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Jambo! My name is Beatrice.
I am thirteen and the youngest in my family.
My father died in a car accident and my mother
died of tuberculosis when I was nine. Since then
I have always worried about being alone and
wondered who will take care of me.

I live in Kibera with Francis, the oldest of my brothers,
and his wife. We sleep behind the shop where he sells
soap and other small household things.
I am in Class Seven – and I really like my school.

Every morning I put on my uniform and
walk to school. It takes me half an hour.

During the rains, no one in Kibera can walk
anywhere without getting covered in mud.
I wear sandals when it rains, and I have to
wash them out every day.
In the dry season there is dust everywhere.
It blows in my eyes and between my teeth.

People move around everywhere like ants.
I see them in the market, in the shops, out
playing, working and visiting their friends.

To get to school, I have to cross the railway track
that goes from Mombasa to Kisumu.
Near the railway track you can look out over
the slum and see it stretching on and on to
where the earth meets the sky.

Next door, Class Six are singing. On the other side,
Class Five are chanting their lessons out loud. It is
good to hear so many voices speaking as one.
When my thoughts start to wander and I gaze out of
the window, my teacher says, “Beatrice, your body is
here, but your spirit is at home.”
Kennedy, who sits near me, says, “That is witchcraft!”
My teacher replies, “No – that is daydreaming.”
Everybody laughs, and the teacher smiles at me.

My school is built of tin, and my class is on
the second floor. It is a small room crammed
so full of desks that we can hardly squeeze
past them to get to our seats. When the wind
blows, the loose tin on the roof crackles
and pops. Ping. Ping.

Sometimes, when I try to guess the answer
to a problem, my teacher says, “Stop beating
around the bush.” She also says, “If a shepherd
has a hundred sheep and one gets left behind,
that sheep will be eaten by a hyena.”
So now I always put up my hand when I don’t
understand something. I don’t want to be eaten
by a hyena!

My favourite subjects are English and Kiswahili,
the official language of Kenya. Today I am
studying Geometry, learning about triangles
and parallel lines. Parallel lines do not meet,
even if you follow them right up to heaven!

We all wash our hands. For lunch we eat githeri,
a special Kenyan dish made from beans and maize.
After lunch, each class takes turns to wash
the plates and serving buckets.

Time for lunch. Today I am the school timekeeper.
I borrow my friend’s watch and go outside to ring
the bell ending lessons.
Some of the girls play jump-rope (skipping).
I prefer football and hide-and-seek, but my favourite
game of all is shooting baskets (basketball).

In the afternoon we learn about HIV and AIDS,
and about ourselves. Our teacher asks, “What is
special about girls?”
We answer, “Girls give birth and nurse children.
Girls fetch firewood and water. Girls clean, cook
and do the washing.”
“But can’t boys fetch firewood and clean and
cook and do the washing too?” my teacher asks.
Some of us agree with her.

Then she asks, “What can boys do that is special?”
We answer, “They build and repair houses,
and provide for their families.”
“But can’t girls build houses too? Can’t they
provide for their families too?”
“Yes, they can,” we answer.
“Boys and girls must all work together,”
says my teacher.
I like hearing her say this!

At home, I have a wash and help prepare our meal.
Then I iron my clothes.

After school we can stay on for extra lessons,
but I have to be home by six o’clock, before
it gets dark. Sometimes my dog, Soldier,
is waiting for me.

Later, if we have enough paraffin in our small lamp,
I read. I enjoy reading science and social studies books
most of all.

On Saturdays, I go to school until lunchtime.
We have a small library where we can take off
our shoes, sit on cushions and read.

At our youth centre, some children are putting
together books about their families, helped by
their grandmothers. I have no one to tell my
family’s story but the community volunteer says
she will help me make a book. She says that lots
of people knew my mother, and they will help me
remember everything.

Back at home, I do the
washing and go to market.
I’m good at choosing the best
value fruit and vegetables.
If I have any money left over
afterwards, I buy a chapati,
a thin Indian pancake.

At the weekend I help in my
brother’s shop, selling small things
like matches, sticking plasters
and mirrors. I am good at making
keys, too, which I choose from
a big bundle.

My dream is to pass my exams, go on to secondary
school and study nursing. Then I will help people
who are sick or on their own, like me.
Here at school I am not alone, and I feel safe.

On Monday, the new school week begins. My friend
Gamilla walks there with me.
Today my teacher asks the class, “What do you want
to be when you grow up?”
Some of the students say they want to be teachers
or doctors. I put up my hand. “I want to be a nurse.”
Our teacher says that not only boys, but girls too can
be doctors, teachers and nurses!

My teacher asks, “Habari gani? How are you, Beatrice?”
I smile and say, “I am fine.”

About Kibera slum
Kibera is in Nairobi, the capital city of Kenya, in east Africa. It is

where youngsters like Beatrice can go for health information

one of the largest slums in sub-Saharan Africa, with over half a

and advice. The centre supports orphans and vulnerable children

million people living there. The slum covers 2.5 square kilometres

as well as organising sports and social events for young people.

(630 acres). There are no roads and few of the residents have

We first met Beatrice at the KICOSHEP primary school. where

modern toilets, clean drinking water or electricity. The crime

she later graduated top of her class. In Kibera, most children see

rate is high and disease spreads rapidly.

education as the best way to escape from the slum.

Many people come to Kibera from rural areas to look for jobs in

The Kenyan Government and UN HABITAT have now started

the city. A large proportion of the children have become orphans

building new homes in Kibera so that thousands of people in the

because so many adults have died from AIDS – many people in

slum have better living conditions.

Kibera are infected with the HIV/AIDS virus.
A number of organisations work in the slum offering medical
care, finding jobs and houses, and encouraging people to take
part in sports and education. The Kibera Integrated Community
Self-Help Programme (KICOSHEP) provides care and advice
for people with HIV/AIDS. They also have a youth centre

Since this book was written, Beatrice has left Kibera and gone
on to study at a girls’ boarding school in Nairobi. It looks as though
her dream will come true!

