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‘Seasoning’
[Short Story]
By Stanley Gazemba
The market was a-buzz at that midday hour. It took a full hour elbowing your way from one end of the huge open field to the other. In the intense midday heat the hoarse-voiced, fat market women had grown raucous, each trying to out-shout the other as they competed to attract the buyers to their stalls. The pot seller was waving her wares up in the air, reciting the finer qualities of the skilled potter. Beside her the dried-fishmonger waved a huge sun-dried obambla fish above her head like a machete, likewise reciting the poetry of the fisherman. At the far end the mitumba clothes seller had resigned himself to ringing his bell and whistling shrilly on his lips, occasionally digging his hands in the little mound of ‘dead men’s clothes’ and tossing them in the air so that they cascaded back on the pile; grubby jeans worn to a net between the legs and nylon knickers and brassieres that were stretched so they were two sizes too big for the fattest woman in the market – all faded with use. He was nursing his sore throat with a half-litre Fanta soda in readiness for the afternoon home stretch. Amidst this thronging crowd the madman Ng’oteng’o’s voice rang crisp and clear, achieving for him what they all craved with the least exertion.


‘…Ijumbi indahi! … Fine fresh salt for your vegetable pot! …Ijumbi indahi gooooo…!’


As the sun travelled up in the sky it shone directly in the eyes and the traders had to recline their tattered umbrellas towards it. It had grown even stuffier in the stalls, the air thick with the smell of fish, ground pepper, half-rotting mangoes and people’s sweaty underarms. The beaten paths dissecting the stalls had been trampled to fine red dust, the imprints of a hundred footprints forming an interesting to-and-fro pattern. The shoppers had done the rounds of nearly all the stalls. They were now doing the second or third, still haggling loudly and buying little. 

As for the traders, they were almost throwing in the towel and giving away their wares at the ‘evening price’. They were ready to go home. It was a testy moment of a trading day that the stalling buyers understood well. 


‘…Ijumbi indahi! …Get it at my last offer, mama, before I go…ijumbi indahi goooiii…!’


At the far end where the rusty zinc-roofed shops hemmed in the market the cattle traders were also starting to take their leave. The few cattle that remained in the yard were bony and too weary from the long day in the sun to attract a serious offer. Underneath the old gum tree in the centre of the yard the tinsmith’s hammer still sounded as he hammered into shape yet another sooty cooking pan.


‘…Ijumbi indahi, mama, buy some while there’s still time. You know I will be gone and then it will be too late!’


‘Ng’oteng’o, is it salt you are selling or lye?’ said the woman who the madman was pestering.


‘What is the difference, mama? They all do the same job on the soup, if you ask me!’  The madman was already removing the sisal string from around his neck, along which the lye he was selling was strung in tiny pouches fashioned out of dried banana fibre.


‘I will buy if you give it to me on credit.’

‘Ha! That business I do not do, mama!’ said the madman with a laugh, passing his hand through his stringy hair as he slung his wares back on his shoulder. ‘I would be a poor man if I planted my hopes on the “tomorrow” tree, you know.’


‘But you will be here tomorrow, and I will be right here waiting to pay,’ protested the woman. ‘You know very well that I haven’t sold anything today. Come on; do not turn your heart into a stone.’


‘Pheew! And you have a sweet tongue too, woman. Hee! You want me to burn my fingers?’


As they had been haggling a group of kids had gathered around the madman, staring curiously at his greasy rags.

‘What do you children want, now?’ said Ng’oteng’o.


‘Sing us a song, Ng’oteng’o,’ said the lanky one called Sadu. ‘That one about the likolove bird and the trapper’s termites.’


‘Ha! You want to hear the song? I say you buy me a cigarette first!’ said the madman, warming to his little friends.

But soon he realised that it was not the song the little crowd was after but something else around his groin that drew their attention, and which sent them off reeling with laughter.


‘Ng’oteng’o, see now what you are showing the children?’ said the market woman, shooing them away. ‘Can’t you button your fly, you dirty old man?’


‘They are inviting a curse, mama, that is what they are doing,’ said Ng’oteng’o, feigning anger. ‘You, Sadu, do you want white ants to come out of your head this very minute?’ he said, waving his cane at the boy.


But the children had already taken off, ringing with laughter as they went. 


‘…Ijumbi indahi!   One last time, get your lye, mama…I am going, gooooii…!’


‘So, what did you say, Ng’oteng’o, do I get the lye or not?’


‘Ho! Our business is closed, woman. I told you I speak only to your shilling, and nothing else.’


‘Well, here it is then, you hard-hearted man.’

And at the mention of money Ng’oteng’o came back on the run, lowering his wares.


‘I wonder what he puts in the lye,’ said the woman in the next stall, also drawing her moneybag from where it hang on a drawstring inside her bosom. ‘You can never get your soup tasty enough without Ng’oteng’o’s lye, I tell you.’


‘Ha! That is my secret, woman. Don’t you know I am the soup doctor?’


‘And a pretty expensive one at that, I daresay. Your packages seem to get smaller by the day!’ complained another, weighing two of the banana-fibre parcels in her hands as she decided which to buy.


‘A woman will never stop complaining!’ said the madman.


At the far end of the emptying cattleyard the butcher reached behind him to take a swipe at the hordes of green flies with his flywhisk. They were buzzing angrily against the mesh screen, trying to get at the carcasses hanging on heavy meat-hooks from the rafters. He then leaned on his counter, clashing his long carving knives against each other in that deft movement that sharpened them.

The butcher was watching the women as they haggled with the madman, knowing they would make a beeline for his shop thereafter for a quarter kilo of meat or a half of tripe to go with the vegetables. Theirs was the relationship of the chameleon and the fly; one watching the other gorge itself on the dirty things of this world, knowing full well the next minute it would snap it up in an athletic stretch of its tongue.

His fat cat that kept fattening on his cast-offs was sleeping by his elbow. They said it was his jinnee cat from Mombasa; his special money-minting talisman that made him so wealthy. Up on the roof the thin black alley cat that had to fend for itself picked its way gingerly across the rusty zinc roof.

A little distance from the shop Saidi, the charcoal trader, prepared to wind up his business. It had been a bad day for him, with the buyers accusing him of trying to sell them charcoal dust in the place of charcoal. He needed to get back to the valley to check on the charcoal mound he had started that morning.


The sun was softening on the old brick shop walls by the time Ng’oteng’o was through with his business. He stopped by the huge gum tree to take stock of his takings, counting the coins carefully with his drooling tongue hanging out, before stuffing them back in his tattered trousers. Satisfied with the take, he lingered a while to pick at the lice in the band of his trousers, and which had feasted on his little pot belly until they were swollen, round as peas. He picked them out one after the other, inspecting them briefly against the setting sun before bursting them against the scarred bole of the gum tree with his long thumbnail. An expression of half-distaste and bemused triumph played on his bearded face as he did so. 

He was the only one who was smiling with the setting of the sun because he had sold all his lye, save for only two parcels. Well, tomorrow he would get them again, he said to himself as he slung his walking-stick across his shoulders and set off for the valley to fix his lye mounds. The mellower song about the bird and the white ants, which now played loudly on his lips, had replaced the monotonous ijumbi chant.

Handavera… handavera


Msaara gwamera swa!


(I never seen … I never seen


This tree that sprouts winged termites)


Deep in the marshy valley Saidi was cursing as he circled his charcoal mound. All the time he had been sitting at his stall in the market, thinking next market’s charcoal was going to redeem his poor sales of the day, he had been dreaming. The fire he had set earlier in the morning had not caught, and the mound of logs was still as cold as a grave. Now he would have to reset the mound again. And yet he had brought no matches.

Looking out over the marsh, frowning at the rapidly approaching dusk, he saw a column of smoke rise above the reeds at the other end of the valley. That must be Ng’oteng’o setting his lye, he thought to himself as he set off through the marsh to fetch some glowing embers from his fire.


Ng’oteng’o was in a jolly mood as he went about gathering the dried reeds into a neat pyramid. It would be market day in the neighbouring town the next day, and he knew that the women there would be waiting for him. 

After the pile was ready he struck a match to it and stood back. As the fire crawled around the base of the pile, a curious smile came over his face as he started to unzip his fly, fishing inside for his hose that had so amused the children back at the market. Now for the medicine…


Like a doctor directing his stethoscope at a patient’s heart he cradled his hose in his hands and aimed the jet at the top of the stack, working it down the pyramid so that the dried reeds were well soaked. He went round the other side and repeated the routine.

Satisfied that the mound was well soaked, he returned his hose to its resting place and gathered dried leaves, which he added to the building fire. The flames surged heavenward, lapping hungrily at his fingers.


Now that the mound was burning nicely, he sat down in the clearing his sickle had made in the reeds and reached for his tobacco pouch and a folded piece of old newspaper, preparing to roll a cigarette. It was as he was wetting the roll with saliva, working it into a compact roll in readiness to light up, that he heard a cough behind him. Startled, he went for his sickle on the ground. But when the reeds parted to reveal Saidi, the alarm on his face turned to bafflement.


‘So, that is your secret ingredient that makes the market women fall over themselves for part of your lye, is it, Ng’oteng’o?’


For a while the madman stood by, gazing at his surprise visitor.

‘B-but it never harmed anyone!’ he stammered suddenly, looking into the hungry flames.


‘Indeed it never did,’ said Saidi with a chuckle, shaking his head. ‘My wife has been buying from you all these years!’
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