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This is a true story, and its setting, the town of Gulu, is a real place. The main characters in the story are also real people, possessed by various spirits, including guerrilla leader Joseph Kony, failed rebel Severino Lukoya, former guerrilla commander Kenneth Banya, the king of the Acholi, their chiefs, the priests, the soldiers, and also the children whom the spirits make into cruel, merciless guerrillas by night.


For the purposes of this narrative, the characters of Nora, Samuel, and Jackson have been created out of several real people.
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IN GULU THE day was ending.


The town was hurriedly preparing for sleep, as usual in the rainy season, trying to get everything done in time before the storm erupted, which had been gathering in the darkening sky in swollen, angry clouds, only waiting for dusk to release all the rage accumulated during the scorching day.


Blazing hot, the town was dropping, starting to cool down and go quiet. Now with no regret the weary storekeepers were putting away the goods they hadn’t managed to sell in the course of the day. Grimy hired hands from the vulcanization workshop were swearing as they struggled to roll some gigantic tires the size of mill wheels back indoors. Set out on the sidewalk, they blocked the way, forcing passersby to slow down and stop for at least a moment, long enough to plant the seed of temptation to buy some new car wheels.


In the downtown area the offices were closing up. With a rattle and a bang, one after another the shutters were coming down on the stalls and workshops, hidden in the deep shade of arcades running the length of the low-rise buildings on the main street. The innkeepers were starting up their electricity generators, and the noise of them could be heard from all directions.


The imminent cloudburst was already palpable. It was as if heavy drops of warm rain were hanging in the air, ready to fall at any moment onto the dusty red earth and change it into slippery mud the color of blood. The sky was thundering louder and louder, bolder and nearer, and short, bright streaks of lightning were cutting across the clouds as they closed in on the town.


The citizens were vacating the downtown area to get home before the storm and the night. During storms the power supply was usually disconnected. Also, the troops stationed in the town preferred people not to hang around after dusk for no reason. It was easy to mistake them for guerrillas, who on dark, cloudy nights in the rainy season sometimes ventured out of their hiding places in the bush and came all the way into Gulu.


Jackson was waiting for me, as usual, at Franklin’s Inn on the main street. There he sat, perfectly still, leaning against a stone column. He was a journalist from the local radio station, King FM. Its office was located opposite the Acholi Inn where I was staying. In the afternoons, when he finished work we would meet at this place. I would order the beer, and Jackson would tell me things—about the wars, about kings past and present, good and bad, and about sorcerers and the spirits that interfered in people’s lives and influenced their fate. On Saturdays and Sundays we used to come to Franklin’s to watch soccer matches from the British league on a large television screen hung from the ceiling in the crowded, smoky bar.


Jackson didn’t move an inch, not even when I came up to his table. He looked tired and was plainly in no mood for talk.


The storm was circling above the town now, waiting for the right time and place to lunge and stun it with thunderclaps, lightning, and lashings of rain. The town was frozen still, as if afraid of being too distracted by the usual hustle and bustle to notice the tempest’s first strike. Crushed by its own weight, the sky was sinking lower and lower, as if trying to touch the ground.


Suddenly the wind, which was tugging at the palm trees just in sight beyond town, blew sand along the main street. Abruptly animated, shreds of old newspaper, bits of colored plastic, and yellowed grass went whirling across the cracked asphalt.


 Jackson remained motionless, like a predatory animal holding its breath.


“Did you see that?” he asked.


I shrugged.


“But he flew past just over your head.”


“Who did?”


The first raindrops fell, spattering noisily on the roofs and the ground.
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Then the children began to come into town.


They appeared suddenly, almost imperceptibly. They loomed out of the darkness, from under the ground like apparitions. They were heading on foot, by the dozen, from every direction, toward the almost deserted town, now plunged into silence before the storm. They walked confidently, not in a hurry, like someone repeating for the thousandth time an act that’s entirely familiar and no longer holds any mystery.


Some were dressed in school uniforms and had satchels full of textbooks and notepads on their backs. Others, in rags and barefoot, were carrying blankets, bundles and parcels of some kind, as well as sheets of newspaper and pieces of cardboard picked up from roadside ditches or gutters. The older children were leading smaller ones by the hand, and the girls had babies strapped to their backs, like village women on their way to work in the fields.


In the market square the gray river of children, quietly murmuring in the darkness, divided up into several smaller ones. The biggest offshoot turned toward the bus station, while a smaller one ended its journey in the courtyard of the large red-brick church of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Others continued to the yards of local schools and hospitals. The rest of the children ended their march on the main street, in the arcades outside the buildings, where they spread their makeshift beds on the ground.


 Most of them were looking for a place to rest, and lay down to sleep at once before dusk fell, plunging the town into darkness. But some of the boys, yielding to the temptations of unlimited freedom, spent a long time running about shrieking, accosting the girls, and playing in the deserted streets, whose masters they became as soon as it was night.


Almost completely obscured by the increasing gloom, the street buzzed with chatter again. The voices wandered, now coming closer, now moving away. Outside the hardware store opposite someone burst into tears. In the empty bar at Franklin’s the television was on low, and through the open kitchen window you could hear the proprietor hustling the dishwashers, who after a long day’s work had no strength left to hurry.


Out of the pitch darkness of the street, some little girls appeared right by our table. Like moths, attracted by the dim streaks of light trickling from the bar, they quietly started laying their makeshift beds on the sidewalk, part of which Franklin’s had taken over. Ignoring the last late clients, they spread their bits of cardboard and blankets on the ground and lay down to sleep.


At the sight of them Jackson looked around vacantly, like someone who has lost his sense of time and stayed up terribly late. He put down his half-drunk bottle of beer and nodded to suggest we leave. Without even waiting for me to settle the check, he rose from the table and vanished into the night. As I followed him out of the circle of light, it took me quite a time to fish his figure out of the dark.


He was walking quickly down the middle of the street, facing ahead without glancing to either side, where the children were bedding down in the arcades. He didn’t look round at me or wait for me. As he passed the first cross street he increased his pace. Only then, as if lured by the sound of footsteps, several small figures loomed out of an arcade. Someone shouted insistently in a high-pitched child’s voice, and someone set off in pursuit, but  almost instantly abandoned it. Jackson disappeared at the top of the street, and once again the sidewalk fell silent.
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The next morning there wasn’t a trace of the children left.


The earth was going red in the sun again, but there were still some steaming puddles after the nocturnal downpour. Following the storm the air was crisp, bright, and translucent, and the green of the leaves and grass washed clean of dust was bursting with freshness, purity, and life.


Like every day, the main street was full of pedestrians and vendors, in a hurry to get the most important things done by noon, before everything surrendered to the heat again and was plunged into numb immobility—right through to evening.


At the street market by the church the village women, who flocked to Gulu at daybreak, were noisily touting fruits and vegetables set out for sale. From the nearby square, which was occupied by transport firms, buses full of passengers and luggage were setting off.


In the arcades outside Franklin’s Inn, waiters in aprons gone gray with age were putting out the tables and washing down the concrete sidewalk with buckets of water. At the bar, which could be seen from the street and where the television was on as usual, the first clients were already drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes.


I found Jackson at his office, where he was reviewing the morning cables from Kampala and the world outside. When I asked what was new he replied that there had been another bomb attack in Baghdad, and that as far as he could see, it looked as if things were getting worse there. But there was no news from Congo, where they’d just elected a new president and where I was meant to be going from Uganda. Neither bad reports of riots and armed rebellion, nor any encouraging ones either. This lack of news augured well for Congo, in Jackson’s opinion.


 When I asked about last night and about the children in town, he didn’t seem to understand what I was talking about.


“Why do you think that’s strange?” he said, shrugging, without taking his eyes off the computer screen. “Are you going to Atiak today?”


That was the village he came from. He had been a teenager when the guerrillas, led by his favorite uncle, Vincent Otti, a former Ugandan army officer, attacked it ten years ago. Jackson remembered how Otti used to come to the village in full dress uniform, sit him on his knees, and let him try on his soldier’s cap with the stiff peak. When the rebels under his command attacked the village and murdered 350 of its inhabitants in the marketplace, Jackson’s parents sent him to relatives in Gulu, and themselves fled to one of the camps set up and protected by government troops. Otti’s brothers had fled from Atiak too, in fear of their neighbors’ revenge.


“Who where those children, the ones we saw last night?” I asked again.


“Children like any others,” he replied. “Do you want me to go with you? Because if I’m going, I must ask the boss if it’s all right with him…”


“I’m not going to Atiak, but to Palenga. You know that. So where did those children come from?”


“They came to town for the night, that’s all. What’s so strange about that?”


“They frightened you.”


“You’re talking crap.”


“It was plain to see. Were you really scared off by those children?”


“You don’t get it. Children are different here.”


“What does that mean?”


“They’re different. That’s all.”
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At the Acholi Inn Hotel, past the lawn where dinner tables were put out in the evenings, there was a small swimming pool. Officers from the local garrison spent their Sunday afternoons there. They were small, with such youthful faces that in peaked caps sunk over their eyes, colored shirts, and light linen pants they looked nothing like soldiers. Rocking on wobbly high stools at the bar, they drank beer, smoked cigarettes, and chatted, louder and louder with every hour and every bottle, entirely absorbed in their conversation.


They only looked up and stopped talking when white women from the many charities based in Gulu appeared at the swimming pool. But the unconcealed, lustful curiosity they aroused soon made the women feel awkward; usually, after a short bathe and a few minutes in the sun on an uncomfortable recliner, they retreated to their hotel rooms.


Sitting nearby under a mango tree, I was waiting to be summoned by the adjutant of an important colonel from the garrison command. Whether I could meet with one of the guerrilla leaders who’d been captured and was reportedly being held in Gulu depended on his consent. Promising he’d introduce me, the adjutant had emphatically advised me not to set foot outside Gulu without arranging it in advance with the colonel. Although allegedly the guerrillas had slipped past the army and made their way as far as Sudan, they were conducting armed raids from there, and the district was still regarded as restless. He had told me to come to the swimming pool toward evening.


The important colonel I was supposed to meet was swimming in the pool. The rest of the soldiers were watching their commander swim and responding to the questions, comments, and jokes he offered from the water.


The colonel was a large, well-built man with a shaved head and very dark, almost black skin. His long gray shorts clung to his massive buttocks and thighs. He swam from end to end at a leisurely pace, hardly moving, as if floating on the water. Now and then, snorting and panting noisily, he turned from his belly onto his back, or from one side to the other, only to return to his former position a few minutes later.


Tired of waiting and of the murmur of conversation in a language I couldn’t understand, I started watching some gray bats hanging from a branch. At dusk they started waking up and breaking free of the tree like overripe fruits. But instead of falling heavily to the ground, they soared into the air, slashing it with their wings, suddenly spread for combat. They spun low, just above the ground, as if trying to spot something in the grass. They kept flashing past like desperados drunk on speed, unafraid of death, or entirely oblivious of it.


From under my tree I noticed the adjutant signaling to summon me for an audience. Once I was standing by the edge of the swimming pool, with a single mighty stroke of his arm the colonel turned in my direction. Briefly he circled on the spot, then stopped on bent knees, submerged up to his neck in water.


“So you’re a journalist. And what exactly brings you to our parts? There’s been nothing interesting happening here for ages. Or maybe there’s something we don’t know about?”


The soldiers laughed out loud and pricked up their ears. Even the adjutant, who was standing next to me, smiled, slugging beer from a bottle.


“I’ve been told I’ll find everything out from you.”


“From me? Who said so? I don’t know anything. We soldiers are just simple folks. Attention, at ease, reveille, retreat.”


Propping himself on one leg, the colonel turned onto his back.


“I’d like to do a bit of traveling around here, find out some more about your war.”


“Our war? So you think we’ve got a war going on here?”


The officers burst into noisy laughter again; as if bored with the conversation, their commander vanished underwater and slowly swam off to the other end of the pool. There he surfaced and hoarsely called the adjutant over. Left on my own, I gazed at the sky. After yesterday’s storm the night looked set to be sultry, with no chance of respite.


Soon after, two girls in bathing suits appeared at the pool. One of them went to the bar, while the other sat down not far from me, plunged her legs into the water, and paddled her feet up and down.


“Watch out! We’ve got crocodiles here,” called the colonel from the other end.


“I’ll give you a shout if one appears,” she replied, without raising her head.


“Just you call and I’ll be right there. You won’t find a better man for the job.”


At the bar the soldiers roared with laughter. The colonel dove back toward me. He didn’t swim up to the edge, but stood nearby with his legs astride.


“I’d advise you not to head for Kitgum or Pader without soldiers. Besides, why trail about for no reason?” he said to me, but kept looking toward the girl, who was engrossed in staring at her own feet, as they grew harder to see in the darkness. “But do go to Palenga, the road’s open. It’s not far from Gulu, there shouldn’t be any trouble in the daytime. But better not wait for nightfall to come back.”


For a while he disappeared underwater, and when he emerged he added that I should watch out for children on the way.


“If you see them coming out of the bush, please tell your driver to turn back immediately. And if they show up close to you and it’s too late to turn around, tell him to keep going at full speed ahead. Under no circumstance should you stop,” he said, brushing drops of water off his face. “Please don’t forget—it’s good advice, and straight from the heart. With children there’s no joking.”


And although I got the impression that he uttered these final words in total earnest, the soldiers at the bar whooped with laughter.
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Palenga was wreathed in white smoke which was emerging from the damp thatched roofs in a large, shapeless cloud, then sinking heavily to the ground before trailing and wandering among the cone-shaped huts. The dwellings were almost on top of each other, densely positioned with no space between them. Because of the rain the women couldn’t cook outside, so the entire village was obscured by clouds of stagnant gray smoke from their hearths.


The place was also smothered in the odors of food cooking and a foul smell of garbage and filth. Split in two by the asphalt road from Gulu to Kampala, it stretched on either side all the way to the horizon, marked in one direction by a thicket of small, twisted trees that looked murky in the bad weather; in the other it merged with the sky above a plain covered in tall grass.


I never heard any of Palenga’s more than 10,000 inhabitants call it a village. On the whole they rarely and reluctantly talked about it, and if they did mention it, they used the word “camp.” They said “I live in Palenga,” but never “I am from Palenga.” They refused to call it a village, as if unwilling to come to terms with its existence. They were afraid they had only to utter its name, and at once the thing they preferred to perceive as an apparition, an illusion, would become real and irreversible.


They wouldn’t have been here, nor would Palenga have existed, if not for the war, which had drifted onto their territory more than twenty years ago. It wasn’t the first time the turmoil of war had rolled across Acholi-land. But this time, having had its fill of misfortune and destruction, instead of moving on, like an uninvited guest tired of wandering, the war had made a longer stop among the Acholi. It hadn’t left them for such a long time that the young people had no idea what life was like without it.


Only the old people could still remember. And when asked about their homeland, it was they who recalled the names of long-gone villages. They did it reverently, as if uttering magic spells that would resurrect those villages, turn back time, and reverse the course of history. Either the soldiers had destroyed their old life, homes, and villages, or else the guerrillas had sent them up in smoke. And finally the greedy, ever-insatiable jungle had devoured what was left of them.


The guerrillas used to call at the villages for food and recruits. They told the villagers they owed it to them, because they were fighting in their name and for their cause. If anyone refused, they killed them in the marketplace. After that the soldiers would arrive. Only a few of them knew the Acholi language. Most of them were from the south of the country, all the way from the shores of Lake Victoria, and Lake Albert in the west. They questioned the peasants about the guerrillas and said they needn’t be afraid of vengeance because they would protect them from it.


Not knowing what to do or which evil to choose, the villagers kept silent. The soldiers got angry and pounded them in the face with their fists, or knocked them to the ground with blows from their rifle butts. They called them traitors, dragged them off to the cities, and shut them in prisons.


Until finally the war drove the Acholi out of their homes. Oppressed by soldiers in the daytime and by guerrillas at night, they abandoned their huts, their graveyards, and the plots they had wrested from the bush and escaped to the cities, which the rebellion hadn’t occupied. Those who stayed behind were forcibly moved out of their villages by government troops.


The military declared that in view of a lack of adequate forces to protect the Acholi from the guerrillas, they had to resettle them from villages scattered all over the country and put them in special camps, close to government garrisons where they’d be safe. Herding the Acholi into camps also meant a death sentence for their villages and fields, which, once abandoned, were reclaimed by the jungle. However, the soldiers didn’t seem concerned about that. By dooming the villages to destruction, they hoped they would not just deprive the guerrillas of the opportunity to take recruits, but also condemn them to gradual death by starvation.


For days on end the local radio stations kept repeating government announcements saying: “All law-abiding Acholi from villages in the Gulu, Pader, and Kitgum districts must leave those lands without delay and make their way to special camps under military protection. You must do this or else fall victim to criminal rebels who don’t dare confront our soldiers and are treacherously hiding from them in village huts.”


In this way the entire Acholi people—two million of them, not counting those living in cities and 100,000 killed in the war—were driven out and settled in two hundred crowded camps such as Palenga, which were not only a place of salvation for them but also a prison.


The soldiers announced that no one was allowed to leave the camps after dark, and that anyone who disobeyed this order would be regarded as a guerrilla and shot without warning.


However, even when they strictly observed the military rules and guidelines and locked themselves in their huts after dark, the Acholi got no peace at all. The villages and plots they had left behind didn’t satisfy the guerrillas for long. Once they had plundered the abandoned huts and vegetable patches where the crops had gone wild—manioc, corn, sorghum, and sunflowers—once they had stripped the rotting fruit from the mango and papaya trees, the ravenous guerrillas headed straight after the villagers. They came right up close and lurked in the bushes near the camps guarded by the military, or even in the grass surrounding them, which was tall enough to hide adults.


By day, like predatory wild animals, they lay in wait in their hideouts for stray victims, foolhardy people who had drifted too far from the camp. After dark they crept up to the huts and market stalls, or even to the granaries and stores the soldiers were minding. They stole food and kidnapped children. They set fire to the straw-thatched huts and killed their inhabitants. Thus they needlessly inflicted a cruel death—these were crimes out of nightmares, as they derived sensual pleasure from burning people alive or butchering them with machetes.


They attacked at night, unafraid of the soldiers on guard. Their hunger, exhausting and dizzying, was always greater than their fear. Before the watchmen were alerted and could run to the rescue, the guerrillas would take their plunder and vanish into the bushes and the darkness, where no one was going to pursue them. Once night had fallen, the army never set out against them.


There were always very few soldiers to guard the camps, and in view of the attackers’ numerical advantage over them, they had no intention of risking their lives. The army had crammed almost 70,000 people into the biggest camp, Pabbo—more than the combined population of the local towns, Gulu, Pader, and Kitgum—yet only six policemen were assigned to guard it. Not surprisingly, in the course of a single month the guerrillas managed to attack Pabbo several times.


Badly remunerated and robbed of their pay by the officers, the soldiers themselves were desperately poor and homesick for their native lands in faraway Buganda, Toro, and Ankole. They weren’t too bothered about the fate of the Acholi—not enough to die for them. So they pretended not to believe the villagers who came running to them with news of guerrillas in the bush, or else they were so slow to come to the rescue that the attackers had time to get away.


The guerrillas were perfectly aware of this. They had their spies in Palenga and the other camps, who informed them how many soldiers stayed on duty for the night and whether they’d been seen boozing that evening in one of the roadside bars. The inhabitants of Palenga even claimed that more than once on the day preceding a nocturnal attack they had seen the soldiers guarding the camp chatting and drinking with outsiders, and even playing cards or soccer with them.


The sight of strangers, especially children, whom the guerrillas also sent on spying missions, made the villagers panic. Not trusting the soldiers to protect them from danger, some of them banded together in the evenings and posted watchmen outside the smallholdings on the edge of the camp. The rest would sink into unsettled sleep that didn’t bring relief, not knowing what the night would bring; frightening and inevitable, it robbed their days of value and their lives of joy.


Maybe that was why life in Palenga couldn’t advance. Time never seemed to move forward, but just trickled by; no one regretted its passing, and no one felt nostalgia or cherished any memories.
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Hiding from rain and sun inside their thatched huts, the men leaned against the rough clay walls, smoking tobacco in silence. They sat like that for days on end, deprived of any occupation, not knowing what to do with their time, or with their idle hands, which were large and gnarled from hard labor in the fields. Joints cracking, they made them into fists, stuffed them into their pants pockets, straightened their bony fingers, laced them across their chests, or snatched blades of grass and stones from the ground. Sooner or later, those hands would be hanging awkwardly in a gesture of capitulation, as if ill-fitted, ill-suited to any purpose, of no use at all.


They also stood around by the road, outside the few stores that jostled among the cone-shaped huts. Here you could buy food past its sell-by date, cigarettes, lemonade, and beer. The beer was warm, because in Palenga the power was still not connected, but even so there was never a lack of willing takers.


Soldiers from the local post and truck drivers heading for Kampala sat perched on wooden crates, with open bottles in their hands. They drank the beer slowly, with their eyes half closed, appearing not to notice the men gathering around them in a timid, hesitant, but tightening circle. They came and squatted right next to the soldiers and drivers, as if ignoring them, but actually on the alert, their bloodshot eyes watching for the tiniest gesture of encouragement, any opportunity for a chat, which with a bit of luck might even turn into an invitation to a nice, free feast.


The bottled beer sold in the stores was too expensive to get drunk on. So those of Palenga’s inhabitants who could no longer endure the daily hopelessness in a sober state intoxicated themselves with kwete brewed by the local women—a beer made of sorghum, bananas, and corn. They also got drunk simply because they had nothing better to do.


The first thing they had lost in the wars was their herds of long-horn cattle, which for the Acholi were a symbol not just of wealth but also of dignity, a source of pride. Then their land was taken from them, their villages, and even their graveyards, where the dust of their ancestors lay.


After losing their final sources of income, they could no longer keep their families, and after fleeing from the guerrillas, driven by the soldiers into the roadside camps, they couldn’t even secure their own children’s safety. They hated their fate, themselves, and everyone around them. With no way of changing the life they found so unbearable, they had renounced it and were wasting it away, very slowly dying, going to seed like their abandoned plots of land.


The last emotions that still lay dormant within them were anger and desire. Their anger was helpless, vengeful, and blind, turned not against the perpetrators of their misfortune—those people were powerful, unreachable—but against anyone who out of the goodness of their heart tried to help them. By helping they were bearing witness to their decline and humiliation, and that made them guilty.


The desire too was born out of anger, not love. There was no ardor in it, no affection or concern, but there was violence, a wish to destroy, to inflict pain, to lose themselves in causing harm and deriving strength from it.


Abola Imbakasi, the headman of Palenga, reckoned these negative emotions came from the fact that the local men owed too much to the women and had become too dependent on them. Unable or simply unwilling to break free of their refugee torpor, they had let the women take on the burden of keeping the families and bringing up the children. The women fired bricks and charcoal, brewed beer and then sold it at roadside stalls. They had to hide their income carefully from the men so they wouldn’t steal and squander it on cheap, bitter gin, or on the girls from Gulu, who for a handful of shillings would go into the woods beyond the village with the soldiers.


The men from Palenga had no money and couldn’t buy themselves love. So they took women by force, as if only by inflicting rape could they come alive and shake off their inertia—then instantly sink back into it.


Headman Imbakasi also suspected there was a dark force underlying the division between the men and women of Palenga. Evil did not just come out of nowhere. It was something that turned the natural order upside down.


“Among us it is accepted that when a man is talking, a woman should keep quiet,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief and helplessness. “But our women have stopped listening to the men.”
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Headman Imbakasi walked briskly between the huts, which were packed together so tightly that on emerging from one, you stepped straight inside another. It was the soldiers who had told the Acholi to build the houses like that in the camps. The closer together, they said, the safer. But the proximity had proved a curse. A fire only had to start in one house for the flames to shoot up into the thatch, jump across to the neighboring ones, then race on and on, driven by the wind, marking their path with fiery trails across Palenga. The thatched roofs burned brightly, with a snapping sound, as the heat made the clay walls crack and crumble. Violent and unstoppable, the blaze would travel from hut to hut until finally it grew weary and put itself out. Infectious diseases made pilgrimages across Palenga in a similar way.


Having close neighbors also meant that no one in Palenga was ever alone for a moment. Everything happened in full view of others—indoors, in view of wives, children, parents, and cousins; and outside in view of near and not so near neighbors, passersby, and strangers. Being so close to each other, almost face to face, feeling the neighbors breathing down their necks, the people of Palenga were always falling over each other, jostling one another, pushing, touching, tugging, squeezing, and stroking. It was impossible to break free of this embrace, and there was no escape into solitude.


A visit to an African village starts with an audience with the local leader, headman, or chief. I found Imbakasi, the headman of Palenga, in a warehouse converted into a church, a whitewashed brick barrack underneath the only surviving tree in the area. Instead of a church tower, on the tin roof there was a crooked cross made of planed planks.


Abola Imbakasi had just said goodbye to a priest in a dirty cassock, and was going home. He beckoned for me to follow him, and quickened his pace. Like an experienced tracker, he could find the right way through the muddy, stinking tangle of alleyways and backyards without having to look for it. Noticing that I couldn’t keep up with him, he grabbed me firmly by the hand and led me between the huts like a child. The procession was brought up by Robert, Imbakasi’s son, who stuck close to his father.


The reason for the headman’s nervous haste was the news he’d been brought. A dozen women had taken their children into the woods to fetch firewood, wild fruits, and water from a stream. They had set off from the village at daybreak and still weren’t back, although it was now past noon. On the advice of the elders at Palenga, Imbakasi had long since forbidden his people to go beyond the stream. The guerrillas liked to hide in the bushes along its banks, lying in wait for victims like predatory animals by a watering hole. In addition, the soldiers had occasionally mistaken civilians rummaging in the bushes for guerrillas and fired at them from machine guns deployed in the village.
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But there was something else which Imbakasi was clearly most unwilling to talk about, or else he saw no point in initiating me, an outsider, in matters so foreign to me. As we emerged from the cluster of huts onto the road leading to Gulu and Kampala, without slowing down, he muttered that the war people had provoked in Acholi-land had disrupted the natural order.


“Those who used to live together in harmony have now turned on each other and become enemies,” he said, frowning.


We walked along the damp asphalt through the camp, where beyond the last huts the road took a broad turn and disappeared behind a hillock sparsely covered in small trees. Further on, as we moved down the hill toward the plain, the trees started bunching together, until at a certain point they changed into black forest, whose boundary was apparently marked by the small stream, invisible in the tall yellow grass.


“It’s better not to go there,” sighed Imbakasi heavily, glancing at his son walking beside him. “To avoid getting drawn in.”


He said you only had to stand by the water’s edge to feel something take hold of you, telling you to do what you didn’t want to, something you knew you shouldn’t. The trees and the river beguile and tempt you to go in further and further, but you mustn’t listen. One day, a while from now, maybe it’ll be safe. But not now, not today, when people cannot even get themselves straight.


Fools disregard what they’re told, he said. They enter the stream, or go among the trees, and vanish. Some of them are found, but so changed that they are no longer themselves—they’re like strangers. But most of the people who disappear never come back again.


Over a hillock, on a path trodden into the grass that led to the stream, stood a group of people. The men were holding machetes with silver blades coated in wet grass cuttings. They greeted Imbakasi, who engaged them in conversation. His son Robert stood beside him, not saying a word, as if absent, as if his soul and his thoughts were in another world entirely.


Imbakasi said that Robert was fifteen, but he seemed much younger. Small, slight, and meek, he was nothing like a boy on the threshold of manhood. He could speak English, but when addressed he smiled uncertainly and gave quiet, one-word answers.


The men at a roadside bar whom I had asked how to find the headman had told me his son had been in the guerrillas.


“Is that true?” I asked him. “Were you really a guerrilla?”


The villagers on the path started hollering and pointing toward the forest. A sudden wind arose and tugged at the branches, bending the treetops to the ground as if feverishly searching for something among them. Then out of the woven wall of forest, one after another some female figures emerged, dark against the grass. As they headed back to Palenga, bent low by the burden of firewood on their backs, the women seemed to be bowing.
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Headman Imbakasi’s hut was in the middle of the village. It was slightly bigger than the others, but not at all grander. Only a small, tidy yard distinguished it from the neighboring ones, and some wooden stools set before the door, where the headman held his audiences.


Inside, curled against the clay walls and crawling with flies, lay some thin, tawny dogs; they glanced at us timidly, and occasionally one of them leaped up to run away. A small flock of hens, a few goats, and a spotted piglet were grubbing in the garbage behind the house.


Apart from Robert, the headman’s son, I saw hardly any children in Palenga, though usually in African villages the children immediately spot a newcomer, surround him in an intrusive swarm, and never leave his side.


“Many people have sent their children away to relatives or friends in the city to be educated,” said headman Imbakasi. “Here there is no occupation for the adults, even less for the kids. This is no place for them. So they are sent away, and the ones who remain are kept in the church in the daytime. There the priest, who comes to us from Gulu, teaches them reading, writing, and religion, including how to pray to the Lord God and sing hymns. At least that is of some use. And the priest has his eye on them, so we don’t have to be afraid they’ll get into mischief, or that something bad will happen to them. Or that they’ll go where they shouldn’t, like across the stream, among the trees.”


It was two years ago when Robert, the headman’s son, went to the stream with his friends to knock ripe wild mangoes off the trees with stones. The trees grew on the other side, so—although the adults had warned them not to—they went into the water. On top of that they crossed the stream without removing their sandals.


Toward evening, four of the boys came back to Palenga, but Robert and two others had vanished into thin air. The adults, who went to look for them the next day, found neither their corpses nor any trace of them. In Palenga people started saying the boys had been taken by guerrillas, who had been seen by the stream. And although there was no proof, every time news went round of another attack and another slaughter committed by the guerrillas, people glared at Imbakasi, afraid to fling a direct accusation at him by saying: Maybe your Robert did it! Maybe it was he who did the killing, burned people alive, slit their throats, or chopped off their hands with a machete!


 Three months later Robert was found. The guerrillas had indeed captured him by the stream. They had seemed not much older than he was—they only looked older because of their guns and torn, oversize army clothes. They had herded the prisoners through the forest for days and days on end, until one evening, when they had stopped for the night, the boy had managed to escape among the trees. No one had come after him. The guerrillas were so exhausted by their endless trek and by hunger that they hadn’t had the strength to chase the runaway.


“You’ll die anyway! Wild animals will eat you,” they cried after him. “We’ll find you yet, and then you’ll be sorry!”


For some time he had wandered about in the bushes, until finally he happened to emerge onto a road running through the forest. There some soldiers found him and took him to Gulu, to a special center where they treat children who have been in the guerrillas against their will, heal them spiritually, and restore them to life.


Headman Imbakasi learned that Robert had been found when he was sent for from Gulu. There he was told that before his son could return home, first he had to be treated. Until that was done, his father could only visit him. After a while he was sent for again and told that the boy had now been healed and was ready to go home.


But back in Palenga Imbakasi sensed that Robert was not yet entirely cured. He was like a terrified animal, shouting things in his sleep at night, but in a strange, alien voice, and uttering words in a language no one could understand. Sometimes he behaved like a madman. The headman had been planning to take him back to the center in Gulu for more treatment, but first he had summoned the priest. The priest shut himself in a hut with the boy and had a long talk with him. Since then Robert had calmed down; the phantoms that had haunted him had disappeared as if by magic. On parting the priest had advised Imbakasi not to let the boy out of his sight, at least for some time, to be sure he wouldn’t do any harm to himself or others. He should also be on his guard in case those in Palenga who had been hurt by the guerrillas did or said something to Robert that could change him again, or arouse the demons that lay dormant inside him.


Headman Imbakasi firmly assured me he wasn’t upset by the wicked people who maligned his son behind his back and called him a guerrilla.


“What if he chose to go into the forest? What if he joined them of his own will?” He shrugged and added that the one hundred days his son had spent in the guerrillas was too little for him to have been able to do anything really evil, one of those terrible things they talked about in Acholi-land.


“It was too short a time—he didn’t do anything bad, he couldn’t have. They never even gave him a gun,” he said, glancing at the silent Robert, sitting on a stool beside him. “The boy just worries that the guerrillas will come to Palenga and punish him for running away by burning down the village and killing us all, the entire family. He’s afraid they’ll recognize him by the brand they marked him with after kidnapping him. They said it could never be erased. I keep telling him the doctors in Gulu are stronger than the guerrillas and they’ll wash it off.”


A small group of children spilled out of the church, onto the asphalt road.


“In the evening they are sent off to town, to avoid tempting evil.”
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On the way back from Palenga to Gulu we passed some soldiers on the road in wet waxed capes, brought out of storage with the onset of the rainy season. The rain was streaming down their faces but they didn’t seem to notice. Only when it got worse, lashing them in the cold wind, did they shelter among the banana and mango trees. Hidden in the bushes, they blended in with the leaves and the foul weather.


Gulu loomed from around a bend, looking wet as it huddled beyond the railroad tracks. The center where the children were kept and cured of their nightmares was set back from the main street, halfway between the Acholi Inn Hotel and Franklin’s. As I drove down that way, I thought I caught a glimpse of Jackson among the arcades.


The children’s center was amid some large, flat-roofed bungalows. It was fenced off from its neighbors by a high whitewashed wall. The gray cast-iron gate was closed, and the watchman roused from his sleep by my knocking was unable to dredge up a single word of English. Through a small window cut out of the metal he kept repeating something in his own language. Finally, more and more tired and fed up, he waved a hand at me and disappeared. I realized he had gone to fetch help.


Through the little window I could see a large courtyard covered in reddish gravel and some white buildings with barred windows set in a square around it. There were some girls in orange skirts sitting on benches made of wooden planks placed against the walls. Some of them were nursing babies, either breast-feeding them or rocking them to sleep on their knees. The boys were standing still, idling under the one and only tree, bunched together as if they found the open space offered by the yard unsettling or intimidating. Dressed identically and of a similar age, they looked like prisoners brought out of their cells for a walk.


The watchman still hadn’t reappeared, and I was getting ready to leave when from one of the buildings a small, thin boy emerged, and at a determined though unhurried pace came walking toward the gate.


“He doesn’t speak your language,” he said.


“Where did you learn it?”


“At school,” he replied. “Formerly I used to go to school.”


I gave him not more than ten years old, but Robert didn’t look his fifteen years either.


“Are you a father?” he asked.


“A father? No, I’m not a priest.”


“Then what are you doing here?”


“I’m a journalist.”


“What does that mean you do?”


“I write about how people live. And who are you?”


“I am Samuel. Come and see me tomorrow—there’s no one here now.”


“What about you? You’re here, you’re talking to me.”


“There’s no one here now. The adults have already gone. It’s late today. Come tomorrow when it’s daytime. Come tomorrow when Nora will be here.”


The sun was slowly fading, and the sky had gone navy blue. The town had vanished in a gray gleam.
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The next day began wet and gray with rain again. The sun, which most mornings dispersed the heavy, gloomy clouds like a playful puppy, had given up this time and was barely brightening the sky. Drops of water sparkled on the long ribbons of banana leaves, and the brick-red earth felt slippery underfoot.


The solid gate in the wall around the children’s center seemed to be shut tight, just like yesterday evening. But on a small grassy square in front of it, there was a group of children buzzing about. I noticed the girls’ orange skirts from afar. They were gathered around a large tree growing by the wall, waving their arms and jumping up to the branches as if trying to take off into the air. From a distance they looked like dolls at a puppet theater, being yanked upward by invisible strings. They kept dropping clumsily to the ground, tripping and falling over. Then they got up, tilted their heads, stared into the sky, and took off in brief, awkward flight again, without making any noise—none of them were shouting or even laughing as they did this wild dance around the sacred tree.


Only when I came closer did I notice a cloud of cockchafers hovering low among the branches. That was what the girls were looking for—they were jumping up to catch the lumbering insects, or at least knock them to the ground and then look for them in the grass. They were tossing them into plastic bags proffered by their younger friends, their hunting assistants.


I went closer. At some point a cockchafer flew over my head, buzzing loudly. Automatically I stretched out a hand and caught it. It was large, gray and brown, and had a hard carapace. It looked like the ones I used to catch as a child among the willow trees.


We used to go hunting for cockchafers at dusk, once it was a bit too dark to play soccer. The twilight made it hard to catch them, and made the game more interesting. Until night fell, we would chase after the low-flying insects, jump up and try to catch them in flight, rolling about with laughter in the wet grass. We used to stuff the captured cockchafers into bottles, and once it was dark, we’d count up our prey. Then we’d shake the insects out of the bottles and watch as the stunned creatures regained consciousness, mistrustfully opened their wings, and took off at high speed, as if keen to escape pursuit.


One of the girls watching the hunting offered me her plastic bag. I opened my hand and tossed the cockchafer into it.


“Who’s winning?” I asked.


Without answering, she dropped her gaze.


“Who has caught the most?” I repeated the question, pointing at the bag she was clutching.


She shook her head and pointed at the gray locked gate.


“Will you show me how many you’ve caught?”


The children under the tree stopped their hunting and stared at us in silence, as if reproachfully. I felt as if I were obstructing them in some way, spoiling something. The girl thrust a hand into the bag and fished an insect out of it. With a swift, practiced movement she ripped off its wings and carapace and put it in her mouth.


I felt someone seize me by the hand. It was a young woman in a light dress made of cheap printed cotton. At the sight of her the little girl squealed and cuddled up to her.


“I am Nora.” She had a low, husky voice. “It was you who came yesterday, wasn’t it?”


“Yes, but too late. I came in the evening when everyone had gone.”


“Sam told me.”


“Sam?”


“The boy you spoke to yesterday. His name is Samuel.”


Still squeezing my hand, she led me through the gate. In one corner of the yard some girls were leaning over a fireplace where there was some oil sizzling in a black frying pan.


“I thought they were playing a game,” I said. “I know that one from childhood.”


“No, they eat them. They fry them and eat them. They call it nsenene. They say they like it,” she replied. “And if they play games, they only do it here, inside the walls.”
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In the yard, inside the walls, the children had started playing a war game.


First, pushing and falling on top of each other in line, they were waiting for the teacher in charge to fetch out and distribute some guns, machetes, and clubs carved from pieces of wood. Once armed, but still arguing with each other, they divided into those who were going to play the guerrillas, those who were to play the soldiers, and those who would be people living in the village under attack. None of the boys wanted to be included in this third group. They scampered away from the teacher and tried hiding behind one another, like kids in a school yard forced to play with the weaklings on the team that’s doomed to lose. Finally some of the older girls, who were holding babies and watching the squabbling from the sidelines, agreed to be the inhabitants of the village under attack.


The boys assigned to play the role of soldiers went off to the gate, leaving the girls with babies in the middle of the yard. The guerrillas, who were in the majority, gathered under the solitary tree. I sat down in the shade on a bench with Nora and Samuel, who never left her side.


The leader of the guerrilla detachment was a stocky boy in a baggy cotton shirt. He lined up his men and gave them a speech in an imperious tone. Then he went up to each of them in turn and drew signs on their foreheads with his finger. Once he was done, he threw his hands in the air and began chanting a song. It sounded sad and familiar. I was sure I had heard it somewhere before. When the singing stopped and the boys, their heads lowered in concentration, cried “Amen!” I remembered that the children’s choir at the cathedral in Gulu had sung a similar song during Sunday mass.


Then the leader in the red shirt gave a signal and the guerrillas started moving toward the village girls. Stooping low, they crept along slowly and silently, communicating through hand signals. Once they were close, the commander raised his arm and the boys, lying in ambush, froze to a stop outside the village.


At the sight of their persecutors’ fierce faces, the girls—their future victims—started choking with laughter and pointing at them. Nora was laughing out loud too, and was holding Samuel’s hand.


Suddenly the commander let out a high-pitched, piercing shriek, ringing with threat, but also alarm and terror. Petrified until now, as if released from a magic spell, the boys rushed at their chosen victims, waving their guns, clubs, and machetes. They let out loud screams too, copying their leader, as if trying to drown out everything around them, including their own fear and doubts. The noise also seemed to be aimed at shocking and overpowering the people on whom they were going to inflict suffering, so they wouldn’t defend themselves, beg for mercy, or try to avert their inevitable fate.


A cloud of red dust rose in the yard, hiding the swarm of children from view. As it slowly dropped, it revealed the battlefield. The girls attacked by the guerrillas were lying still, faces to the ground, pretending to be dead. Some were trying to slip away, but they were pursued and brought down. Now the guerrillas were dragging the one who had run the furthest into the middle of the yard by her arms and legs. Pulled up high, her skirt exposed thighs marked with livid scars.


Nora was still laughing. The boys were standing over their victims, mindlessly meting out pretend blows with their clubs and machetes. The smallest of them, a barefoot little kid of about six, pushed his way between the older ones shouting loudly. The children on the bench whooped with laughter. They were behaving like the audience at a show, applauding the most successful performances.


“What’s the little one shouting?” I asked.


“He’s saying, ‘Me too! Me too! Let me kill someone too!’” replied Nora, turning her gaze from the children to look at me.


Then the guerrillas scattered dry leaves and grass on their victims’ bodies and pretended to be setting them alight. Some of the girls taken prisoner had their hands tied with string, and the rest were ordered to pick up the toys scattered on the ground—the guerrillas’ war trophies. Then they lined up the prisoners and were getting ready to march off when from round a corner out ran the soldiers and rushed to the attack.


Another battle began, a new show. The army quickly got the upper hand over the guerrillas, who took off, desperately trying to escape. The soldier boys raced after them all over the yard, and even among the buildings. The chase no longer resembled a game, but a contest fought in deadly earnest, where no one was willing to concede defeat.


The captured guerrillas did not surrender like the people in the village they’d attacked, but fought to the bitter end, when they were pretend-killed by the soldiers. Only the smallest ones let themselves be taken prisoner. The guerrilla commander in his baggy red shirt refused to be captured for the longest time. More than once his pursuers caught him, but he tore free like a wild animal and went on running, damp with sweat and covered in dust and earth.


Finally they cornered him by the gate. Even though it was open, from there he had no escape route, because the game was only played in the courtyard. Assailed by lots of attackers, he struggled and fought back, but was now reconciled to defeat. They threw him to the ground right by the bench on which Nora, Samuel, and I were sitting. The fighters didn’t seem to notice us at all—we simply didn’t exist in the world they were now inhabiting.


Pinned down by the knees of four enemies, the guerrilla commander was panting heavily.


The teacher ended the game with a loud whistle. Shaking off the dust and discussing the course of the battle, the children went to an arithmetic lesson.


“We encourage them to play this game,” said Nora. “Sometimes it’s the only way we can find out what really happened to them.”


Whenever battles like the one I saw were enacted in the yard, the teachers and caregivers kept a close eye on each child, examined their faces, and listened to what they were shouting. Nora said that during the war game the children repeated events they really had seen, and had often taken part in, as if returning for a while to their previous incarnations.


“Sometimes they are incapable of talking about it,” she said, exposing her face to the midday sun.


“The fact that they killed people?”


“Uh-huh,” she muttered idly, without opening her eyes.


I asked if any of the children playing in the yard had killed people.


“Yes, except for the very youngest, all of them.”
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Samuel never joined in with the war games in the yard, but he did draw pictures of them.


Maybe that was why he stuck so close to Nora, who taught the drawing classes. She handed out paper and colored pencils, and encouraged the children to draw whatever they remembered best, whatever they thought most important. She took me to a dayroom where the whitewashed walls were covered in pictures of burning huts, corpses in pools of blood, guerrillas killing people with machetes and axes or shooting from guns.


Nora praised Samuel for his drawings.


“He has a sense of composition. His drawings are alive. He paints not just the foreground but also a second or third plane. Look at this one, for instance.” She pointed at one of the pictures on the wall. Three guerillas were clubbing a man who was lying on the ground, covered in blood. Behind them there was a hut with a burning roof, and next to the hut a chained dog trying to break free. “And look how he mixes the colors.”


Nora said most of the children at the center weren’t able or refused to talk about what had happened to them when they disappeared from their villages and ended up at camps in the bush, in the guerrillas’ world. Some were afraid, bound by a sense of guilt, suspecting that if they revealed the whole secret they’d be punished. Others were incapable of choosing the right words and broke off their story at the first incident that was too hard to describe. They didn’t know how to express what they had seen, let alone what they thought or felt about it.


Even when they tried to talk, the thoughts, memories, and fears they named and uttered aloud seemed deficient, inappropriate, not right. Afraid of being misunderstood and judged, they would fall silent.


The war games and drawings were intended to provide help and relief. It was easier to talk about events drawn in colored pencil on paper or reenacted in the dusty courtyard. Samuel willingly spoke about the war and everything he had experienced—or so at least Nora assured me.


“He’ll tell you all about it,” she said. “But don’t ask him to.”


However, many days went by before he first told me he had killed people.


He had killed ten, or maybe more. Lots, lots more. Too many to remember each one. Too many to remember at all.


I had been expecting this confession. I had only come in order to hear it. And yet, when it finally came, I was at a total loss.
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I have never felt awkward encountering people who have killed or given orders to kill—soldiers, guerrillas, their commanders, or the political leaders who have incited war in the sacred belief that it was the only possible way to establish justice, their only salvation.


In my experience they rarely see themselves as the perpetrators of crime. They seek justification and mitigating circumstances, they make light of the harm they have caused and blame it on others. My conversations with them have been like a simple duel of shrewdness and competence, a game in which deceit is often a principle, and outsmarting your rival means winning.


I have found it harder to talk to the victims of war crimes, who are always their only witnesses. By telling a journalist the story of the misfortune they have suffered, they are usually hoping to get help and to change their fate. They regard the harm that has been done to them as the greatest, most unfair injury of all—and it is the only thing of value they have left. They are sure that as soon as the world hears about their miseries, it cannot possibly remain indifferent. But when nothing changes, they become embittered and feel an even greater sense of injustice.


Then they are reluctant to tell their story again, and keep the rest of the treasure represented by their memory of what they have seen and suffered to themselves. They don’t want to talk about it, because they are afraid of the pain, regret, and sense of guilt. Why didn’t I run away sooner? Why did I open the door? So in my experience, while conversations with people who have killed are like an interrogation, encounters with their victims are like a confession, but not one that leads either to penance or to absolution. This kind provides no consolation or relief.


Moreover, for my report to be as good as possible, as true as possible, I have always had to find out as much as I can—ask questions about the details, tiny things that might seem irrelevant or inappropriate. What time was it when the guerrillas entered the village? Was the sun shining? What were you doing just then? Was the radio on? Can’t you remember what time it was when the bomb fell on your house? And what did the man who shot your husband look like? Do you remember his face? How was he dressed? How many shots did he fire? What was it like? Please say, please tell all.
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The problem with talking to Samuel lay in the fact that he was both victim and executioner all at once. I wanted to get to know him in both roles, to understand how he had passed from one into the other, and then back into the first, original one.


I kept putting off the conversation, although I knew I had to have it. And that it was what I wanted. Each morning when I arrived at the center, I would look out for Samuel among the children in the yard. I would smile and wave, and when my gaze fell on him he would turn his head. He would reply with a greeting but wouldn’t come up to me, nor would I call him over.


I’d sit on the bench waiting for Nora, and when she came Samuel would instantly appear too. Sometimes, he would scramble onto her knees like a small child, ignoring her protests and anguished complaints.


“Sam! What are you doing? Get off me at once,” she’d say, rubbing her aching thighs. “You’re too heavy, you’ll squash me. What sort of a guerrilla are you?”


Then the boy would spar with her, deliberately poking his elbows into her legs.


But usually at the sight of Nora he would come and sit near the bench with a toy. Then he would keep glancing in our direction and listening to our conversation, which he couldn’t understand.


Although he looked ten, in fact he was thirteen. Yet there was something about him, maybe the solemn expression in his eyes, which at times made him seem even older than he really was. He had a large shaved head, veinous hands covered in scars, and cracked feet as big as an adult’s. He was no different from the other children at the center, and his story was in no way more dramatic or more unusual. It was Nora who chose him for me from among the rest. Or maybe he made the choice himself? As he never left Nora’s side, he became my companion too.


“Sam, show us how you caught a snake in the bush,” said Nora, and the boy acted out a hunting scene for me. “Can you believe it? He crept up behind the snake, grabbed it with his bare hands, and threw it live into a pot of boiling water. It was delicious, right?”


Samuel nodded and grinned at us.


“And tell us how you got lost at night. Tell us how they gave you a gun.”


He didn’t know many English words, which meant that his accounts were matter-of-fact and simple. He spoke slowly and clearly, choosing his phrases carefully like a good, well-prepared pupil being questioned by the teacher. Nora listened to him attentively. He fixed his gaze on her, and took her nods of assent as praise and encouragement.


“The main thing is to ask a good question. He has to know what I’m asking about. If he can’t understand he’ll get scared and clam up,” said Nora. “Right, Sam? You clam up and then you’re as silent as the grave. Or you start crying like a little kiddywink.”


“Nora’s a kiddywink,” he cried, laughing and pointing at her. “Nora’s a kiddywink! Nora’s a little kiddywink!”


“Samuel! Stop it or you’ll be sorry!” she threatened. “Ask him about school.”


I asked about his favorite subjects and teachers at school, and about the soccer teams whose names and colors he knew from the television.


“I like drawing and I like Nora,” he replied solemnly.


“What about math? I didn’t like math.”


“I don’t like math either.”


“What about gymnastics? Do you like it? I loved it.”


“I like gymnastics too. And I like nature.”


“I loved nature too.”


One day, after classes, the three of us were sitting on the rough concrete steps outside the dayroom. We were watching the rest of the children running about the dusty yard playing soccer. A phone rang in the office.


“Nora!” someone called. “It’s for you!”


Nora hauled herself up and disappeared behind the door.


I had never been left on my own with Samuel before. Nora had always been with us, and in any case, Sam only showed up when she was in the vicinity. Her presence was the condition for my meetings with the boy, but at the same time it was an obstacle.


So there we sat, side by side, watching the boys kicking the soccer ball about. The silence was becoming awkward, unbearable. We could hear Nora laughing through the half-open door.


“Do you play soccer?” I managed to croak, glancing at Samuel.


“Yes,” he replied. “But right now I’m talking to you.”


“That’s right,” I agreed.


Samuel drew a circle in the sand with his toe.


“And which soccer player do you like best?”


Sam rubbed out his sand circles.


“Ronaldo from Brazil,” he said.


I thought he had guessed what I really wanted to talk to him about. Lots of journalists had been to Gulu before me, and each one had wanted Samuel and his friends to tell how they had been kidnapped from their villages and taken into the bush by the guerrillas, and how, having no alternative, they had joined the rebellion and killed people themselves. Sometimes I thought Samuel was waiting for the moment when I too would finally question him about it. But he didn’t look surprised or disappointed when I didn’t ask.
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I preferred to talk to Nora about Samuel—she was his teacher, caregiver, confessor, and healer. She knew everything about the boy.


In the morning I would come to the center and wait for Nora. She made coffee and then, before going to teach classes, she took me to her office and opened a large safe where the children’s records were kept. Gray cardboard files tied with tape held the secrets not only of the boys and girls playing in the yard like Samuel, but of all the children who had been kidnapped and taken into the bush, ended up at the center, been treated, and then gone back to their families and villages—like Robert, son of the headman from Palenga.


Their accounts of everything they had seen and experienced had been written down by their new caregivers and kept locked in the safe. Nora took notes by hand, with a ballpoint pen. She reckoned the clatter of a typewriter keyboard intimidated the children, took away any courage they had left, and damaged their fragile, newborn trust. To facilitate the confession and the therapy that followed it, a list of questions had been drawn up which the children were meant to answer.


Were you forced to kill any of your relatives or neighbors?


Were you forced to chop off people’s hands or feet with a machete?


Were you forced to gouge out people’s eyes?


Were you forced to rape women?


Were you forced to burn people alive?


Most of the questions were answered with the word “yes.” There were photographs of the children attached to the completed questionnaires, just like the ones on student ID cards.


After that Nora and her colleagues talked to each child dozens of times. Some answered willingly, others brushed off the questions with a denial or a nod, and yet others refused to speak at all. Nora never pressed them but waited patiently for the opportunity to question them again. And again—until finally she broke through the fear and mistrust that were blocking their words and discovered the whole truth.


Before allowing me to rummage in the safe, she fetched out the gray files herself and spread them on the desk for me like photographs from a family archive.


“This is Roger. He was with us for over a year, and this is Emma and her daughter. They look alike, don’t they? Emma died a few months ago. And this is Richard—you saw him this morning. He’s the goalie. Or this one! Do take a look at Benjamin’s story. It’s hard to believe it really happened. And here’s our Samuel!”


Our Samuel! That’s what she had called him ever since I started coming to the center and questioning her about the boy. She burst into laughter, a little flirtatious, and a little provocative. I thought I could even sense a note of irony in it.


“Our Samuel, our boy,” she said. “Our common cause.”


Samuel stared at me out of the photograph. The poor-quality paper and shades of black and white made his face disappear behind his large, wide-open eyes, their whites shining.


When a bell rang, Nora stood up, smoothed down her skirt, and went to the drawing class, leaving me with the pile of photographs and life stories on gray paper scattered on the table.
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Samuel was nine years old when the guerrillas captured him.


He had run into them in a copse near his village. He had gone into the forest with an uncle and several cousins to fetch firewood, wild bananas, and mangoes. The sun was starting to set, though it was still quite high in the sky. They were on their way home, and were already close to the village. They could even hear their mothers calling through the bush, and they could see smoke rising above the straw roofs. They weren’t in a hurry, and were sure they’d make it before nightfall, when under the cover of darkness the guerrillas came out of their hiding places to hunt.


Samuel knew about the guerrillas. In the village no one really talked about anything else. The adults implored the children not to venture too far from it even by day, and under no circumstance were they to go to the forest alone, where the guerrillas were said to be lurking among the trees and bushes.


According to rumor, they captured not just children who disobeyed their parents and elders by unwisely going too far from the houses, but even attacked schools to drag the children straight from their benches. It was said that the guerrillas themselves had originally been kidnapped and taken into the forest, where from children they had changed into cruel wild beasts, feeding on human flesh and blood. It was also said that whenever they wanted, they could vanish like ghosts, and appear in several places at once—not just in the Gulu area, but also in the Kitgum and Pader districts. They had even been seen in Lira, Soroti, and Teso. They knew spells that protected them from bullets and made them invincible. Before he met them, and then became one of them, Samuel had often played at being guerrillas with boys his own age in the village.


They had sprung up all of a sudden like forest phantoms. Wearing torn uniforms, they were long-haired and dirty, with their guns aimed and machetes raised to strike. Samuel and his relatives were so surprised and terrified that they hadn’t put up the least resistance, nor had they tried to escape—none of them could even have thought of it, although that was the only moment when it had been remotely possible.


The guerrillas threw them to the ground and tied them up with ropes. Samuel was amazed to find he could understand what they were saying. In muffled voices they were giving orders in the Acholi language. They told the prisoners to get up, and herded them toward the forest. Only then, as they were getting further and further from the village, did Samuel hear the loud, shrill whistle the adults sounded as a warning against danger. Then a few shots were fired from the direction of the village.


He couldn’t see what was happening in the village, which the guerrillas had attacked. He couldn’t hear any screams, and didn’t see any fire consuming the straw roofs, or anyone being murdered. Stumbling and falling, hounded in the darkness by the guerrillas, the captives had spent a long time wandering through the bush, until they emerged into a small clearing full of people. The abducted villagers were gathered under an old mango tree. Now and then another group of guerrillas came out of the forest with new prisoners and plunder.


Night had fallen; to find their way through the undergrowth, the guerrillas had lit torches. Seeing this, Samuel remembered how his older cousins had explained to him that the flickering pillars of light from their torches provided the easiest way to spot them at night.
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That was what it must have been like. That’s how I imagined it, as I read the accounts Nora had recorded, and heard her stories about the children at the center and about the ongoing war in the district.


Gradually I started asking Samuel questions too.


“Were you afraid?” I inquired, when he told me his story of being abducted from the village.


“They were small boys, those guerrillas. Just as small as me. Smaller than most of the children they took captive,” he said, staring at me searchingly, as if trying to guess whether the fear I was asking about was similar to the kind he had felt. “Yes, sure I was afraid. But I didn’t cry.”


“Did they hit you?”


“Only later. Then I was afraid.”


“Did they hit you a lot?”


“Yes. But not too much.”


He answered every question, concisely and directly, which I took for defenseless, sincere frankness, and which made the conversation even harder for me. It was I who was having trouble formulating my questions, to which, like a model student, Sam was instantly giving the answers. I just couldn’t find the right words; they all seemed inappropriate to what I wanted to ask, not the ones I needed.


In fact I had already met boys who’d been kidnapped and had fought in all sorts of armies and guerrilla units before now, in Sudan, Rwanda, Burundi, West Africa, and the Congolese cities of Bukavu and Lubumbashi. I well remembered the underage soldier I had met years ago in Kisangani, Congo. In green drill clothing and huge rubber boots, he was standing on guard outside the headquarters of commander Joseph Kabila, the son of Laurent-Désiré Kabila, who led the guerrilla army that raised a rebellion against President Mobutu. The boy was called Claude and he was eleven years old. He was clutching a large machine gun and told me how he had fought in the guerrilla troops against Mobutu’s soldiers. When I was finally summoned inside, he asked me to leave him some cigarettes.


The Chechens who had guarded me at night in Duba-yurt to make sure I wasn’t kidnapped by slave traders were certainly not adult men either. They kept watch outside the room where I slept and never left my side. Although I never asked my host, I knew he had bought rifles for them with the money I had given him earlier for expenses connected with my visit. I had also seen child soldiers in Afghanistan. The sight of them neither surprised nor shocked me, and talking to them didn’t make me feel awkward, maybe because they seemed adult, or maybe because they were taking part in wars, which we are used to regarding as a matter for adults. Or maybe because in their parts of the world, even when no war has erupted, life goes by more quickly—in places where people die before fifty, youth is much shorter, and children grow up earlier. Teenage girls are already mothers, and teenage boys are supporting families—or killing, fighting wars.


I only remembered Claude from the Congo River because as I listened to his tales about war and guerrilla marches I had realized he wasn’t much older than my son, whom we were still afraid to let go to school on his own.


Maybe if I had met Samuel in his previous incarnation—as a guerrilla from the forest—it would have been easier to talk to him. But by now he had returned to the form of a child, or rather he had been transformed back into a child again. The more he became a new person, the more unreal his previous incarnations seemed to me.


Another reason why I was unable to talk to the boy was that I was less concerned about what he had experienced, done, or seen, and more interested in understanding, virtually feeling, what he was like then. Samuel couldn’t help me with that. His terseness was of no use here, and all my questions were clumsy.


“Can you remember how you felt then?” I asked, when he told me about his first night in captivity.


“I was hungry,” he replied.


Nora reckoned people don’t always feel something. Sometimes something inside a person dies, and if nothing can ever revive it again, they can’t feel anything.


From Samuel’s words, looks, and gestures, from Nora’s account and his own, written down and stored in the safe, I put together a moving image in my mind. Then I tested the truth of it by talking to the boy, asking him about the details of its composition, its proportions and shades of color, and the thickness and shape of its lines.
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Samuel was nine years old when he killed for the first time. It happened in the clearing under the mango tree, that same night when he was taken captive by the guerrillas.


Not even years later could he explain why he hadn’t cried that night.


“I just didn’t cry, that’s all,” he said, shrugging, when I asked him about it.


Sheltering from the fierce afternoon sun, we were sitting in the shade on the steps outside Nora’s office. A while ago she had finished classes and was drinking Coca-Cola from a bottle, which she used now and then to wipe the sweat from her brow. At the sight of her Samuel ran up and kneeled beside her, playing with a car cobbled together from a flat piece of wood and some rusty wire.


“Have you already described how they told you to kill that boy?” she asked. “He was called Wilson, right?”


Samuel turned around and said no. Without interrupting his game, he glanced at me, as if trying to guess whether I was now ready and willing to hear his story.


“Tell him,” said Nora.


I was grateful to her, but at the same time annoyed. I thought she was unnecessarily speeding up his account, and that by urging the boy on she would only frighten him.


“How do you intend to find anything out if you don’t ask him questions?” she kept saying. “Don’t be afraid, he won’t eat you. Do you want to stay here forever?”


“I don’t want to ask him,” I explained. “I want to talk to him about it.”


“But it’s one and the same thing.”


Once again I sensed in her voice a note of superiority and a hint of mockery, which often appeared when she listened in on my conversations with Samuel.


“Did you really not cry, Sam?”


“No, I didn’t. I was too scared.”


All he could remember was acute, cold fear. And probably the shock stifled everything else in him, thoughts, doubts, and memory. He clearly saw and understood what was happening around him, but he felt as if he weren’t actually taking part in it. As if he were just watching it.


He felt as if he were asleep, and having one of the bad dreams that occasionally made him feel anxiety, but he couldn’t dispel it or change the course of events in any way. He could only wait until the nightmare ended, because like any dream, even the worst kind, it was bound to end.


He knew the boy whom they told him to batter with a large wooden club. They lived in the same village, and he knew the boy’s name, though he couldn’t remember ever having played with him. He was a few years older than Samuel, taller and stronger.


The guerrillas had dragged him out of the group of prisoners and beat him because he was crying. They knocked him to the ground and hit him with clubs and rifle butts. They screamed that they would kill him if he didn’t stop it at once. But the boy couldn’t restrain his sobbing. Then the guerrillas stepped away from him. They chose a few boys from among the prisoners, pressed wooden sticks into their hands, and ordered them to batter the crying boy. They warned that anyone who disobeyed the order would die with him. Or instead of him.


At first Samuel tried to hit the boy gently, on the legs, arms, and shoulders, to inflict as little pain as possible. But the boy kept moving and was still sobbing. So he started to hit blindly, harder and harder to make him stop. Only some time later, after further executions, did he realize that by taking pity on Wilson and wanting to save him pain he had only prolonged his agony. The boy had to die in any case. That was what the commander had ordered, and now nothing could change it. So it was better for him and for everyone for death to come as quickly as possible. He could only do him this one service—hit him on the head with all his might and kill him as fast as possible.


If he had had to, that was just how he would have killed his own relatives. He never stopped thanking God for showing him mercy and making sure the first person he killed was not his father or his brother.


Other prisoners kidnapped by the guerrillas from the villages were not so lucky. Fathers were forced to kill their sons, and children to kill their parents, brothers, and sisters. Friends had to murder friends and neighbors—neighbors, in the sight of other guerrillas and prisoners, so there wasn’t the faintest hope that this blackest of all secrets wouldn’t ever be revealed.


These executions at the guerrilla encampments, in forest clearings, and even in the marketplaces of villages under attack were almost ritual murders, a macabre initiation, inducting the prisoners into a new life. They were a frontier, a sharp, bloody line cutting them off from the past and everything it contained. There was no way back to their old, familiar way of life.


And if they still fostered some illusions, the guerrillas soon shattered them.


“You have no other way now. No one will accept you in your villages and homes anymore,” they said. “No one there wants you anymore, no one is waiting for you, no one will love you. You have killed, and killers are cursed. But you mustn’t escape or cry. Rejoice, because now you’ve become soldiers in the Lord’s Army.”
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“So what’s he like, your Samuel?”


Jackson didn’t think much of my familiarity with the boy at the center from the start. In the evenings, when we met as usual at Franklin’s bar, not only did he never try to hide his carefully practiced, disdainful amusement at my new acquaintance, but in fact he did everything he could to make sure it didn’t escape my notice. Whenever I started to talk about the boy and his stories, Jackson went quiet or suddenly changed the subject, pretending he’d remembered something important that he had to mention before it slipped his mind again.


He gave the impression of being amazed at my interest in Samuel’s case, and that I was wasting my time on it. Spending days on end with Sam and battling through his feeble English to understand his story was in Jackson’s view an obvious waste of time. He made it plain to me that he could no longer see what exactly I had come to Gulu for.


“Do you really want to write about that for your paper?” he asked, pretending to be having a hard time suppressing his mirth.


“I might even write it up for one of the papers in Kampala,” I replied.


“I don’t write for the papers, and we don’t bother with things like that on my radio channel,” he said. Suddenly irritated, he kept folding and unfolding a paper napkin lying on the table. “You think you understand everything, you think you know everything. But in fact you only see very little, and only what everyone else can see,” he soon added. “But the really important things, without which you can never understand, will remain invisible to you. And you can’t change that, just as you can’t change yourself.” For a brief moment the grimace of feigned contempt and indifference left his face. “But maybe that’s how it should be. Maybe it is others who should judge us. Since we are unable to get to grips with ourselves, maybe it’s better to observe ourselves through the eyes of others.” 


Jackson found it unpalatable that thanks to my friendship with Sam and Nora I had become independent of his views, judgments, and stories. My self-reliance took away his sense of importance and his role as an authority. In trying to convince me of the impossibility of ever knowing somebody else’s truth, he wanted to put me off working on something over which he had no influence, and in the face of which he felt a sort of fear I couldn’t fully understand.


Deep in thought, he was mindlessly turning an ashtray full of cigarette butts in his fingers. When he looked up, once again he was wearing the mask he had put on when I first met Sam.


“So come on, what’s he like, your Samuel?”


He described the boy as “your Samuel.” His words carried not just the usual note of forbearance, but also of reproach, for devoting time and attention to Sam, and thus distinguishing him from the others, though he had done nothing to deserve it.


Nora, by contrast, was pleased by the attention I devoted to the boy. “Your Sam is already waiting for you”; “That Sam of yours has been asking about you”; “Take your Sam home with you and you can chatter on for the rest of time,” she’d say to me. “Or maybe you’d take me away from here too? Then you’d have the whole flock.”


“Samuel?” I replied, turning to Jackson. “He’s a nice boy.”


“But didn’t he say he killed his father or brother?” he asked. “They do that.”


In my conversations with Sam never once had I asked him about his family. Nor could I remember if there was anything about his relatives in the cardboard file lying in Nora’s safe. However, I did remember that when he talked about being kidnapped from the village, Sam had said what a mercy and relief it was that the first person he killed was not his father or brother. But I had never seen Samuel have any guests on one of the Sundays designated as visiting days.


No one ever came to see him.
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“Does Samuel have any family?” I asked Nora.


“Yes, and no.” She looked up from the morning paper, which she was browsing without particular interest.


The presidential elections were fast approaching, and among the color photos on the front pages of the papers, the contenders for the most important post in the country were vying for votes and attention. But Nora wasn’t interested in politics. She was sick of reading articles about election campaigns and political rallies. It’s a waste of time, she said. She quickly turned the front pages, which were always given over to descriptions of political events, and only stopped at the foreign news columns. But here too she usually just cast an eye over the headlines, and only became absorbed in the paper when she found pictures of local or, best of all, foreign actors and singers, articles about fashion, or the gossip column.


“What do you mean, yes and no?”


She smiled mockingly, haughtily, as she always did when she caught me being careless in some way. Without a word she put down the paper and reached into the safe. Samuel’s cardboard file was lying on a separate shelf. His life story covered a few scant pages of yellowing paper.


“Samuel’s mother died while he was in the bush. Of syphilis,” said Nora, running her eyes down the lines of script. “After her death Sam’s father went away. Apparently to Kampala, but no one knows for sure. He has shown no sign of life. No one knows where he is, and we don’t know how to find him. He hasn’t the faintest idea that Samuel has been found. And I’m sure he isn’t in the least bit concerned.”


Sam’s two sisters and brother were taken in by his father’s brother, Uncle Anselm, who was living with his own family at one of the camps near Gulu. However, he had refused to take in Samuel too. Nora had gone to inform him that the boy had ended up at the center for treatment. Anselm had replied that besides the three adopted orphans he had five of his own children, for whom he could not provide as it was. The person most set against Sam was Anselm’s wife, who thought the boy would bring them bad luck. “I don’t want any spirits from the forest in my house,” she had insisted, and wouldn’t even let Anselm go to Gulu to visit the boy. She also forbade him from telling Sam’s siblings that he had been found. They were already used to the fact that he was gone.


Anselm was Samuel’s only relative in the Gulu area. His father’s two other brothers had been killed in the wars, and his sister had gone away long, long ago; apparently she lived as far away as Juba, across the Sudanese border. Sam’s mother didn’t have any family in Gulu. His father had brought her here from Kasese, near Lake Edward. It was said she came from Congo. None of her relatives had ever come to see her in Acholi-land, nor had she ever gone anywhere to visit them.


“So that means Sam doesn’t really have anyone?” I asked.


“That’s what it comes down to,” said Nora, tying the tape round Samuel’s file. “But actually it’s not all that bad. He has got me. And now you too.”


“Could you lend me his file for a couple of days? I have nothing to do at the hotel. I’d like to copy it out or at least make some notes. Could you?”


“Maybe I could,” she muttered.
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I suspected that with his tales of murders committed by young guerrillas and runaways Jackson was doing his best to scare me, put me off my friendship with Sam, and show me that the boy didn’t deserve any sympathy at all. He kept insistently returning to stories about macabre pogroms and massacres. And about their perpetrators—children.


“In the village of Gere Gere they murdered everyone. First they caught all the children, tied up the adults, threw them to the ground, and killed them one by one. They told the prisoners to light a bonfire on the road, put a large cauldron on it, and boil some water. They cut off some of the corpses’ heads, hands, and feet and threw them into the pot. Then they forced those they had not yet battered to death to eat human flesh. Finally they killed them too. Another time, in the Agoro hills on the border with Sudan, some guerrillas running away from the army encountered a funeral procession. They ordered the mourners to cook with sorghum and eat the remains they were carrying in the coffin to the graveyard. And in the village of Mucwini, not far from Kitgum, first they ordered parents to kill their children, and then children to kill their parents. Has anyone told you the guerrillas use the same tools for killing that the peasants use for farming the land?”


The sheer, mind-boggling cruelty and boundlessness of the evil committed filled Jackson with disgust and horror. But the more he repulsed these images, because they took away his peace and sense of security, ruining his life, the more forcefully they kept returning, disgusting and disturbing.


“I also knew this one guy who killed his father and his brother,” he told me. “He lived in our village, in Atiak. They ran into some guerrillas on the road. The guerrillas announced that only one of the three would survive, and pressed an ax into his hands. Afterward he explained that he was made unconscious by fear, and that they’d have killed his father anyway, because he was old and couldn’t have withstood the journey through the bush, but his brother was only four and wasn’t fit to be a prisoner. He hacked them both to death with the ax, and indeed he himself survived. Three years later he managed to escape from the guerrillas. He went back to the village, but before then he was treated at the center in Gulu, like that Samuel of yours. Not everyone in the village was willing to accept him, but finally it was decided that he could come and live with his mother. And then sometime later he had an argument with a much older boy in the neighborhood, attacked him with a knife, and killed him. He was taken to prison in Kampala. If you’d like to meet him, I could probably help you.”


For some time now Jackson had been planning a trip to Kampala. He said he needed to confer with the owners of the King FM radio station before the presidential elections.


“You can never be sure with them. You can never work out what it is they want, what they like and what they don’t like,” he complained.


During the last elections he had almost lost his job. His conversations with the voters in Gulu had displeased some officers from the local garrison. In Kampala some officials at the Ministry of Information had written to the heads of the radio station complaining about him and, afraid of losing their license, its owners had told Jackson to apologize to the army people and not get involved in politics anymore. But how could you not get involved in politics when the country was electing a new president?


“I have to know what and how,” said Jackson, “so there won’t be any problems later on.”


He was encouraging me to make the journey to Kampala too, promising to take me to a school where girls who had run away from the guerrilla camps were sent. “They have killed too,” he said. “And they didn’t just fight in the guerrillas; they were given to the commanders as wives and bore them children. Children, mothers and murderesses.”


I thought the suggestion of an expedition to Kampala was Jackson’s latest stratagem to lure me away from Gulu and put me off its murky business and my meetings with Samuel, which clearly bothered him.


“I remembered that I know a journalist in Kampala who could tell you about Dominic Ongwen. Now, before the elections, he should be in the city.”
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Dominic Ongwen was one of the five most important guerrilla leaders. Some said he had been killed in a skirmish with the army in Teso, and there were others who swore they had seen his dead body with their own eyes in Soroti. But shortly after, rumors went round that he had survived, not even lightly wounded, and had managed to get across the Nile and make his way into Congo, where he was hiding in the jungle.


Before being abducted by the guerrillas and changed into one of them, following his mother’s death he had lived with his aunt and three brothers in the village of Olwal, near Gulu. As the oldest, ten-year-old Dominic worked in the fields, supported his brothers, and substituted for their father, who had abandoned the family.


One day, when he and some other boys were on their way back from the fields to the village to sit out the afternoon heat, some guerrillas had blocked their way. They had taken him with them, because he was the biggest and strongest. He had had no choice, but he didn’t cry like the others, or put up any resistance. Nor did he try to escape.


After twenty years in the guerrillas he had grown up to be one of the top commanders. He was entrusted with a unit, and as a leader he had the right to possess a wife. He was assigned thirteen-year-old Florence, who had also been abducted from her village by the guerrillas. She was nine years old at the time. First she had been given as a wife to another commander, who was killed soon after in a skirmish with the army. Then she was told to move into Dominic’s hut. Before escaping from the bush, she bore him two children.


Dominic became not just one of the most important, but also one of the cruelest commanders. While others tried to negotiate with the government, surrendered their weapons, or were killed in skirmishes with government troops, Dominic emerged unscathed from every ambush and never once thought of capitulating. Instead he kept ordering his men to attack and burn down villages, murder people and kidnap their children, so they would become guerrillas, as he had years before. He used to say that when he got into a bad mood he improved it by giving orders to kill people. And by killing them himself.


Finally, the international tribunal at The Hague had declared him a war criminal and issued warrants for his arrest. Never before had anyone so young been accused of crimes against humanity.


“That sort of killing changes people entirely. Apparently it comes from the fact that they order them to drink human blood,” said Jackson, gazing at the heavy sun, going red above the town. “I must check at the station to see what time the buses leave for Kampala.”
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Despite the fact that no guerrillas had been seen in the area for a long time now, and the army had given assurances that it was in control of the situation, the last bus to Kampala left Gulu in the early afternoon, in order to cross the bridge over the Nile by the Karuma Falls before sunset, and reach its peaceful left bank.


The river formed a natural border between two different worlds. At the falls you left behind the world of the ordinary, safe, and obvious, and crossed to the right bank of the Nile, into a world of destruction and fear, which stretched deep into Acholi-land.


The bus station was located in a small square surrounded by a concrete wall, behind the gas station. As I wandered aimlessly about the town, I had sometimes dropped in there; I liked pretending to be off on a journey, so that I could take a furtive look at the travelers. From scraps of conversations I overheard, facial expressions, clothing, or luggage I could guess where they were going and for what purpose, or where they were coming from.


I like bus stations. I prefer them to soulless airports, and to railroad stations, which are gloomy, ponderous, full of worries and sorrow, and stink of old scrap metal. Railroad stations make you think of goodbyes, parting, and inevitability. Bus stations by contrast conjure up a carefree mood, lightheartedness, promise, and adventure. They fill you with eagerness and hope.


By day the bus station at Gulu was like a crowded bazaar, into which some buses had blundered, clearly by mistake; unable to force their way through the crowd, they had come to a helpless standstill among the market stalls. The stalls were packed so tightly and densely around the bus stops that it was impossible to see the bulletin boards on which the drivers hung up the names of the destination cities.


Clutching the door with one hand and gripping tickets and rolls of greasy banknotes in the other, the conductors called out to the travelers, shouting over the noise of the bazaar and the music booming from all directions. Kampala! Juba! Kitgum! Arua! In all this noise, heat, and dust, among the portable mobile stalls selling fruits, candy, drinks, and newspapers, the colored buses pushed their way pell-mell, anything to get nearer the gate, finally break free of the station, and race their passengers away over open ground.


I would walk across the bus station to take a shortcut to church. I even used to look in there when I had a little time to spare before meeting with Jackson. Franklin’s Inn was very close by. In fact in this town everything was close to everything else. They all knew each other here, and they knew all about each other. After a few days in Gulu I felt as if I too had already been everywhere and was familiar with everything. In the streets I kept recognizing and greeting the same people.


Only at Franklin’s Inn, when darkness fell on the town and everything lost its daytime color, did it occur to me that maybe it was just an illusion, and at most those I took to be familiar simply reminded me of people I had once known in a similar place.
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Someone said that children make ideal soldiers because after a time and the right training they regard war as an amusement, a game they have played or would play in the yard at home or at school.


They don’t feel fear of death—their own or anyone else’s—because, by contrast to adults, they never think about it. They’re not afraid because they’ve been through so little, they know so little, and have so little to lose. They lack experiences, plans and dreams, commitments and responsibilities.


However, Samuel claimed that he had never liked being a guerrilla, and the gun he was given for his own filled him with fear rather than pride. He hated it with all his heart, but he would never be parted from it.


He was given the gun after a long march that lasted almost a month across savannahs, forests, and mountains to Sudan. In the clearing, where he killed for the first time under the mango tree, he was loaded with a heavy sack of plundered sorghum.


“Just you drop it and you’ll rue the day!” threatened the commander, aiming a wooden club at him.


Roped together, the other prisoners had to carry plunder captured by the guerrillas too. Samuel mentioned that they were constantly beaten. The guerrillas kept battering them with their fists, clubs, and rifle butts, and kicked anyone who fell to the ground, regardless of whether or not they had broken a rule.


Nora reckoned this beating and cruelty were a carefully devised method of forcing the prisoners to be obedient, a way of shredding their personality to start changing them from children into killers. Constant punishments, pain, and total helplessness in the face of an acute sense of injustice broke down their remaining resistance.


They weren’t allowed to light bonfires that gave off smoke. They weren’t allowed to talk to the other prisoners or speak at all without being asked a question. In fact they had to do everything to order only. They were not allowed to cry. Whenever a prisoner failed to hold back his tears, of pain, misery, or homesickness, the guerrillas attacked him furiously and beat him mercilessly, as fiercely as if a child’s sobbing were a lethal threat to them. Indeed, it reminded them of times not so long ago when they themselves were ordinary children, and transported them back to a world to which—although it still existed very nearby—they could never return. The guerrillas killed all runaways. They even killed those who were merely suspected of thinking about escape.


Escape is pointless, and obedience crucial. That was the next rule they quickly assimilated. And another one: Give nothing of yourself away, don’t betray yourself in any way. Put on an act before others, and best of all before yourself too. This pretending was the most vital thing of all. You couldn’t trust anyone or confide in anyone. Sincerity rashly shown to the wrong person could mean suffering and death. Samuel had seen the guerrillas beat a boy to death when he incautiously revealed to a friend from the same village that he missed his mother.


As they moved across the savannah, the guerrillas spied out white ribbons of smoke rising from the ground, which gave away human settlements. Then they would lie in wait until dusk, and attack by night. Left behind in the camp with the other prisoners, Samuel heard screams in the distance, and sometimes he thought he saw bright flames from burning huts shining through the darkness. The guerrillas would come back with stolen plunder and more kidnapped children. On the first night they were forced, just like Samuel, to commit their first murder, the initiation rite that was to change them forever.


“The smallest ones are best suited to it,” said Nora.


Leaning her head back, with both hands she tried to tame her hair, ruffled by a sudden gust of wind. Unlike most of the girls in the town, who braided their hair into cornrows, Nora straightened hers and wore it tied on the nape of her neck. A wide grayish scar cut across the dark, almost navy blue skin on her arm.


Yellow blades of dry grass began to whirl in the yard.


“There’s going to be another storm,” she muttered.


She turned around and playfully grabbed a small boy who, while sheltering from the wind behind her, had suddenly been blinded by dust and had clutched at her dress. Nora took him by the hand and stood him in front of her.


“The youngest ones are best suited to it, like him,” she repeated. She stared at the boy, as if trying to guess his age. “Eight, nine years old, not more. These ones are already independent and strong enough to understand and do what they are told. And at the same time they’re too small to tell the difference between good and bad. You can still teach them anything you like.”
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Jackson and I left Franklin’s Inn before dusk, before the first children from Palenga and the other camps scattered around Gulu had reached the town. They invariably arrived at the same time, as the sun was making its final efforts to remain above the horizon; soon, having overestimated its own strength, it would sink slowly over the manioc fields, and disappear behind a darkening wall of trees. The children’s march into town was repeated like a ritual, like the hands of a clock going around or a daily prayer, uttered mindlessly, just out of habit, as a duty.


By day, in the bright sunlight, Gulu belonged to the adults. With nightfall, plunged into darkness, it passed into the hands of the children. The adults yielded it to them solemnly, without a word, as if that was what the normal, long-established order of events was meant to be. At night the number of children in Gulu was three times the number of adult citizens by day. At dawn the children gave them back the town, and without protest dissolved like apparitions in the growing daylight.


Nora called them the night wanderers.


They came to the town to get through the night safely. Their own parents, adults, had sent them on their way. Only like that, by driving the children out of their homes for the night, could they protect them from a deadly danger—from the guerillas, who like predatory animals set out at night to hunt down their victims, circling the huts in the brushwood and then suddenly launching an attack. No villager would have dared or known how to stand up to them, or refused to hand over everything they demanded. And they usually came in order to take the children.


The guerrillas never came into the town, where the troops were stationed, not even at night, when the soldiers were shut behind the walls of their barracks. In Gulu the children were safe. Here nothing threatened them, and they weren’t a threat to anyone else either. To spend the night safely in the town, some of them had to walk over six miles, so they set off straight after school, and got up before dawn to be on time for the first bell. Those with the furthest to go only went home to their parents on Sundays when the schools were closed.


Before the town gave them some old warehouses as a shelter, they would bed down for the night outside, lying on pieces of torn cardboard spread out on the hot asphalt. The rain would drive them under the arcades running along the streets, and they also came down to the bus station, to the bazaar, where they stretched out on the stalls left there for the night by the market traders. When they began climbing over the fence and sleeping in the gravel courtyard outside the church, the local priests, white missionaries, came out to spend the night with them. The priests also brought them food and blankets, and it was they who persuaded the town authorities and the troops to provide the night wanderers with some shelters. One of them was called Noah’s Ark.


One Sunday during holy mass, the local archbishop, with the proud name of John Baptist Odama, gave a sermon explaining to the townspeople that the children who descended on them by night deserved the sort of sympathy and support that are shown to families after a death.


“However you look at it, these children are already dead as far as the world is concerned,” said the archbishop.


The military from the local garrison soon realized that there was a close connection between the number of children coming into town for the night and the situation in the local area. Whenever the war in Acholi-land died down, the night wanderers became less numerous. But when more of them came for the night, it meant the guerrillas were back in the vicinity. At those times an emergency was declared in Gulu and at the local garrison. Unable to do any more for them, the citizens yielded the town to the children for the night by way of compensation and absolution.


No one had ever made an announcement or reached an agreement on this matter. Quite simply, with the first signs of approaching night the town began to settle down. Looking around and checking to see that nothing had been forgotten, like a traveler before a long and unfamiliar journey, it gradually emptied in the falling twilight. Everyone wanted to get home before night set in for good.


As the town changed hands at dusk, its citizens and the night wanderers seemed to avoid one another, trying not to cross each other’s path. The children made their way along the streets and laid out their beds on the ground, mistrustfully at first, casting frightened glances at the departing adults. They too seemed to be feeling a presentiment of evil.


In Acholi-land, children prompted unbounded, though closely concealed fear, especially after dark. At the sight of children, the villagers working in the fields dropped everything and took to their heels. Encountering children on the road, drivers accelerated. In general strangers were greeted here with anxiety rather than the curiosity that was usual elsewhere. People expected the worst of them.


As they let the children into their town for the night, the citizens of Gulu furtively cast fearful glances too. They were unsure if the people they were trying to save might not prove to be their curse. In the fading light they tried to perceive the usual, reassuring innocence in the children’s faces—or any sign of the terrible transformation that they found incomprehensible and horrifying.
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“Are you sure I didn’t give it to you?” Squatting by the safe, Nora was looking for Samuel’s file on the shelves.


“No, you didn’t—you just said you would.”


“Well then, it has to be here somewhere. I’ve always put it back in here, haven’t I?”


Before I asked to borrow the file, Nora always had it at hand. Whenever she was unsure of something and wanted to check a detail or a date, she reached into the safe and immediately had the answer to everything. The file disappeared when I asked if she would lend it to me for a couple of days. First Nora claimed she had to ask the permission of her boss, Mark, head of the children’s treatment center. When I said I had already spoken to him, she hissed like an angry cat.


“What do you need the file for? You can have Samuel. Take him with you, and be done with it.”


Barefoot, with unruly locks of hair falling on her worried face, she looked like a little girl helplessly searching a basket of toys for a missing favorite doll.


“I have no idea where it has gone. Someone must have taken it.”


She got up from the floor and stretched, holding her sides like a weary woman taking a break from work in a paddy field or a manioc patch.


She had several incarnations. Sometimes she was a smart, elegant girl with big-city manners, plans, and aspirations. She wanted to go back to Kampala, find a job at the university, and write academic papers. She said she preferred that sort of life. She had come to work in Gulu to pay her debt to fortune. “Those who have succeeded should do something for those who haven’t been as lucky,” she used to say. But she didn’t want to stay here forever. “One more year, two at most, and I’m going back to Kampala,” she would say in a decisive tone, like someone who knows what they want and is sure they’re going to achieve it. At such moments she really didn’t suit the town of Gulu, lost in the northern savannahs. She seemed like someone foreign, an outsider. Like me.


At other times she seemed to belong here, hardly any different from the local women to be found at the bazaar, with their idle, lumbering movements. Like them she would burst into loud, husky laughter, covering her mouth with a hand as if embarrassed by her own voice and amusement.


“Well, it’s not there.” She locked the safe, pushing back a lock of hair that was hanging in her eyes. “So what are you going to do at the hotel on your own now?”


“No harm done, maybe I’ll do some reading. I’ll sort out my notes. And I’ll look in on you tomorrow.”


“Yes, you do that…”
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The guerrilla unit that kidnapped Samuel from his village kept growing by the day. In clearings and gorges it joined up with other ones or acquired new prisoners. One day they turned north. They marched through deserted villages that had been burned down and pillaged, and passed weed-choked bean and manioc fields. The only human beings they very occasionally met were old people who hadn’t deserted their villages to escape the war and the guerrillas. Wizened and wrinkled, they looked more like withered wild trees than people.


When the commanders questioned them about military patrols, food, or water, they didn’t answer, as if they didn’t understand what was being said to them or, after being isolated for so long, had forgotten human speech. They never begged for their lives to be spared, and they showed no sign of fear. It was as if they didn’t feel pain when the infuriated guerrillas beat and knocked them to the ground. They didn’t even raise their hands to shield themselves from the blows.


The journey through the wilderness seemed endless. On and on and on they marched. Samuel had never walked for such a long time without any rest before. He had no idea how far behind he had left his home village. With every day of the march the bush gave way to more and more savannah, and the mango groves changed into acacia thickets.


Loaded down with plunder, dead tired, in total silence they marched from dawn to sunset. Sometimes they only made a short stop at noon for refreshments and a rest before carrying on. When night fell, they stopped and slept at the first suitable place.


Sometimes rivers and streams cut across their route. Then the guerrillas stopped and spent a long time conferring. Although the forest streams were so narrow and shallow that you could easily cross them by wading up to your knees, Samuel thought he could see uncertainty and fear in the guerrillas’ eyes. They would go quiet, and the commanders would mutter prayers. Before finally advancing to the other side, all the guerrillas, and the prisoners too, had to take off their shoes.


Samuel did not recognize the rivers they crossed. Until one day some gray mountains appeared on the horizon, and down in a valley they came to a fairly large river, with clumps of papyrus growing along its banks. Samuel heard the guerrillas calling the river Aswa. They seemed to be overjoyed, as if it were not a river, but a long-lost, greatly missed friend. The river Aswa, fast and mighty in the rainy season, rushing to merge with the Blue Nile, marked the border between Gulu and Kitgum, lying to the northeast. Further on, beyond the mountains, which every day became bigger, more distinct, and more ominous, must be Sudan, where—as the adults used to say—the guerrillas had their hideouts.


Finally, after many days on the move, one morning they reached a village whose inhabitants were children. Samuel thought most of them were older than him, but he also saw boys much younger than himself. They had long, matted hair, and wore outsize calf-length rubber boots, like the ones he had seen soldiers wearing. Some of the boys were dressed in baggy army jackets.
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