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One Woman’s Price
Short Story
by Millicent Muthoni
Cindy tip-toed down the long corridor in Gandhi Wing, her hands clutched in a tight knot at the waist. She shuddered at the risk involved in their plan. ‘It is like brushing the molars of a crocodile,’ she thought. She walked on to the blind end of the corridor and saw the blue door with chipping paint and the brass plaque she was all too used to: ‘Door No. 23, Dr Arthur Bwaka.’  
She was wearing a knee-length leather skirt and a second-hand bolero jacket bought at Sunbeam with the previous year’s chacha. Her hair was cropped into a neat bob and was a flattering complement to her long, chocolate face.  

Her classmates were clustered at the far end of the corridor. Tim, her boyfriend and classmate, blew her a kiss, but she was too nervous to acknowledge it, let alone blow one back in return.  

She opened her handbag and pressed the ‘record’ button on the miniature recorder a classmate had given her. Then she took a deep breath, reached for the door knob and, with a sense of burning her bridges, slowly opened the door. 

Dr Bwaka was seated behind his desk, typing away on his computer. He did not look up. She was not surprised at his nonchalance.  

‘Next time you might consider knocking.’ 

‘Sorry sir, may I come in?’ 

He looked at her and his face lit up. He took off his spectacles, letting them hang from his neck by the cord. 

‘Aah! Ihuoma! Look at you! Of course, come in,’ he said enthusiastically, calling her by a pet name she had acquired in class after acting out a scene from The Concubine. 

‘Thank you.’ Cindy sat across from him, her handbag on her lap. 

‘Cinderella! Beautiful as ever eh! I’m in the middle of an important task, but never mind. What brings you back to me? You are now in your third year, aren’t you?’ 

‘Yes. Sorry for interrupting sir…’ 

‘No problem!’ he cut in. ‘For you, I’m all ears. And come on, this is not an official visit. You can call me Arthur.’ 

That was not an easy thing to do. Dr Bwaka was 53, the newly elected head of department, and had been her lecturer during her second year. 

He noticed her discomfiture. 

‘Okay… Mr Bwaka or whatever. Just drop the formality.’ 

‘I’m here to discuss why I failed in African Literature.’ 

He put on his spectacles, turned to the screen and began typing again. 

‘Sir...’ 

‘Yes? What was that you said again dear?’ he asked, looking preoccupied. 

‘The reason I failed in your subject. I feel that it was not…’ 

‘Hold on. I taught you the African Literature course last semester, didn’t I?’ 

‘Yes sir. And I failed!’ 

‘How is that? My sincere apologies.’ 

The corner of his mouth was lifted into a characteristic smile that he wore whenever he had the pleasure of taking her for a ride. That always gave him an upper hand in the conversation. 

‘So, what’s there to discuss? In this university, exam results, as you know, are not provisional.’ 

‘I feel that I did not get the grade I deserved, Dr Bwaka. I was a diligent student and I did all my assignments on time.’ 

‘So, what does that make me... malicious or stupid?’ 

‘I didn’t say that sir.’ 

‘Then stop whining. You did your part, and the examiner did his. What do you say?’ 

He listened to her silence. Then, with both elbows on the table, he leaned forward. He had the look of a father reprimanding a child, only with obvious glee. 

‘My dear, do you know the difference between high school and university?’ 

No answer. 

‘Mmmh?’ 

Still no answer. Cindy broke the gaze. Her eyes settled on her lap, where she was twiddling her thumbs.  

‘In high school, they test how well you do your assignments and read for your exams. You know, the kind of thing you are talking about. Here, we test your aptitude in life.’ 

Cindy gave him a quizzical look, her face still bowed. 

‘The way you conduct yourself in my class bears upon your performance.’ 

‘But I don’t remember being rude or uncooperative in class.’ 

‘Don’t you?’ He laughed quietly. ‘Four walls do not define class. All of life’s a stage, remember… Shakespeare? In this case, all of life’s a class!’ 

He got up from his desk and walked towards her. He was stockily built, and his hands, with prominent veins running down them, were all too visible, thanks to the short-sleeved shirt he was wearing. In fact, were it not for the betraying streaks of grey in his hair, he might have passed for the youngster he seemed to think he was. Cindy did not look up at him. 

‘For a woman with your beauty, my dear, sometimes a lot more will be expected of you than merely reading for your exams.’ He said it matter of factly, and with the same conviction he had told the class: ‘You will be expected to read for this exam.’ 

He sat on the table and crossed his left leg over his right, touching her shin lightly with his dangling foot. 

She folded her legs under her seat. 

‘Hey! You are such a jittery girl. Get used to these things; they are part of adult life. Just relax.’ 

His voice had trailed off into a lazy guttural drawl. Cindy took a deep breath, hissing out the word ‘Sir’ as she responded. 

‘Sir, we’ve been through this before. You’re old enough to be my father. I’ll never give in to your advances even if it means failing my exams.’ 

She had to be careful not to give in too fast or else he’d get suspicious. She knew that that statement always wounded his pride. 

‘Okay. You made your bed, you lie on it. And as for my being older than you, well, a cock only crows better with age. So…forget about Tim. He cannot treat you like a woman…’ 

He stopped when he noticed her indignant stare. He excused himself with a shrug and a rueful sneer. 

‘Oh! I’m just being poetic.’ 

‘With due respect, Sir, I don’t wish to discuss my personal life with you. It’s none of your business.’ She meant it.  

‘Wow!’ he was impressed by her guts. 

‘So are your grades, young lady. They are none of your business. Yours is to sit the exams.’ 

It was time to cast her bait. 

‘What do you want from me?’ 

This was the highlight of the students' plan. 

‘That, my dear, is the question you should have asked before you sat your exam. It’s a bit too late, I think.’  

She did not respond. 

Do you ever think about what I asked you?’ 

Y-yes,’ she hesitated. 

‘And....’ 

‘It's risky. What if people get to know? It would be disgraceful.’ 

‘What people, my dear? People will only envy you.’ 

‘Your wife and children…’ 

‘I don’t wish to discuss my personal life with you either, but just so you know, my wife and I are separated, and my two children are abroad. Happy now?’ 

‘What about the rest of the department?’ 

‘What about them? No one will know. Besides, this is not about other people. Let’s talk about us.’ 

She wore a blank expression, trying not to betray her anticipation. 

‘Look Cindy,’ he said, running his finger along her right cheek. ‘You are a beautiful and intelligent woman. you need a man who celebrates that. I’ll love you the way a woman should be loved. Don’t fear me. I would never hurt you.’ 

‘Sir, it’s risky.’ 

‘These things happen, Cindy. It’s not a big deal. And you are a grown woman. You can handle it. Believe me. I know you admire me. Why fight it? A lot of girls would give anything to be in your place.’ 

Cindy didn't know whether to laugh or throw up.  

‘What happens to my grades?’ 

‘Leave that to me dear,’ he said dismissively. ‘Just do your part and watch what happens.’ 

He squatted in front of her, his hands on her knees. 

‘So, where do we meet on Friday?’ 

Cindy was uncomfortable with his proximity to the recorder. What if it suddenly went off? How would she explain it? She conveniently brushed aside thoughts of any such eventuality.  

Dr Bwaka was known in the department for two things; his prowess as a teacher and his irascibility. When angered, he would always first react, and then respond later. He threw objects at students when angry. It could be piece of chalk, a duster, a bunch of keys, or whatever he happened to be holding at the time. Cindy appeared resigned to create the impression that he had finally conquered her. 

‘Suggest the place.’ 

‘Blue Post, Thika, 6pm, Dinner.’ 

‘Aah... the waterfalls. It’s a very romantic place’
‘Friday 6pm it is then? Now that’s my Ihuoma?’ 

Cindy smiled coyly. 

‘You won’t regret it Cindy,’ he added reassuringly, his face already betraying his excitement. 

‘I hope so… Arthur,’ she said, looking into his eyes. He winked in recognition of the familiarity that seemed to have developed between them. 

‘May I go now? It’s getting late.’ 

She was hoping that he would spare all the sentimental ideas for Friday. She made for the door. It had been easy driving the last nail in his coffin. This would validate the allegations raised against him in the dossier the students had compiled. Every year, he would pick on one girl in his African Literature class to be his plaything and peg her grades to her response. Cindy felt proud to be the one to end all this. Dr Bwaka had just rubber-stamped his own interdiction. 

‘Cindy?’ His calm voice startled her. 

She turned. 

‘Not a word of this to a living soul.’ 

She gabbled some words in the affirmative, eager to get out of the office. She felt a rising sense of danger. Her hands were shaky and sweaty as they reached for the door.

‘And Cindy...’ 

‘Yes Arthur.’ She fought off the temptation to flee. 

He was smiling nonchalantly, savouring the moment before speaking. Cindy, putting on a brave face to cover up her apprehension, closed the door and faced him. 

‘How about a goodbye kiss?’ he asked softly. 

She felt her stomach turn with disgust. It was, however, too late to backtrack, so she pasted a smile on her face. 

Dr Bwaka walked to the door and locked it. Then, holding her hands behind her back, he pinned her against the door.  

She waited. 

He smiled. 

‘Your tape recorder just went off.’ 

Cindy froze. She felt her blood turn cold. Dr Bwaka bit his jaws tight. 

‘You must have thought me a fool. Young girl, if you want to play games, you'd better study your opponent well.’ 

Cindy fumbled for words. Despite the planning, she was not prepared enough for this. 

‘I don’t understand what you are saying, Arthur.’ 

‘Then why don’t I just show you?’ 

He reached for her bag. 

‘Is this a joke?’ she asked, feigning a light tone. 

‘I should ask you that question young girl, because if it is, then it is in very bad taste.’ 

Opening the bag, he reached for the recorder and sighed between clenched teeth. 

‘Shit!!’ 

Cindy tried to act calm. She engaged the contingency plan. 

‘Arthur, let me explain...’ 

Before she could finish the sentence, he grabbed her by the collar, choking her. 

‘It will be too late for that. Go explain it in hell.’ 

She tried to scream, but couldn't produce a sound. 

‘Stupid! Malaya!’ he cursed as he wrestled her to the table. ‘No one messes around with me!’ 

There was commotion outside. Confused, Dr Bwaka stopped to listen. 

‘Comrades, power!!!’ 

‘Power!!!’ 

‘We go…We go!!!’ 

‘We go!!!’ 

‘Rrrrrrrrrrrr!!!’ 

The door came down and a gang of frenzied students burst in. Frozen with fright, Dr Bwaka was still standing over Cindy, pinning her to the table with his legs, his hands still on her throat.
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