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Yellow Rubber
Story
By Monica Arac de Nyeko
Toto my younger brother is out there somewhere. Who cares about that pygmy? Me and my elder sister are sitting on the metal frame of the double deck bed in the kitchen. The heat sucks up all the fresh air. We have to breath with ours mouths open like fish. The kitchen has only one small window which is far from the fireplace. Adong never opens it. She is a pygmy too. Ma says I can’t call them pygmies. She says when I talk like that it means I have no manners and big people hate children like that. Ma says anyone who is short is not automatically a pygmy. Toto and Adong are not as short as I think they are, she says. Heheheheheh. Of course they are, at least for their ages. Toto is six. I am older than him by four years. Adong, I am not sure how old she is. She must be must older because her breasts are not even standing straight anymore. The other day I heard the neighbors say she is not even my real sister. I really did not want to say it in her face. She bathes me when I don’t feel well and she irons my clothes and brushes my shoes for church even when Ma has not told her to. But she forced me. I told Adong I wanted to sleep. I felt like fainting. I think I had probably eaten too much. I felt so weak and unable to get up from the table. Adong looked fine enough. She was collecting dishes from the table and busting in and out of the sitting room. 

I am not lying. I told Adong after she took one look at me and went ahead and made me wash dishes. She said I had a diploma in lying and I could not fool her because she knew all my tricks, unlike Ma whom I played around like netball. I ran after Adong and tapped her buttocks. I dashed outside. I have mastered Adong like a folktale. When I run out, she will rush after me to make sure I do not disappear until evening. Ma will punish her by making her sit outside with all the bats flying in the night. Adong gets scared and she shouts out loud. The neighbors hear her. She tells them she saw a flying ghost coming towards her. She heard it pave its way among the banana trees. It shook the dry banana leaves. Woaaaaaaaaa. kwaaaaaaaaa. Woaaaaaaaaa. Ma tells her to come inside immediately. There are no ghosts if you ask me, only pygmies like Adong and Toto. 

Come back here before I start to throw stones at you, she shouted and ran after me when I tapped her bum. You are not even my sister. I shouted back at her and proceeded to shout out what I had heard. Mummy picked you from the dustbin at Lede. Your real mother threw you! So don’t mala mi. I shall beat you, Nja kukuba! I pointed my finger at her and zimuled my eyes like the big girls – up and down very rapidly to show I was tough. She stopped in her tracks, seemed to think about it and made after me again saying Ma will see about that in evening when she came back. But Ma was not going to see about anything. I used to get sick very often. Whenever I did Ma sat by me rubbing her hand on my chest or feeling my temperature. When my temperature got so high and I felt like the bed was turning round and round and I was shaking inside it, Ma didn’t go to work. She stayed by me all day and called me her sweet avocado. Sweet jackfruit. Sweetie baby. Stay with me, she cried. 

These days I don’t get that sick anymore. But sometimes when I want to hear sweet avocado and jackfruit, I lie in the bed and shout, mummy, mummy. Sick. My head. She feels my temperature and my heart. She says, it sounds good. Are you sure? And then I start to roll in the bed. I do my eyes up and down. Toto taught me how to do my eyes so that the black part goes up and up and she can see only the white, sort of like I am dying. Ma orders a reluctant Adong to go call the doctor. Sometimes I say I am already feeling fine now, don’t call the doctor. But Ma says my sickness is changing style and we need to check with the doctor. Ma says I have a weak heart. I feel fine most of the time these days. I just get a bit dizzy and I have to rest. Ma starts think I need to get taken to the hospital. She asks if I am fine. I talk to her in a low voice and tell her I want eggs and bread because my mouth feels bitter and I could faint anytime. Milk, eggs and bread are my sick food. No one else is allowed to eat them unless they are sick too. Toto and Adong are never sick. They are short like drums but they have strong hears. Sometimes I feel sorry and give them some of my bread. They look at me I can see them swallowing saliva from their dry eggless, breadless and milkless mouths. 

Catch me if you call yourself a woman, catch me, I shouted back at Adong sticking out my tongue. Adong run after me looking like a worm. She knows she can’t run. I don’t know why she bothers. 

I lifted my skirt up and pulled down my red tagiri panties and shook my buttocks at her. Ma makes her wash my tagiris for me. Adong says I am big enough to wash them on my own and I should learn to use toilet paper! Hehehehehe. 

Today, our kitchen smells of groundnut source mixed with fish and posho. Um! That’s what we are cooking. We have just made the sigiri and the charcoal is just starting to become real hot and glow purple-pink-red-black. Adong had to light the sigiri all by herself. She is going to cook lunch all by herself. I don’t like cooking. The heat from the sigiri cracks my skin and burns it. Adong always let me slice the onions which she would rather do herself anyway. She says I cut them too big and I let them all fall on the floor instead of into the plate resting on my lap. When she tells me anything I shout at her and call her pygmy. That word used to hurt her. It does not have that effect these days. I need to start calling her something else. Something like, let me see… ghost? No. Tagiri washing machine? No. Ah, Namutebi! This will get her charged up for sure. She hates Namutebi that mad woman who spends her time talking to herself and playing mother to a large banana fiber effigy at the main road. 

These days Ma takes me to the doctor only twice a year, not like every week when I was younger. The last time the doctor used his listening things again. The ones he puts in his ears and on my chest. He said: she is getting on fine. We might have to take her off her medication! Ma turned to me, grabbed me by the ears and shook my head. Do you hear that? She said to me. I nodded. It was what she wanted me to do. She does not know I stopped taking the medicine like two years ago. She had never imagined, I could – well, it was sticking in my throat. The tablets are too big and they leave my throat feeling like a blocked sewer. 

If Adong knew about the medicines she would tell Ma. But how can she know when I throw them in the latrine? Adong has looked in vain for anything to get Ma cross with me. That is why she pinches my lips with her sharp finger nails these days. FRUSTRATION. She cuts her nails into pyramid shapes with a razor blade. It feels like a needle. Adong says: you tell her I made you cut onions this time and I will make you sit on that hot sigiri. Adong imitates my voice. I don’t talk high pitched and babyish like that. I talk like Ma, deep, and really serious and hands across my chest like a girl scout. Ma forbids us to use paraffin to light up the charcoal in the sigiri. She says paraffin is too expensive and until we start to work all day slashing grass like she does with Kampala City Council then we can start to waste things. Until then we should do as she says without saying – but mummy, but mummy. 

Ma says my medicine costs too much money. We should avoid wasting anything including washing soap which I forget in the water basin when I do my bath all the time. Ma says she is tired of telling me the same thing. If it wasn’t for my heart, she would give me a hot slap to teach me a lesson I will never forget. Ma gives Toto slaps all the time, on the right cheek and left cheek – pa, pa. He is so stupid.  He deserves his slaps. Ma tells him everyday, don’t go out to play in the rain, you will get fever. He goes out in the rain and two weeks later he has fever and malaria. Ma says, don’t go to play with those kids from the slums, their parents don’t raise them well. The next day he goes collecting garbage all over the estate with those dirty smelly kids and he gets his feet cut by broken bottles and beef tins. Toto comes home in the evening from wherever he is from. He does not eat lunch.  He is busy roaming and collecting anything he can get his hands on. He does not go to school. Ma says she can’t pay him in school and keep buying my medicines as well. Sometimes I want to tell her, Ma I feel better, I don’t even take those medicines anymore. But Toto is so stupid maybe even if he went to school he would still be scavenging garbage and getting jiggers. 

When Ma returns from work, if she is not too tired she tries to teach Toto addition, multiplication, subtraction and division. He looks at her angazi. She should give up. Ma does not have a workplace as such. Each day the green and yellow stripped Pick Up car delivers them to a new place in the city with overgrown grass that needs clearing. Ma weeds the gardens at the big city offices with the water fountains, frangipani flowers, and the big cement sculpture of a woman holding a baby in her hands. That woman is tall. She is not short and fat Ma style. I think Toto and Adong will look just like that when they grow up. But Toto will never grow up. 

In a surprise move that is not like Toto he came home at lunch time today. Me and Adong are still sitting by the bed in the kitchen when he arrives. The groundnut and fish stew is almost ready. Toto who normally collects plastics which he and the other boys sell to the factories on the other side of the road has a small white polythene bag. With all his body smeared with brown dust, it is only his white teeth which are clean. Toto stinks. Eh! He hates to bath or brush. I don’t even want to call him my younger brother. But Toto means young baby which is the same means I am calling him my young brother all the time. 

Toto is all excited. See what I found today, he says. He has been to Mulago Hospital again. Toto opens his bag and spreads it on the floor. It smells of hospital. I hate that smell. Toto has collected used syringes, injections, and tubes. In another small bag Toto carries the brightest yellow rubber things I have ever seen. They are five in total. Each is long and in the shape of a banana except that it has a looped opening on the top. They are all slippery. Adong takes one look at them and says we should throw those things into the nearest dustbin we can find or even burn them. She says they are used by men and women doing funny things together. Don’t touch them! Me and Toto are busy figuring out what they are to be bothered by this mad Namutebi. Toto says they got the things from another dustbin near the hospital. Maybe they are balloons, I say. They look like the long types of balloons for Christmas decorations. But these ones are larger and the loops are not so small like real balloons. These are balloons, Toto insists. They are from overseas. Toto takes one and blows. I do the same. Adong explodes like a busting balloon. She says we are going to be sick with AIDS. You should learn to listen when you are told something. When both of us hear AIDS, we get busy scrubbing our mouths with soap, water and a scrubbing brush. We are both crying like we just heard of our funerals. What is AIDS Adong, I ask. She does not answer, she just says she will boil more hot water and scrub our mouths with stronger detergent and this times I she will scrub my lips till they bleed and Ma will not have anything to say about that. How is that? She laughs. 
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