had to be a straightforward note. 

Or perhaps the note wasn’t the problem; perhaps it was the death method.  A bludgeon to 

the back of the head?  The police would launch into a manhunt over blunt force trauma, which 

was the last thing Osogo wanted to deal with, because then he’d have to spend hours researching 

Mombasa County’s legal system.  No, he needed a tasteless poison that could go down easy and 

evade toxicology reports.  He typed whats the perfect poison? His search history cascaded below 

it: wheres the best place to hide a body / sample suicide note / does tuskys sell arsenic? / 

difference lie lay lain.  That was the problem with being a novelist.  Not only did he have to plot 

his character’s successful murder, but he also had to do it with decent grammar. 

Time for a break.  Osogo searched ‘househunters international new season’ and strolled 

to the window while the video buffered, which would take half an hour if the router didn’t cut 

itself off.  Good Internet connections didn’t exist in the middle of nowhere. 

Other than the lack of Wi-Fi, the cabin wasn’t bad as far as hiding places went. The coast 

was close enough to feed his daydreams, and the Giriama did not seem particularly concerned 

with kicking him out of their kaya as long as he didn’t cut down any trees that belonged to the 

gods.  

Osogo fingered his scarf. ‘Hiding place’ wasn’t quite right; ‘self-imposed exile’ also 

sounded nice on his tongue, sounded like his disappearance was out of his control.  How were 

the newspapers reporting it?  Possibly just ‘missing person.’  Wait, what was today’s date?  He’d 

been gone for two or three or four months now, so perhaps the newspapers had moved on to 

calling it ‘suicide’ or ‘murder.’  Or perhaps they’d just moved on. 

Have you ever talked yourself into a coma?  His protagonist asked had that in the second 

chapter.  It was one of many empty lines the editors loved, which Osogo had dashed off months 

ago and only now understood. 

It’s still a stupid line, said a voice in his head. 

Doesn’t matter.  It’s true, said another. 

Come on. 

You come on. 

Has the show loaded yet? 

No. 

You should have chosen a place with better Internet. 

Osogo slammed his laptop closed.  There!  Now no one gets to watch it. 

Talk oneself into a coma: to become so desperate for human interaction that one begins to 

talk to himself without realizing it, and unwittingly does so until nightfall, when he falls asleep in 

the middle of a rousing conversation.  More than once, he’d woken up in his chair, still 

muttering. 

He trooped to the bathroom.  After washing his hands, he looked in the mirror, picked 

sukuma wiki out of his teeth, and twisted his dreadlocks off his forehead to find a new zigzag of 



Jamie McGhee 9 

acne.  This.  This was the voice of Kenya.  This was the genius whose words would change the 

world.  At least, that’s what three editors, a panel of judges, and a two-million-shilling contract 

had bet.  He hadn’t asked for it, but here he was.  Just finish the damn manuscript.  He hadn’t 

even written chapter four.  Out of how many?  Endless.  It was all so endless.  He would finish 

the manuscript soon, or he would stay here until his money ran out, or he would find a way to 

permanently disappear. 

Disappearing was such a harsh, thick word that sounded like a murderer fleeing a crime 

scene or a man abandoning his family. On the nights when he’d felt guiltiest, he told himself that 

he was simply a character who had removed himself from one story and ventured into a different 

book. Eventually, the public would realize that the new ‘book’ was really just a slanted cabin in 

the forest less than a hundred kilometres from the Tanzanian border, but until they set fire to his 

home and demanded a manuscript, Osogo decided to have a little bit of peace.  

Had his TV show buffered yet?  Oh right, he’d closed the laptop.  Osogo picked up his 

mug of tea and settled at his desk.  Today.  He would finish the suicide note today so that his 

characters could just get on with their lives.  The idea of the ‘rest’ of the book made thunder 

crash in his temples.  It was like trying to win a marathon without any training when you’d only 

signed up for it as a drunken joke.  He shook his head, gulped down his tea and gagged; a 

mosquito had drowned itself in the milk. 

Know what would be the perfect suicide note?  Just: ‘I give up.’ 

That’s it? 

That’s it. 

Wait, are you talking about for me or for my characters? 

The second voice didn’t answer.  Osogo printed ‘I give up’ at the bottom of the page and 

ran his tongue along his teeth, testing the weight of the words.  He wrote it again, pressing down 

harder, and then he wrote it in lighter, cursive letters along the edge.  How would a character 

about to commit suicide write it?  Osogo scrawled it with a trembling hand.  No, maybe a 

suicidal man would be calm.  Osogo printed it the first way again and chewed his pen, tasting 

warm plastic and ink. 

Of course he’d contemplated it occasionally.  Suicide.  After all, his novel centred on the 

death of a writer, so it was impossible not to imagine himself facedown in a river beside his 

character.  Sometimes suicide seemed like the only way to avoid disappointing his editor, his 

mother, the two million people who’d read about him in The Daily Nation and The Standard.  

They would never accept that his ‘genius’ had been a fluke.  Anyone brave enough to decipher 

his attempts at chapter four would realize this right away. 

Osogo turned the lights down to abate the headache.  Suicide was too final, but maybe he 

could fake it.  Six months ago, he’d read about a musician from Visakhapatnam, India, who’d 

faked her own death to escape a contract.  Maybe that’s what Sylvia Plath and Hunter S. 

Thompson had done.  Maybe Virginia Woolf was sunbathing in Cape Town right now, drinking 

Amarula and writing horoscopes for— 

Osogo froze.  

The sound came again: Creak. 

He waited.  Downstairs, a door shut with a firm click.  Then was the angry grind of the 

deadbolt being forced back into place.  Footsteps in the foyer trooping toward the kitchen. 

By now, he knew the drill.  He locked his bedroom door and sat still, holding his breath 

between his tongue and his teeth.  The stranger always poked around in the kitchen, helped 

himself to leftover ugali from the fridge, thumbed through Osogo’s books, and then left.  It had 
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happened twice before he changed the locks and twice after.  Perhaps the stranger was an 

overzealous fan: The first time, he’d come downstairs to find one of his scarves missing from the 

chair where he’d tossed it, and the second time, the stranger had pulled all of Osogo’s hair from 

his comb, then left the comb.  

Osogo crept to the door and put his ear against it, listening for the tell-tale click of the 

front door shutting again.  The door opened with another creak.  He exhaled in relief, feeling his 

knees turn to milk.  But there was a pause, too long a pause, and then the door clicked closed and 

the footsteps started upstairs. 

He started to hyperventilate.  Stay calm.  Breathe.  Quickly but silently, he swept the 

loose papers into a pile, shoved them in a plastic bin, stuffed the bin under his bed, hid the tea 

mug in a drawer, flicked off the lamp.  He swept the dresser of empty Tusker bottles as the 

footsteps hit the landing, and boxed himself in beneath the bed as the stranger rattled the locked 

doorknob and then opened the door.  The stranger entered the room with an earthy, sweaty smell 

that made Osogo gag.  Maybe the stranger was just lost.  Maybe the stranger would see the 

empty room and think no one was home.  Maybe the stranger was harmless.  Surely the stranger 

was harmless. 

The stranger plopped down at the desk—the chair groaned in fear—and yanked open the 

squeaking drawers.  He found the tea and took a sloppy gulp, flung the mug in the trash with a 

clank, wrenched opened then slammed the closet doors.  The man’s sneakers appeared and 

disappeared as he trudged around the room. All Osogo could do was wait, straining to hear the 

stranger’s movements over the sound of his pounding heart, and hope that the man—admirer or 

elder, wanderer or schizophrenic—would leave Osogo alone.  All Osogo ever wanted was to be 

left alone, to disappear.  To disappear.  Like Ernest Hemingway polishing his shotgun. Like 

Jerzy Kosínski putting himself to sleep. All the American writers he’d been forced to read in 

school were surely on to something. 

“Pole, Osogo, I drank your tea,” said the stranger, in a voice that sounded surprisingly 

like the ones in Osogo’s head. “That was so rude of me. Let me make you another drink.” And 

the stranger’s ankles appeared beside the bed, bony but thick with hair.  
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The Papers 

 

The missing papers were the problem. 

But at least Osogo Ojuok’s house smelled like desserts.  The sugar-dusted kaimati caught 

me off guard.  My elbow almost knocked them into the sink, so I had to carefully angle my torso 

and legs to avoid toppling the plate off the windowsill as I climbed in. They must have hired a 

new housegirl, hopefully one smart enough to make ngege without too much salt, but apparently 

flighty enough to leave the windows unlocked.  

One of my shoes brushed a kaimati ball, so I swiped that one, blew off the red dust and 

placed it on my tongue. Sweet.  So sweet.  Too sweet. Who would make sweets at a time like 

this, when the family should have been grieving? Two months was not enough time to mourn a 

son. 

It was four o’clock on a Thursday.  At four o’clock Mrs Ojuok would be reading in the 

living room before picking up Osogo’s sister from piano lessons.  His brother was away at 

school and Mr Ojuok only came home on the weekends.  I crept into the hall bathroom to wait 

until Mrs Ojuok’s keys jingled, and by the time her Volkswagen chugged down the driveway, I 

was in Osogo’s room, watching her leave through his open window. 

This was research.  Pure research.  I closed his door and switched on the light bulb.  

Unlike most of Osogo’s fans, I had a reason for wanting to be here and, unlike most of Osogo’s 

fans, I actually had access to his room.  Plus, I wasn’t a fan.  I was a fellow writer.  A 

contemporary. 

Where did I leave off?  Dresser?  Two Thursdays ago.  Desk?  Last week.  Today, I 

crawled beneath his bed and emerged with a few old magazines, some Cadbury wrappers, and a 

crumpled piece of paper.  The paper looked promising until I realized it was just a receipt, not 

the key to his novel. 

Novel.  Was that the right word?  Masterpiece?  Prophecy?  Ten months ago, Osogo 

Ojuok won the Binyavanga Wainiana Young Novelists’ Award based on the first three chapters 

of his book.  The Awards Committee published his submission online, an American talk-show 

host called it ‘masterful,’ Mama Chimamanda Adichie called it ‘heartbreaking,’ teenage girls 

cried over his ‘troubled eyes’ and ‘intimate soul,’ and by Mashujaa Day a bidding war had 

driven his advance up to one, one point five, two million shillings.  And Osogo hadn’t even 

finished the book.  

Some people said Osogo was dead.  He was not dead.  Osogo Ojuok was coming back, 

because he had to, because we had to finish his novel together, because I couldn’t finish it based 

on the first three chapters, my few interactions with him, and a Wikipedia-based knowledge of 

the Sacred Mijakenda Kaya Forests where his story took place, but I was trying.  It was hard.  

Too hard.  If I could just find notes or an outline that he’d left behind before he disappeared, I 

could finish it better than anyone else could and we could even publish it together. Maybe my 

contributions would be even better than his. Maybe Binyavanga Wainiana would fly down from 

his tower to thank me personally for creating such an amazing work, and I would cry, and I 

would give all credit to the missing Osogo, and Osogo would live on through my words, bound 

to the story we’d birthed together, even if he never returned. 

I army-crawled back under the bed and barrel-rolled out with three socks and a battalion 

of ossified tissues.  I was not a stalker.  My work would help him.  Online, some fans talked 

about hunting him down and torturing him until he finished writing the book. One girl claimed 

he had died and now haunted her at night, asking her to watch the next season of Househunters 
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International.  But these were not fans, they were freaks.  They’d driven Osogo away in the first 

place. 

Time check.  Mrs Ojuok would be back in seven minutes.  Think.  Where would a man 

like Osogo keep notes on his soon-to-be bestselling novel?  Probably not in his parents’ house.  

Probably on his laptop.  But his laptop was gone too.  Think of something else. 

The mirror hanging in his closet was so thick with dust that it did not even fog up when I 

breathed on it. I slid into his sneakers and could feel the floor through the worn-out rubber soles.  

I tried on his scarlet overcoat, the one with coal-coloured patches, the one he’d worn to lecture 

every single day no matter the heat.  It swept my calves.  I checked the pockets for cigarettes but 

found nothing.  His dresser did contain some cologne, though, so I sprayed it under my arms and 

stood in front of the mirror with my shoulders curled forward, head tilted to the side, the way 

Osogo always looked in interviews.  Even on the sunniest days, he always seemed a little 

concerned.  Just like a real writer.  I squinted to recreate the ‘intimate eyes’ that drove girls 

crazy.  I could drive girls crazy if I tried.  But that wasn’t my calling because my calling was 

finishing this story for Osogo.  He would be so grateful.  So grateful that he would let me keep 

writing under his name, perhaps.  I tightened one of his ties, a burnt red one with gold and sienna 

trimming, but it made me feel like the Ugandan flag. Instead, I dug through his mountain of 

scarves.  How could one person own so many plaid sca— 

What’s that?  Something red peeked out from a storage bin.  I pulled it out: a red leather 

binder.  I knew this binder!  He’d brought it to class every day when he was in my lecture.  

Maybe that’s when he’d started his novel.  Maybe that’s when— 

The door slammed open.  ‘Hey!’ 

I spun.  Mr Ojuok hulked in the doorway.  I froze.  ‘I’m just—’ 

 ‘What the hell are you doing?’  He grabbed my shirt.  I accidentally swallowed his 

sweaty stench and pushed it out through my watering eyes. He shook me.  ‘Who the hell are you, 

kuma nina?’ 

I ducked my head, yanked my elbows inward and backed out my shirt.  As he lunged 

toward me I leaped to the windowsill.  I started to apologize, but what was there to be sorry for?  

I glanced back just long enough to see him grab the phone.  ‘I’m calling the police!’ 

‘Tell them my name,’ I said. ‘I’m called Michael, like the Archangel.’ 

Then I curled my shoulders forward and dove out of the second story window. 
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The Body 

 

The body was the problem. 

Lugging it around?  He couldn’t do it.  It was like trying to hoist an elephant.  First he 

dragged it from the study, then down the stairs—clunk clunk clunk like a bag of potatoes—then 

he had to leave it at the front door while he started the car.  Did he have enough gas?  Check the 

meter. Then he had to drag the body—clunk clunk clunk—down a smaller set of stairs.  How 

would he lift it into the car?  Bend your knees, slide your arm beneath its legs, fireman’s lift, 

buckle under the unexpected weight.  Teeter, stumble, realize you forgot to unlock the car first.  

Swear quietly so that you don’t rouse the neighbours.  Eventually, get the thing in the trunk. 

The body wasn’t very big, but neither was he.  He probably should have eaten breakfast 

first.  Earlier he had been too nervous to hold down food, but the job itself was easier than 

expected, once he found the right pipe.  No, once he tied the plastic bag.  Wait, no, once he 

acquired the thallium.  Now it was just a question of waiting and dragging. 

He was doing the artist a favour, really.  Anyone could tell that the writer had been 

nervous.  Overworked.  That he’d hit a wall before he even begun, that he was destroying 

himself.  Artist, writer, what were you supposed to call them now?  Just ‘body,’ he guessed.  The 

word ‘body’ made him feel lighter.  He was doing him a favour. 

The man struggled to find a radio station.  What do you listen to after doing something 

like that?  He’d never done anything like it before.  Never killed…no, not ‘killed,’ that was the 

wrong word.  Extinguished?  Put to sleep?  He never could get the wording right, not like the 

writer could, so effortlessly.  He told himself to focus on the road so that he didn’t hit a tree and 

make two bodies. 

The sky changed from blue to red as he drove into the mountains.  When was the last 

time he’d seen a proper sunset?  Probably in a film somewhere.  Long before this all began. He 

drove until the sky was the colour of a bruise.  By then, he was a kilometre in the air.  He 

stopped twice to check his map for directions; he still made good time and parked in the hollow 

where the trees all bent forward, their branches braiding into one, blocking the sunlight from 

reaching the dried yellow grass. 

The air felt wet and cold and crept over his skin.  He got out of the car and yanked on a 

pullover, then trudged to the cliff.  Hills and mountains stretched in every direction, split only by 

the occasional highway.  You could walk for months and not escape.  You could search for 

months and not find anything.  He hoisted the body out of the trunk.  Did it smell yet?  No?  

Good.  Just a body, not an artist, he told himself again. 

He wished he could wrap it in a bag so that he wouldn’t have to look at it, but that would 

ruin the suicide.  The artist wouldn’t have killed himself and then jumped into a trash bag and 

then thrown himself into the Wami River.  It only worked without the trash bag.  And with the 

note.  Basha!  He still had to write that. 

The man rolled the body to the riverbank and then spread a sheet of paper over his knees.  

He started, I am, then frowned.  The handwriting was shaky.  Would a suicidal guy have a shaky 

hand?  Maybe he’d be calm.  What would he say?  The man glanced down at the body for 

inspiration but the silent guy didn’t offer much.  Body.  Not guy.  He ground the inside of his 

cheek between his teeth. 

He wished the artist had provided some last words, but no, he went down easy, silent.  

Just slumped forward into the drink.  No struggle, no coughing.  Just a trickle of saliva from the 

corner of his mouth. 
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The writer’s head lay twisted to the side, mud clumped in his curly hair, one hand rested 

on his exposed stomach and the other twisted palm up.  Like the guy was still surrendering.  His 

shirt smelled like alcohol and his pants smelled like piss.  He’d chewed his fingernails into pink 

nubs, worrying himself to death over something that didn’t matter anymore. There was a moral 

in there somewhere.  Take note, the man told himself. 

The man knew there were a lot of things he should have done.  He should have checked 

the body for a pulse, he should have wiped his fingerprints off the doorknobs and cup, and he 

should have written the note in advance. If nothing else, he should have at least looked the artist 

in the eye as he killed him.  He’d meant to but it just happened so quickly: The artist was an 

artist and then the artist was a body before the man had time to draw the curtains.  He set down 

the pen.  Maybe the artist needed a send-off.  Words to keep him safe on the journey to wherever 

his people went.  Maybe the body could be the artist again for just one minute. 

The man moved to the artist’s shoulder to turn him over.  Then, changing his mind, he 

shoved the body into the river with a splash that sent the crows flying.  
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The Doubt 

 

The doubt was the problem. 

No one believed that Osogo Ojuok would, or could, return. Nairobi Gossip Wire 

speculated that someone had murdered him the same way someone murdered the writer-

protagonist of his book, while a KTN anchor wondered whether he’d offed himself to escape his 

contract.  My roommate opined that the man had drunk himself half to death and now lay 

sprawled in an Afghani opium den.  I wanted to shake my roommate’s head until his face turned 

green.  Osogo Ojuok would be back. 

Then the newspaper came in.  

‘Mambo, Michael, I have something for you,’ said Mrs Polino the moment I entered the 

library.  I raised my eyebrows as she slid a packet of grey pages across the desk.  ‘Utaipenda. It’s 

about that boy you always talk about.’ 

I glanced down, saw it was a newspaper, and shook my head.  ‘No, thank you.  I don’t 

indulge in conspiracy theories, and that’s all anyone prints these days.’ 

She tapped the newspaper.  ‘Just read it.’ 

I frowned.  ‘Fine.’  

‘Section D.’ 

I tried to keep an open mind to be polite but stopped halfway through the blurb, gagging.  

‘You found this rubbish at the newsstand?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘He should take them to court for spreading false information.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I slid the paper back to her.  ‘It’s all speculation.  First, the article only takes up eight 

lines.  If Osogo were really dead, it would be front page, especially since it was front page when 

he won the Binyavanga Wainiana award and it was front page when he disappeared.  Second, it 

says he has been missing for eight weeks, present tense.  Third, ‘no foul play is suspected’ is 

code for suicide, and he would never have killed himself.  Faked it?  Labda.  Maybe.  I’m sure he 

could fake a suicide.  Fourth, it’s not true, because he’s not dead.  He’s coming back.  And it’s 

not true. Uongo.’ 

Mrs Polino warmed her palm over her tea and then brought the mug to her lips, steam 

curling from the rim. An eternity passed before she asked, ‘Is it untrue only because you want it 

to be untrue?’ 

‘He’s not dead.’ 

‘Mbona?’ 

‘Because he can’t be dead.  I just explained it.  He can’t be.’ 

‘Umemmiss?’ 

Mombasa County authorities have 

confirmed that David Osogo Ojuok, 24, 
of Nakuru, has passed away.  Ojuok, 

inaugural winner of the Binyavanga 

Wainaina Young Novelist Award, has 
been missing for eight weeks.  Few 

details have been released, but no foul 
play is suspected. 
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‘Of course I miss him, but—he’s a great writer.  I miss his words.’ 

‘I read his contest submission.’ 

‘Even before that, when we were in class together, he was amazing.  You can’t 

understand, but he had this way with words, he could play them like a piano.  No, his words 

could play you like a piano.  I’ve never read anything like it.’ 

She dug a sugar cube out of the tin on her desk and watched it dissolve in her tea.  ‘His 

submission wasn’t bad.’ 

‘You can’t understand,’ I said again.  ‘When he came to class, there was always this look 

on his face—he always looked like he was seeing something far past us.  Almost like he’d talked 

to God.  Almost like he’d seen death.’ 

She smiled.  ‘You have quite the imagination.’ 

‘Can I take this?’ 

‘I brought it for you.’ 

‘Asante.’  I tucked the newspaper under my arm and found my usual chair at the back of 

the library, where two bookshelves cornered off a nook.  The window overlooked a littered alley 

and the defunct Cadbury factory next door.  I liked to pretend that I smelled Cadbury chocolates 

cooking in the air.  I liked to pretend that the red splashes in the alley were just paint. 

I pulled out my notebook, whose face was plain except for my name squeezed in the 

corner, and inked another tally on the first page.  One tally for every day Osogo had left me 

waiting for his return.  Angry and sad and confused black marks covered the paper.  I cut out the 

newspaper article and hunted for a clean page to paste it.  I flipped past lists of addresses, articles 

I’d printed back when I still read conspiracy theories, scraps of paper I’d found from our class 

together two years ago; pictures from our university yearbook, pictures from his Facebook 

account, pictures I drew; lists of things that he liked and recipes he might like to try one day; 

seven annotated copies of his Binyavanga Wainiana submission; a handful of his old grocery 

receipts, prayers for his safe return, two pictures I’d taken from his sister’s room.  I flipped the 

page and hit the back cover. The notebook was stuffed.  Where would I put this clipping? 

I ran my hands over the front cover, smooth, bare, milky white, and pasted the article in 

the centre.  Beneath it, I crossed out my name and wrote Mwanza. The beginning.  
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The Words 

 

The words were the problem. 

I pitched my pen at the far wall.  Stupid, stupid!  An oafish murderer, a dead writer—my 

ideas were useless.  I balled up the sheet of paper and grabbed my head, scratching my 

fingernails through the tender line of scalp where hair meets forehead.  Why couldn’t I do this?  

Osogo always made it look so easy.  His words always swept across the page like a mehndi 

design, effortlessly locking and unlocking, winding their way into a floral arabesque that took up 

the entire page.  Why couldn’t I write a simple paragraph?   Because I’m not Osogo.  No, there 

had to be more to it than that. 

I drew the curtains, but this side of the city was too dark to see after sundown; past the 

circle of light coming from the watchtower everything looked like soot.  Mosquitos rammed 

themselves against the windowpane as if they could break through. Maybe my ideas were as 

stupid as them.  Plot: A man murders a writer, disposes of the body, and then disguises it with a 

suicide note.  Maybe the suicide note was the problem.  Or maybe the cause of the death was the 

problem.  Or maybe I was the problem.  The idea seemed so effortlessly gripping when Osogo 

wrote it as the start to his novel, but he’d never finished the story.  I was the only one who could. 

I opened the window—of course, I’d already forgotten about the mosquitos, so six 

swarmed in, headed straight for the electric lamp, and sizzled.  They were as foolish inside as 

they were out.  An unusually cold wind made me shiver as I climbed onto the windowsill, 

keeping one hand wrapped around the pipe that ran along the roof in case I fell. When the wind 

passed, I let my legs dangle in the darkness, waving high above the patchwork of red roofs seven 

stories below. 

I had been trying to finish Osogo’s story for eight weeks.  I had written only one hundred 

and twenty non-awful words in eight weeks, and eighty of them didn’t even form sentences, they 

were just really good words.  Like eleemosynary.  And otiose.  Dictionary words.  I wish I could 

quit. 

You can’t quit. 

I know. 

You’re the only one. 

I know! 

You can do it.  Eyes closed, I imagined Osogo’s arm slung across my shoulders like a 

brother.  His mouth would smell like the spicy, creamy sweetness of fermented milk and spiced 

goat.  He would have forgotten to clip his fingernails, and his scarf would scratch against my 

skin.  Sometimes I imagined him stepping out of the shower.  Sometimes I imagined us 

accepting an award together. Sometimes I imagined him naming me in his will, and I would 

boldly carry the mantle as I always knew I was meant to. 

You have to finish writing before you get the award. 

I know! 

You can’t even write a coherent sentence. 

I’m sorry.  Osogo, I’m sorry.  I’m sorry! 

I instinctively grabbed my head to scream at both voices, but jerked too quickly and 

pitched forward—my hand tightened around the pipe just in time.  Breathe, breathe.  I focused 

on a grey speck seven stories below.  Why was the ground so close and so far away?  Close 

enough to reach in seconds if I fell, but far enough to kill me if I jumped.  But jumping was the 

closest thing to flying.  I imagined Osogo’s hand squeezing my shoulder.  I imagined us flying 
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together. Or, the flicker of a thought from the tightest parts of my stomach: What if I flew and he 

fell? What if, in his dying moments, he christened me the one to carry on his legacy? 

  

The first time we met, Osogo wore a 

thick red scarf that looked as scratchy 

as his face, because he hadn’t shaved. 

 

 

 

 

He smelled like white wine and mango 

aftershave. 

 

 

 

‘Mind if I sit here?’ 

‘Sawasawa. Sure.’ 

‘I’m called Osogo.’ 

‘Michael Ooko.’ 

‘Am I in the right class?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

 

‘You smell good.’ 

 

 

 

 
He switched seats the next day, but 

only to two rows ahead of me.  I 

watched him pull out his hair during 

class.  I watched him fall asleep 

sometimes. 

 

 

One day we had to critique each other’s 

papers.  He came late, so he and I had 

to trade.   

 

 

I was shocked.  He wrote like music.  I 

couldn’t stop staring at the letters as 

they played in my head. 

 

He didn’t trade with me after that, but 

sometimes I came late so that I could 

sit right behind him in class and sneak 

photos of what he was writing. 

 

He didn’t understand how good he was. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘I saw you fall asleep.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Your mouth dropped open a little, 

and there was saliva glistening on 

your bottom lip, like dew.’ 

 

 

‘Are you a good writer, Osogo?’ 

‘Not really.’ 

‘You look agitated. You should sleep 

more.  Do you get eight hours?’ 

 

‘Michael, no, don’t read it out loud!’ 

 

 

 

‘Michael, did you just…?’ 

‘Huh?’ 

‘Never mind.’ 

 

 

‘I think you could publish right now, 

Osogo.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘Have you heard of the Binyavanga 

Wainaina Prize?’ 

‘No.’ 
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But first, I would have to actually sit down and write, so I climbed back inside and shut 

the window.  Flying would have to wait.  

  

We started having really good writing 

conversations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The class ended.  He graduated. 

 

 

I’d never missed anyone before.  I even 

went to his graduation.  I sat in the back. 

 

Eventually, I realized I didn’t miss him. 

 

I missed peeking over his shoulder to 

read something that kept me up at night. 

 

I missed his words. 

 

 

I missed watching him bend and break 

over a sheet of paper.  I missed knowing 

that somewhere in his head, something 

like God was working. 

 

When I read his unfinished story, I knew: 

 

Finally, I would get to write with him. 

‘What do you like to write about, 

Osogo?’ 

‘I don’t like writing.’ 

‘Uongo, yes you do.  What themes do you 

usually use?  How do you form your 

characters?’ 

‘My characters are me, I guess.’ 

 

‘You’re going to do great things, Osogo.’ 

‘We’ll see.’ 

 

‘I’m so proud of you.’ 

 

 

‘Osogo?’ 

 

‘How do you write like that?’ 

 

 

‘Umeandika leo? What have you written 

today?’ 

 

‘Can I read what you’ve written?’ 

‘It’s trash.’ 

‘Tafadhali?’ 

‘Whatever.  Here.’ 

 

‘Osogo…’ 

 

‘You’re going to love it.’ 
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I 

 

Exhibit B – The Suicide Note 

 

I am the problem. 

What do I even write here?  I’ve never been good at words.  Could never keep them in 

my head.  Except the otiose ones.   I think that’s irony?   I’ve never been good at this. 

Do I put emotions here?  Reasons?  I don’t really have any.  I’m not known for thinking 

things through.  I’m not known for much.  I’m not known.  I’m not known. 

To be known.  Past participle, right?  That means I have to sit back and take it.  Sit back 

to live as other people ‘know’ me—or think they know me.  Past participle means there’s no 

action, just state of being. 

Being.  What am I being right now?  Tired.  Rational, sort of.  Active.  I’m being active 

and doing something for myself.  It’s not hard.  This won’t be hard.  Please don’t miss me.  Just 

know that I 
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