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When Baji went home that afternoon, his older brother Magnas said in his couldn’t-care-less 

way, “Old man Muni wants you to work at the shop this afternoon.” 

 Baji nodded and kept his face plain but inside he was rejoicing. He liked working in 

Mr Muni’s shop, liked the variety of smells and colours, and the warmth that came with being 

thought of as a responsible worker. The three times that he had been to the shop, Mr Muni 

had said exactly that, “Baji is a responsible worker!” On each occasion this had meant a 

punch on the arm from Magnas as they walked home but it was worth it, thought Baji, to be 

spoken of in that way, as a responsible worker. 

The shop was called the Spice Emporium but Magnas, who had worked there for two 

years now, mostly during the afternoons and early evenings, scoffed at the title and said Mr 

Muni was “full of wind.” 

 “It’s just a shop,” he sniffed. “Actually, it’s a hole in a wall.” Then, waggling his long 

fingers and using the grand, exaggerated voice of an emperor from long ago, he said, “Muni’s 

Spice Emporium, putting pepper in your pot.” 

 Magnas’s antics and silly voices made Baji laugh but he also wondered if his brother 

was being unfair to Mr Muni, who always seemed kind and sometimes even gave the boys a 

small packet of spice to take home to their mother, some dried hyssop or perhaps a folded 

piece of paper with cardamom seeds inside.  

 They hurried through dusty streets where the mid-afternoon shapes had been vaguely 

blurred by a haze of yellowish smoke. The cracks and booms of shelling and of gunfire were 

available but muffled by distance. Baji had seen stories on television about the war between 

the government and the rebels, and he had heard of broken buildings and people who were 

injured or even killed, but it all seemed remote; it might have been happening in another 

country. 

 To reach the shop Magnas and Baji had to go to the southern end of the noisy 

marketplace then down an alleyway, the entrance to which was marked by a faded painting of 

a red chili. As they walked through the marketplace, Baji could smell fried chicken and fruit. 

He could hear people bartering, a drift of lompar music and the click-clack of excited parrots 

swooping to feed on unguarded peanuts or dates.  

The alleyway was darker and quieter. When they reached the bottom, he and Magnas 

turned into a tiny cobblestoned lane which always smelled of food scraps and milk left for too 

long in the sun. There was a jewellery-maker’s workshop, a grocery, a book-stall guarded by 

an old, bearded man who always seemed to be asleep and finally Mr Muni’s shop, the last 

one in the lane. It had a black, heavy door with a padlock, and a serving hatch for customers. 

There was no sign to announce the shop; instead bunches of dried herbs were bound with 

string or ribbon and hung like condemned prisoners from the top sill of the hatch. 

 “I don’t know how he makes any money,” Magnas would say regularly. “I mean, 

stuck all the way down there, you might as well sell cheese to the rats. It’s stupid. He should 

relocate to the marketplace.” 

 “He pays your wages,” their mother reminded him. “Doesn’t he?” 

 “It’s stupid,” Magnas repeated. 



 Baji privately thought that it didn’t matter where Mr Muni’s emporium was located 

because people would always come for the spices, known as the best in this part of Parani. 

But he never said this to Magnas because he didn’t want to be teased or punched on the arm, 

as Magnas would do, for days on end. 

 Now Mr Muni was pocketing his cell-phone as he came forward to greet Baji, his 

thick, muscular arms stretching away from his large belly. 

 “Baji! Thank you, thank you! I need to you to mind the shop as I have important 

business this afternoon.” 

 “I can mind the shop,” said Magnas. There was a hard, hot edge within his words. 

“I’ve done it before, plenty of times. In fact, I always do it because you’re always busy.” 

 “No, no –” 

 “I don’t see why not.” 

 “Because,” said Mr Muni mysteriously, “you are my important business.” 

 A glow spread across Magnas’s face. 

 “Thank you, Mr Muni,” he said, sounding more like a child than the fifteen-year-old 

who told everyone that he was going to be a millionaire footballer with three Ducati 

motorcycles before he was twenty. 

 Baji went to the hatch. He busied himself by organising the pots and packets of herbs 

into alphabetical order, which Magnas never did. 

 “I know where everything is,” Magnas would say crossly. “But you’re stupid. You’re 

like those girls in school with their pretty desks and neat pencils. Now, stop fussing.” 

 While Baji tidied and straightened, Mr Muni and Magnas disappeared into the back-

room where the spices were prepared, weighed and packaged. Unusually, they closed the 

door. 

 It was a quiet afternoon. Occasionally Baji heard voices from the back-room but the 

sounds were low, the words indistinct. Once a ginger cat sauntered by then a lady stopped to 

buy a sleeve of rosemary. Later, Baji heard people shouting and a door slamming. Not long 

afterwards a tiny child appeared. She stood and sucked her thumb, staring at Baji with brown, 

liquid eyes before she wandered back towards the alleyway.  

 It was dusk when the door opened and Magnas emerged, pale-faced, with a heavy-

looking backpack. 

 “I have to go somewhere,” he said. 

 “What do I do?” 

 “Stay here. Look after the shop, like you were told to do. Tidy up, if you must.” 

 “Where’s Mr Muni?” 

 “Out. Don’t ask so many questions. I’ll be back soon.” 

 Baji nodded. Magnas seemed different, upset or excited. Sweat had formed on the 

fluff of his upper lip. 

 “See you,” he said before adjusting the weight of the backpack and striding out of the 

shop, down the lane, away.  

 He returned an hour later. Mr Muni was still out. Baji had served two more customers 

and spent a lot of time wiping the hatch and dusting shelves. He was bored and lonely, and it 

was nearly seven o’clock. 

 “Mum will be worried,” he said. 



 Magnas shrugged. He was happier now, more relaxed. 

 Baji asked, “Where’s the backpack?” 

 “None of your business.” Magnas thought for a moment then put his hand on Baji’s 

shoulder. He said, “If we buy Mum some flowers at the market, she’ll forgive us for being 

late.” 

 Baji thought that was a good idea. They locked the black door with Magnas’s special 

key and left Mr Muni’s Spice Emporium. At the marketplace Baji chose a bunch of bright 

yellow flowers with long stems. When Magnas paid, Baji saw that he had a thick roll of 

chalita in his pocket, more money than he’d ever seen before. 

* 

Baji enjoyed Radak. It was a time for better-than-usual food and longer-than-usual sleep. 

Their mother always made kipina, a spicy mix of chicken and vegetables wrapped in a light 

pastry and smothered with thick brown sauce. Baji loved kipina and he loved taroso, the 

coconut-milk drink that they took from the traditional glass cups that had once belonged to 

his grandparents. 

 On the third day, over breakfast, Magnas said, “We have to work this afternoon.” 

 Their mother looked up, surprise in her eyes. 

 “During Radak?” 

 Magnas shrugged. He stared at the window with its gold-leaf sash and said, “The shop 

is still open. People need to buy their spices.” He wrinkled his nose as if there was a bad 

smell and added, “Even from a stupid hole in the wall.”  

 “Baji too?” his mother asked. 

 “Yes.” 

 “It will be that busy?” 

 “I don’t know.” Magnas refused to look at her. “I’m just doing as I was asked. Mr 

Muni wants Baji as well.” 

 Baji knew that their mother wasn’t happy with the idea of her sons working over 

Radak but he also knew that they needed the money. Since their father had died of leukaemia 

two years before, it had been more difficult for them to live as they had been accustomed. 

Baji’s mother took in ironing and she translated documents for older people who didn’t speak 

English but their father, a phone and satellite technician, had been the main provider. 

 “We’ll be home for dinner,” said Magnas softly. He followed with the traditional 

word for greeting and farewell, “Radakkan.” Peace be yours. Their mother nodded but her 

smile seemed to be more polite than loving. 

 Later in the day the streets were still dusty and yellow, and the sunlight was harsh and 

bright. When the boys arrived at the Spice Emporium, Mr Muni called for Magnas to come 

straight into the back-room. 

 Baji whispered, “What do I do?” 

 “What you always do, stupid!” Magnas was flushed, irritated. “Just look after things.” 

 Once again, the door to the back-room was firmly closed. 

 Baji went to the hatch where a man was waiting. The man said, “Where’s that old 

scoundrel, Muni?” 

 “He’s busy,” said Baji politely. “Can I help you?” 



 The man bought two sleeves of wild basil and chives, and a packet of yellow mustard 

seeds. He tipped Baji five chalumo, which Baji put into the till. Then two women appeared. 

Both wanted a jar of cinnamon but there was only one left. They squabbled and complained 

until Baji found two smaller jars, tipped the remaining cinnamon evenly into each jar and 

charged each woman one-third of the original price. 

 “You’re a good salesman,” said one of the women happily. 

 Time drifted like a lazy summer cloud. The afternoon shadows were long when the 

ginger cat sidled out of a gap between bricks. Baji called for it and the cat dawdled into the 

shop, rubbing against Baji’s leg. Its fur was clean and smooth, its purr a low rumble of 

pleasure. 

 “What’s with the cat?”  

 Magnas stood in the doorway, another larger backpack strapped across his shoulders. 

 Baji shrugged. “He came inside.” 

 Magnas grinned. He loved cats, hated most other creatures but, for reasons that Baji 

had never quite understood, loved cats. Once they’d owned a cat called Cardinal. Magnas had 

looked after Cardinal as a mother looks after her own child, until the day when the cat had 

been bitten by a spider and died. Magnas, eleven at the time, Baji’s age now, had been 

inconsolable. 

 He came forward, crouched down and stroked the ginger cat’s back. As he did so, the 

weight in his pack moved, forcing open a corner of the top flap. Baji saw something glint. It 

was black and metallic. 

 Magnas stood. 

 “I have to go somewhere,” he said. “You look after the shop. I won’t be long.” 

 He was sweating again, and his voice had changed. Baji thought that Magnas sounded 

old like an adult, one who has seen too much. 

* 

That night they lay in their beds, in their shared room. There was a storm nearing; Baji could 

smell the bitter scent of raindrops assembling like an excited crowd in one of Parani’s many 

squares. 

 He closed his eyes to the darkness and said, “Magnas, what was in the backpack?” 

 “None of your business.” The reply was swift and harsh. 

 Baji said, “But Magnas –” 

 “Be quiet!” ordered his brother. “You’re a stupid pest. Go to sleep.” 

 Overhead, the fan gently spun. 

 “I saw a gun,” said Baji. 

 This time Magnas did not answer immediately. Baji could hear his brother’s 

breathing, in-out, deep and slow. 

 “It’s nothing,” Magnas rasped. “None of your business.” Baji heard him turn and roll, 

push back his sheet impatiently against the clammy warmth. 

 He waited. 

 “I’m just helping out,” said Magnas eventually. “You don’t understand. The thing is, 

Mr Muni knew Dad. How else do you think I got that job? I’m not much of a worker, I know 

I’m not. I shouldn’t have a job. But they worked together, years ago.” 

“Worked together – where?” 



“I don’t know,” said Magnas. “Somewhere. They were trying to get rid of the stupid 

government.” 

He paused. “Mr Muni said, make your father proud, Magnas. Deliver this backpack to 

this address. So that’s what I did. You don’t understand because it’s different for you, you 

didn’t really know Dad. I did, and I want to make him proud. So shut up and don’t interfere.” 

 Baji thought about that, about his father and not knowing him. In many ways it was 

true. His tall, thin father had been a ghostly figure, leaving early in the morning and coming 

home late at night, tired, mostly silent. It was Magnas who had inherited their father’s darker 

skin and long face, the hard angle of his jawline. Baji was like their mother, softer, paler, a 

brown puppy to Magnas’s charcoal greyhound. 

 Baji said, “He gives you money for this?” 

 Magnas sighed. “Yes,” he said. “Good money. I give it to Mum. She think I’m being 

paid more because I’m older. Now shut up and go to sleep. It’s really none of your business.” 

 They were silent for a moment. The heat was oppressive. Raindrops had begun the 

slow part of their dance on the tin roof of the small house. 

 Baji said, “Magnas?” 

 “What?” 

 “You should close your backpack more carefully.” 

* 

Baji wasn’t asked to return to the Spice Emporium. He guessed that Magnas might have said 

something to Mr Muni, perhaps suggesting that Baji talked too much, asked too many 

questions, but he didn’t want to check because that would make Magnas angry. Besides, 

while Baji and his mother shared Radak as normal, with better-than-usual food, music and 

quiet times for thinking, Magnas was rarely home, leaving early in the morning and returning 

in the evening, sitting alone, eating silently, not watching TV, instead pleading extreme 

tiredness as he went to bed. 

 Like their father used to do. 

 One night he was very late. From the bedroom, Baji heard the main door creak open, 

Magnas’s tip-toe steps heading for the hallway. 

 Their mother cried out, “Magnas? Is that you?” 

 Magnas’s reply was a low murmur. There was a whispered conversation which ended 

with Magnas saying aloud, “It’s okay, it’s okay, stop worrying.” Then Baji saw his brother’s 

tall dark shape enter the bedroom, saw him dump something large and soft onto the floor then 

stand for a moment, rubbing his face, like a creature lost in a forest or desert. 

 Baji switched on his lamp. 

 Magnas blinked in the sudden glow. “Go to sleep,” he said automatically. 

 Baji ignored him and looked to the floor. The large, soft object appeared to be a 

jacket. Baji could see that it had many pockets, in fact the whole jacket seemed to be made up 

of pockets. 

 “What’s that?” he asked. 

 Magnas’s lips twitched. 

 “A gift,” he said eventually. “Go to sleep.” 

“No. What’s it for?” 



Magnas sat heavily on his bed. “Mr Muni said that I have to get used to wearing it so I 

can help the effort. That’s what he said. You will help the effort and make your father proud.” 

 Baji stared at the many-pocketed jacket. It was made of strong-looking material cast 

in different shades of green and brown. He stared and he thought about the things that he had 

seen on television, the news reports and feature stories about the war between the Caléjastan 

government and the rebels, about buildings destroyed and people hurt or killed by shootings, 

by fires, by bombs, by bombers. 

* 

He arose before dawn. Magnas was finally asleep, his long thin body flung like an unwanted 

sock across the bed. Baji slipped on his own jeans and t-shirt then took the many-pocketed 

jacket and tried it on. It was too big, of course, its length down to his knees. 

 The streets were quiet but his own footsteps seemed unnaturally loud. He wondered if 

they were echoing across the city, shouting to those who cared about such things; here he 

comes! It’s the younger brother, the one who never really knew his father! 

 When Baji reached the end of the lane, he extracted Magnas’s special key from his 

pocket and used it to open the heavy, black door. 

 Inside, a light was burning in the back-room. Baji stood in the doorway, more 

frightened than he had ever been. He heard the scrape of a chair then saw Mr Muni’s thick 

arms and huge belly fill the space before him. 

 When he looked up, Mr Muni’s black eyes were glittering. 

 “So,” he said, “it is the responsible worker. Come in, Baji.” 

Baji’s knees were soft with fear but he managed to take a few steps forward. Within 

the emporium there was the usual strong scent of spices but mixed with something else that 

he couldn’t place, a smell as thick and bitter as smoke. 

Mr Muni pointed to the many-pocketed jacket and said, “Baji, did your brother give 

you this?” 

“No.” 

“He didn’t? I thought he might have decided not to wear it anymore. Is that so? And 

you are his messenger, yes?” 

“No.” 

“Then you did this yourself. What, stole it from him?” 

Baji nodded. He croaked, “I’ve come to give it back to you.” Then he pulled his arms 

from the jacket, folded it neatly and held it out. 

“Well,” said Mr Muni. “That certainly is strange.” He licked his lips and said, “Your 

mother’s son, hey Baji?” 

“Yes.” A soft word but beautiful, he thought, shimmering with truth and decency. 

“And a child,” continued Mr Muni. “What, ten years old? Eleven? Twelve?”  

“Eleven,” said Baji. 

“Eleven,” repeated Mr Muni. He gazed briefly at the ceiling. “Then you do not 

understand, of course you do not. You cannot.”  

He took the jacket and tossed it towards the back-room, rolled his massive shoulders.  

“If not him,” he said, “then someone else.” 

 Baji remained still. Mr Muni stared at him, hard, as if he was trying to see inside 

Baji’s skin. Eventually he shrugged and said, “A proposal, responsible worker. You go home 



and tell your careless brother to find another job. But you – you can still work here, if you 

like. You are a smart boy and I like smart boys. I’ll get you to mind the shop for me while I 

do some more important business. What do you say?” 

 He held out his hand, as if to shake on a deal. 

Baji looked at Mr Muni’s dark eyes. He looked at the many-pocketed jacket, the half-

open door to the back-room and the dustless shelves of basil, coriander, anise, lemon myrtle 

and nutmeg.  

He shook his head.  

“Goodbye, Mr Muni,” he said politely. “Radakkan.”  

Peace be yours.  


