
Workday Blues 
 
Toto sat on his bed smoking his breakfast cigarette and trying to psyche himself up for another 
day at work. Unlike Dusman he did not dread every new day, except Monday. All he wished 
was that every new day would start a little later, by about an hour. His nights were not long 
enough and his mornings arrived too soon. He hardly closed his eyes before he had to open 
them again and go to work. 

He sat in his underwear, his bare feet hanging over his slippers. He felt his lip with the tip 
of his finger wondering if it was bad enough for him to miss work. His head hurt from hangover 
and, now more than ever, he hated his job at the bank. It was a job with no prospects and he 
detested everyday handing out bundles of money to complete strangers, while his pocket was 
always empty. It was forced labour; forced by the need for money. Too much work for too little 
pay. The equation would never balance, he thought each morning, as he sat smoking his 
breakfast cigarette and listening to Dusman go on and on how the scrambled, breakfast music 
from the neighbouring rooms was driving him insane. 

“Dusman?” he said finally. “Just keep quiet and let me hate my job in peace.” 
Dusman covered his head and tried to go back to sleep. Toto rose to make some tea and 

discovered they had no tea. 
“Dusman?” he called. 
“What?” 
“Today we have no tea.” 
“So what?” 
“Just letting you know that today we have no tea.” 
“Now I know,” Dusman said. “Go to work and leave me sleep,” 
“I am starving,” Toto said quietly to himself. “Last time it was milk and before that it was 

sugar. Why is it that there is always something missing from breakfast?” 
Dusman let him figure it for himself. 
“Dusman?” he called finally. “Why is that so? Why is it that when we have everything to 

cook we have no kerosene or the matches to light the stove?” 
“I told you this place was cursed,” Dusman turned, suddenly animated. “Did you know 

this place was a Maasai burial ground?” 
“Dusman,” Toto said seriously. “Don’t do that.” 
“Do what?” Dusman asked. “It’s in history books.” 
“Only the ones you write in your head, Dusman,” Toto told him. “If you want to go crazy, 

do it after I leave.” 
Dusman lay back grumbling, while Toto tried to figure out how to have tea without tea. 
 “We’ve got to get organised.” Toto made the statement every morning, when they had no 

breakfast. 
The smell of frying eggs from the neighbouring rooms crept under the connecting doors 

to do battle with the stench from the toilet across the yard. Sunlight trickled into the room 
through the rents in the curtain, that Toto’s tomcat had made moments before going out on the 
road to commit suicide. Dust particles sought clear landing places between dust particles that 
had come early. Dust was everywhere, covering everything. 

“It is seven o’clock,” Toto said, rising to go take his place in the shower line. “In case you 
didn’t know, today is Monday.” 

“I am on leave,” Dusman informed him. 
“Again?” 
“Sick leave,” Dusman told him. “They think I’m crazy.” 
“They must be crazy themselves,” he grabbed his bathrobe, soap and towel and went to 

join the shower line. 



Dusman reached on the table and turn the radio off. He cursed his neighbours, especially 
Sukuma Wiki and his radio, and tried to sleep. Then Toto returned, closing the door loud 
enough to wake the rest of the house. 

“Sukuma Wiki beat me to it,” he switched the radio back on. “He takes hours to shower. 
They should move the Bathroom Man further down the yard. He has an unfair advantage over 
all of us.” 

“He lives there,” Dusman said, still covered up. “I hate him.” 
“You   hate   everyone you don’t like,” Toto reminded him. 
He decided to forgo the shower and whistled as he combed his hair and dressed to go to 

work. He peeped at himself in the broken mirror, which, like the split comb and other things in 
the room, needed replacing. It used to be a large mirror before one of his women friends 
smashed it to pieces, during an argument over her dues. She wanted money and he had none. 
When he reminded her they had spent all his money on beer the night before she flew into a 
rage. She wanted her money, all of it, and no nonsense about who drank what. Toto demanded 
a refund for the beer, the chicken and chips, the Dunhill Lights and for the night’s 
accommodation. That was when she lost her mind and smashed Toto’s mirror that she was 
using to fix her wig. Her rash action at once shifted the balance in Toto’s favour. Now she 
owed him a mirror on top of everything else. Toto booted her down the stairs, minus the wig 
and one platform shoe. 

And that too had happened one hateful Monday morning between Toto’s waking up and 
going to work. They had tried to involve Dusman, as a mediator, but he had a special hangover 
that morning and could not understand any of their arguments. He lay back and watched, as 
indifferently as he had watched their friendly arrival the night before and, when the battle was 
won and lost, got up, showered, dressed, and went to read water meters. That morning too they 
had had no breakfast. 

Toto’s friend came back weeks later to plead for her property, but Toto was broke and 
tried to sell her stuff back to her for money she did not have, because it was during the nylon 
scare and men were not talking to women for fear of coming down with the curse. She pleaded 
with him for a long time but eventually had to leave without her property. The mice and the 
cockroaches finally devoured the platform shoe and the wig was turned to a floor mop. 

Dusman could not remember whether it was the same lady friend or another who had 
presented Toto with the tomcat named Paka that eventually committed suicide. 

“What is this?” Toto exclaimed. 
Dusman uncovered his head and turned to squint at him. 
Toto had his wallet in his hands and was examining it with a frown. 
“I have got someone else’s wallet,” he said. 
“How?” 
“I don’t know,” said Toto. “I must have mugged someone.” 
 The wallet was the same size and colour as his but it was not his and, when inspected, it 

contained only scraps of paper with phone numbers, and used bus tickets and dust. He threw it 
on the table and sat on his bed defeated. 

“I must get my money back,” he said to himself. 
“How?” 
“I must go back to Bamboo Bar.” 
“Those friends of yours will kill you.” 
 “I have been robbed. Is that all you are going to say?” 
“I lie awake half the night listening to your babbling and then you wake me up at dawn to 

tell me about your money.” 
“But I have been robbed,” he glanced at his. “And I am late again.” 
He snatched his coat, made one confused round of the room, then dashed out. 



After a moment, Dusman got up to shut the door. He kicked Toto’s tattered clothes under 
his bed and the cockroaches scurried for cover. He needed a cigarette to settle down again, but 
the half-dozen or so cigarette packets on the table were all empty. He crushed one and tossed 
it on the kitchen corner. The garage downstairs opened and, once again, Grogan Road was back 
to life. Panel beaters beat the rust out of car bodies, as ailing car engines growled and mechanics 
called obscenities to their spanner boys. Grogan Road was finally awake. 

Dusman opened the window to let the trapped heat escape, then lay back on the bed 
squinting turned at the ceiling where it was mouldy and sagging from years of water leaking 
through the rust roof. Rainwater had washed away the paint from one wall, leaving a dark 
brown stain that hung in jagged tails like Chupa na Debe’s long coat. The last time that Dusman 
had suggested Tumbo Kubwa repaint the room, the landlord had admitted it was a good idea 
and left.  That was the closest any tenant ever got to having the man acknowledge that his 
building was a mess. 

It was on the morning after the night that Dusman met a faceless lady in the rain on a lane 
off River Road. One thing led to another and, a few days later, Dusman was lining up with 
other similarly afflicted persons outside Doctor Patel’s surgery. 

 


