
I REMEMBER By Owen Kariuki  

Life has a way of springing up on us at our most unguarded moments. Either it is because life has 

no manual and therefore we cannot expect it to run in any known procedure. Or perhaps it is 

because our lives need a jolt out of the blue to bring our pride down and cause us to acknowledge 

its fickleness and fragility in the process. Learning to process the workings of the world has been 

sobering for me, especially in these past few weeks. With every sunrise and sunset, every gust of 

wind and chirping of the birds, I have learnt to appreciate that I do not deserve anything that I’m 

able to see, feel and hear. They are all gifts of grace, handed down to me by the Almighty God 

who is abundant in mercy and love. And above all, my life is not my own; this life is not mine to 

possess, understand or try to control. I have learnt that I have a very small, insignificant 

contribution to make in my life if I do not seek to do the will of my creator. I become like a 

crusty leaf in amongst a strong breeze, always reacting to what is around me and getting carried 

away by it.  

Where there is life, there exists loss as well. It is not a thought that we like to harbor in our 

minds. We love wearing rose-colored glasses and numbing away the prospect of an inevitable 

end to life. We will all die. This is the truth. How we die or what we go through before we do is 

unfortunately a matter of circumstance. We do not just chance to live to the nineties or die 

peacefully in our sleep. Loss is one of those hard-hitting aspects of life that seem to always stir 

one into so much trepidation and anxiety. And especially when it bares its head at you, then 

everything in your life is brought into perspective.  

When sickness strikes a loved one, a friend, an acquaintance or a distant associate, it is so easy to 

assume the worst. Having it befall someone you never thought would get sick is even more 

disillusioning. Why them? Is what we question ourselves. We feel embittered that the bout of 

sickness ‘chose the wrong person’. In an effort to salving our pain, we forget the simple essence 

of life is to go through it and leave having done your best. That there is nothing that our human 

hands can do to stop the wheel of life that bewitchingly revolves second by second, claiming 

millions of lives in sudden and damning ways.   

I wonder why life would be so cruel and unfair – then I remember that I am undeserving of every 

passing moment of your life; every second I spend breathing, every spectrum of colored light I 

am able to see, every scent I’ve ever smelt is not mine to keep. These are simply resources; there 



is a source.  So I melt at the grace that has been afforded to me and revere the creator. 

Perspective shifts from the slow and incensing burn of wanting to curse the heavens for the 

unfortunate circumstance to reflecting on the goodness of God and His ever-present grace.  

 Even the sickness, you realize, is just a passing phase in life. And with it comes the associative 

feelings and emotions.  

I could not believe when I heard the news about my friend’s failing health. You know those 

moments when you’re heart sinks and an empty vacuum forms between your chest, constricting 

your throat and sending chills down your spine. I experienced such a moment of sheer disbelief. 

It was my mother’s call in the middle of a lazy lockdown day in December 2020 that jarred me 

to the core. A sixteen year old girl need not be this sick. The girl is almost my little sister, having 

seen her grow from a tiny baby weighing almost like a feather, being incubated for the first 

moments of her life, to the tempestuous pre-adolescent stage and then gradually seeing her 

sprout to a fine young girl has undoubtedly endeared her to me.  

The first thing I thought was: how could it be? Not our Rosemary. Then almost instinctively I put 

myself in her shoes and almost induced myself into an unnecessary panic attack. I was terrified 

just thinking that a cancerous growth could be pushing against my brain at the age of sixteen. 

Based on how my own adolescence was a nervy and anxious train wreck, I would have already 

recoiled into a ball of self-loathing and hate.   

It’s funny how we think that fate lies in our hands, that we can possibly dictate how things go in 

our lives. Why do we delude ourselves that we know what is going on or what will happen? It is 

hope that grounds us, ebbs away the expectations and plans we place first in our lives and 

reminds us that we do not manufacture the happenings around us and neither do we manifest 

them, we are products of grace. And it is this hope that makes us look forward with courage. We 

do not question this hope and neither do we interrogate this grace. We become thankful and 

grateful that our interests and concerns are our Maker’s to bear.  

Days later, my mother placed a call to the little girl’s family and put it on speaker. The little girl 

sounded so joyful and happy that it moved me to tears. Logically, this is a situation that did not 

inspire any hope. But faith trumps logic. She spoke with a lot of conviction, lauding herself for 

finishing her plate of food and affirming that she was feeling better than the last phone call. What 



could make a little girl with a perilous disease talk with such optimism? Surely this was neither a 

glass half-full or empty, the glass was damn broken. But there she was picking up the pieces and 

sticking them back together.  

Oh, Rosemary. My heart bleeds for you every time I think about you. I know that you are going 

through a lot but you are strong baby girl. The immense amount of prayers going heavenward 

for you carry spiritual power that you cannot imagine. You shall be well. I heard your voice and 

figured out that the spark has never died away. You still sound as jovial and giddy as you have 

always been. I love you and I cannot wait to see you.  

If death snatches her away, I do not believe I will be able to take the news well. The thought 

niggles at the back of my head, threatening to pierce through the cocoon of positivity and hope I 

have built. But I cannot allow the somberness of the situation engulf me. It is the suddenness of it 

all that makes me reel in fear. I know death can be cruel especially in the manner it creeps up on 

you.  

I remember Anita. My mother’s beloved hairdresser. The first time I saw her I genuinely thought 

she was a mzungu. Every time my mother would come home donning a trendy hairdo she would 

sing the praises of Anita and her magical hands. Anita became a very close friend of our family, 

much like every good soul my mother has connected with in her life. Anita had two sons and a 

daughter, Rose. I adored the little girl. She had a gleaming bronze skin, piercing brown eyes, 

silky long jet-black hair and a smile that could weaken the knees. Trips to our house would bring 

up fond stories of Rose winning a mathematics contest or meeting a new playmate. For a small 

girl, she had a very broad view of the world as her oyster and she as the pearl.  

As years went by, mother began coming home still with trendy hairdos but with a forlorn, distant 

look on her face. I would wonder: Ma looks beautiful, why is she not happy? Gradually Rose and 

her two brothers began skipping months before they would show up for juice and biscuits at our 

house. The luster and verve was not lost from Rose’s eyes and her younger brother, Michael, was 

still a rambunctious ball of energy around the house. He would jump on the seats, ruffle with my 

hair and chase my little brother around the house in a game of tag that would be soon forgotten 

as soon as lunch was ready.  



However, Rose’s older brother, Jackson, grew more impassive. He was a year or so older than 

me but the admiration toward me was palpable. We learned off of each other; he would gladly 

admit he needed story books to read and I would freely give him my Moses set of books (I rarely 

give out my books, I lend). I appreciated his determination in school even though Anita 

complained, behind closed doors, that she was fearful Jackson would not amount to academic 

excellence. But Jackson did not mind that. He, and I, knew that the future was full of 

opportunities for a resilient and handsome man as he was.  

I did not get the time to ask Jackson the raison d’etre of his mood change before I was whisked 

away into the cold outskirts of the city for my high school studies. Jackson managed to get into a 

polytechnic and conversations between us whittled away sadly.  

During my form-two half-term break, I came back home ready to breathe a long sigh that I did 

not know I was holding. High school was fast and furious and I needed a pit stop break. No 

sooner had I stepped into the house than I saw my mother’s hair in a bland head wrap. I instantly 

knew something was amiss. She did not say anything and only greeted me welcome. I was 

famished and my stomach desperately needed something to gobble down. As I approached our 

dining table, under the dim monochrome lights over the marble table, I saw it.  

The eulogy.  

My knees weakened. I grabbed the chair and plonked into it, tears streaming down my cheeks the 

minute I leaned back.  

“Ma…”  

“Yes, Kariuki.”  

I did not finish my sentence. Mother was already by my side embracing me.  

** 

I did not attend Anita’s burial. Four years ago we visited her mother in the rainy constituency of 

Banana. As we passed across the patio to the humble abode, Anita’s mother pointed us toward 

the grave, sunken and cemented. Her ailing paralytic sister lying next to her. I could not begin to 

imagine the emotions running wild in the poor lady’s mind. She recounted that Anita had been 

her only hope; the child, unlike what most parents would gasp at, she loved the most.  



Loss. It takes away our loved ones. It rids us of the ability to make new memories. It steals our 

happiness and peace. That is one side of the coin. Grace. Through loss, we learn that we do not 

deserve a single second of our lives. Through loss, we get to experience the profound love it 

takes for our hearts to keep on beating. Through loss, we learn grace.  

I enjoyed and cherished the times I spent with Anita and her kids. Through her death, I have 

come to appreciate the value of real friendship. Anita and our family were inseparable, even in 

her death. Mother tells me that you could have thought our family was hers during the burial; 

voices raised in agony and pain over a stranger who had become family. After her passing, my 

mother has struggled to find another hairdresser who does it the way Anita did. Anita’s craft, 

ingenuity and finesse remains inimitable. I miss her.  

To Jackson, Michael and Rose. I love you all. I miss you all. I do not know how your lives are 

and I feel guilty that I am not part of them. How I wish to hold you, to hear your voices, to talk to 

you and to share encouragement with you. Jackson, how is the business doing? Michael, are you 

still the playful and jovial boy I remember? Rose, oh Rose, I hope you have never lost the 

vibrancy you clearly got from your mother. I pray that you never despair in this life. I am sure 

your aunty looks after you and loves you like your mother did.  

 

 

 


