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To Atticus and Sawyer,
the children of Uganda and beyond





Prologue


She wins the decisive game, but she has no idea what it means. Nobody has told her what’s at stake, so she just plays, like she always does. She has no idea she has qualified to compete at the Olympiad. No idea what the Olympiad is. No idea that her qualifying means that in a few months she will fly to the city of Khanty-Mansiysk in remote central Russia. No idea where Russia even is. When she learns all of this, she asks only one question: “Is it cold there?”


She travels to the Olympiad with nine teammates, all of them a decade older, in their twenties, and even though she has known many of them for a while and journeys by their side for 27 hours across the globe to Siberia, none of her teammates really have any idea where she is from or where she aspires to go, because Phiona Mutesi is from someplace where girls like her don’t talk about that.


19th sept. 2010


Dear mum,


I went to the airport. I was very happy to go to the airport. this was only my second time to leave my home. When I riched to the airport I was some how scared because I was going to play the best chess players in the world. So I waved to my friends and my brothers. Some of them cried because they were going to miss me and I had to go. so they wished me agood luck. They told me that they will pray for me. So we board on europlane to go from Uganda to Kenya. The Europlane flew up the sky. I saw clouds looking niece. This time I thought that I was may be in heaven. I asked God to protect me. because who am I to fly to the europlane. so it was Gods power. We riched in kenya very well. I was very tired and they gave me acake it was like abread. I had never tested that before but it was very sweat and I liked it.


When we boad an europlane to Dubai it was very big. So they served us very many eats. I was very hungry. I prayed to God to protect us very well. and he did so. and we riched very well. What I surprised of people which I went with. They were like my parents. they treated me well and my coach treating me as if I was his babby. What I never expected before. That was my first day.


When we riched in Dubai things were different. every was on his own. After then we board the last europlane to take us in Roncha. we prayed so that we rich well. An europlane flew. This time we were along distance from the ground. I think this time I was nearly to tutch on heaven. the clouds were looking niece. then they served me food which I not seen and I was not used to that food. I felt bad. wanted to vomite. So we riched very well. We were welcomed at the airport.


Then they gave us rooms.


The opening ceremony at the 2010 Chess Olympiad takes place in an ice arena. Phiona has never seen ice. There are lasers and woolly mammoths and dancers inside bubbles and people costumed as chess pieces, queens and bishops and pawns, marching around on a giant chessboard atop the ice. Phiona watches it all unfold with her hands cupping her cheeks as if in a wonderland. She asks if this happens every night in this place and she is told, no, that the arena normally serves as a home for hockey, concerts, the circus. Phiona has never heard of any of those things.


She returns to the hotel, which at fifteen floors is by far the tallest building Phiona has ever entered. She rides the elevator with giddy trepidation like it is an amusement park roller coaster. She stares out her hotel room window for a half hour amazed by how tiny people on the ground look from six stories high. Then she takes a long, hot shower, trying her best to wash away her home in the slum.


The following afternoon when she first enters the competition venue, a vast indoor tennis stadium packed with hundreds of shiny new chessboards from baseline to baseline, she immediately notices that at 14 years old she is among the youngest competitors in a tournament that features more than 1,300 players from 141 countries. She is told this is the most accomplished collection of chess talent ever assembled. That makes Phiona nervous. How could she not be? She is playing for her country, Uganda, against other nations, but she isn’t playing against kids anymore like she does in Katwe. She is playing against grown women, and as her first game approaches, as she struggles to locate her table because she is still learning to read, she keeps thinking to herself, “Do I belong here?”


Her first opponent is Dina Kagramanov, the Canadian national champion. Kagramanov, born in Baku, Azerbaijan, the hometown of former men’s world chess champion Garry Kasparov, learned the game at age six from her grandfather. She is competing in her third Olympiad and at age 24 has been playing elite chess longer than Phiona has been alive. They could hardly be more different, this white woman playing black against this black girl playing white.


Kagramanov preys on Phiona’s inexperience by setting a trap during the game’s opening and gains a pawn advantage. Phiona sits forward in her chair, leaning over the board aggressively as she often does, with her hands pressed to her forehead, as if she might will her pieces into a better strategic position. Phiona stubbornly tries but fails to recover from her initial mistake. Still, it is the victor who comes away impressed. “She’s a sponge,” Kagramanov says. “She picks up on whatever information you give her and she uses it against you. Anybody can be taught moves and how to react to those moves, but to reason like she does at her age is a gift that gives her the potential for greatness.”


21st sept. 2010


Dear mum,


I great you in the might name of Jesus crist. I have written this letter to inform you that this way it was not fine it was raining at morning and it is very cold now. I don’t want to eat any thing. Iam not used to eat this type of food. Whenever it riches to break fast I feel like sick and I feel like I want to vomit. But let pray to God may be I will be ok. What I have like from this way they have given us so many gifts even if I have lost the first game but I will wine others I promise you mother. My coach is ecouraging to play very well. But I am sure I will not disapoite him. I am going to work for my best. I will make sure I wine five games even if I am playing strong women. I pray to at God to make my promise possible. In Jesus’s name I have preyed amen.


Phiona is lucky to be here. The Ugandan women’s team has never participated in a Chess Olympiad before because Uganda could never afford it. But this year the president of FIDE, the world’s governing body of chess, has arranged funding for the entire Ugandan team to travel to the Olympiad in the hope of garnering the country’s vote in his reelection campaign. Phiona needs breaks like that.


She arrives early for the second day of matches, because she wants to explore. She sees Afghan women dressed in burkas, Indian women in saris, and Bolivian women in ponchos and black bowler hats. She spots a blind chess player and wonders how that is possible. She notices an Iraqi suddenly kneel down and begin praying to someplace called Mecca.


As she walks toward her designated table, Phiona is halted by security and asked to produce her player credential to prove she is actually among the competitors, perhaps because she looks so young, or perhaps because with her short-cropped hair, baggy sweater, and sweatpants, she could be mistaken for a boy.


Before her next game, against Yu-Tong Elaine Lin of Taiwan, Phiona slips off her sneakers. She has never played chess wearing shoes. Lin is stoic, staring only at the board, as if Phiona is not even there. Midway through the game, Phiona commits a tactical error that causes her to lose two pawns. Later, Lin makes a similar blunder, but Phiona does not detect it until it is too late, missing an opportunity that could have turned the game in her favor. From that moment on, Phiona gazes into the distance, hardly able to bear looking at the pieces left on the board, crestfallen as the remainder of the moves play out predictably and she loses a game she knows she should have won.


Phiona leaves the table and runs straight out to the parking lot. Coach Robert has warned her never to go off on her own, but Phiona boards a shuttle bus alone and returns to the hotel, then goes straight to her room and bawls into her pillow like a typical teenager. Later that evening, her coach tries to comfort her, but Phiona is inconsolable. It is the only time chess has ever brought her to tears. In fact, despite the extraordinarily difficult life she has endured, Phiona cannot remember the last time she cried.
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Chapter 1
Land of the Frogs
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Hakim Ssewaya, who has lived 40 years in Katwe, stands in front of his shack. The structure fills with raw sewage during the slum’s frequent floods.







She had no other choice. Nakito Jamidah had borne four children out of wedlock, including twins who died during childbirth, and she was no longer welcome at her parents’ home in the tiny Ugandan village of Namilyango. Jamidah was working as a cook at the same Lugala Primary School where she’d dropped out a decade earlier at age eight, but she still could not afford to support her two surviving children, who lived with their grandparents. The father of Jamidah’s children, who maintained relationships with several other women, was a former soldier and a violent drunk who often physically abused Jamidah until she finally left him. Then one day he came to the Lugala School in a drunken rage and kicked a saucepan full of scalding porridge over Jamidah, causing her severe burns. Jamidah feared for her life. She had to go.


So she came to the city.


When Jamidah arrived in Kampala, the sprawling, congested, dusty capital city, in 1971, Uganda was a mess and it was about to get a lot messier. The small East African nation, bordered by Kenya to the east, Sudan to the north, the Democratic Republic of Congo to the west and Tanzania, Rwanda, and Lake Victoria to the south, was nine years removed from its independence from Great Britain, and the former colony was falling victim to the same growing pains as nearly all of its fledgling African brethren. The colonial map of Africa had been drawn haphazardly, as if by children with crayons. Uganda’s four primary tribes, who shared no culture, language, or custom, but had previously been bonded by a common colonial enemy, could no longer live in harmony inside the artificial borders. Uganda languished in a constant state of civil war.


The story of postcolonial Ugandan politics is that of a lieutenant who betrays his general. In the same year that Jamidah arrived in Kampala, Idi Amin, the commander of Uganda’s army, deposed Uganda’s president, Milton Obote, in a coup d’état. Amin would become the most malevolent dictator in African history.


A primary school dropout and former national boxing champion, Amin had joined the colonial army’s King’s African Rifles in 1946 as an assistant cook before enlisting in the infantry and climbing through the ranks, proving his desire to triumph at any moral cost during brutal military campaigns in Kenya and Somalia. Immediately after the coup d’état, Amin promised free elections. They never occurred. One week after the coup, Amin declared himself his nation’s president and eventually bestowed upon himself the title “His Excellency, President for Life, Field Marshal Al Hadji Doctor Idi Amin Dada, VC, DSO, MC, Conqueror of the British Empire in Africa in General and Uganda in Particular.” Amin also famously referred to himself as the “Lord of All the Beasts on the Earth and Fishes of the Sea.”


Amin was known to order white Ugandans to carry him on a throne and kneel down before him as news photographers captured the scene for the outside world to see. He praised Hitler’s treatment of the Jews, threatened war against Israel, insulted other world leaders, and thumbed his nose at Uganda’s former colonial overseers by offering to become King of Scotland and lead the Scots to their rightful independence from England. He allied with Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi and courted arms from the Soviet Union. Amin ruled through terror, his regime responsible for killing its political and ethnic enemies, both real and imagined, in a horrific slaughter that took the lives of an estimated 500,000 Ugandans. Amin was even rumored to be a cannibal who consumed the organs of his victims.


Amin’s eight-year reign would devastate Uganda’s economy. In 1972 Amin exiled tens of thousands of immigrant Indian merchants upon which the country’s financial infrastructure depended and handed their shops over to his soldiers who sold size 17 shirts for 17 Ugandan shillings because they didn’t know any better. Having banished its business class, the country’s economy unraveled, leaving half of the population languishing below the international poverty line. Amin nationalized the country’s land, evicting Ugandan villagers from their ancestral farms and prompting other tribes to revolt against Amin and his Kakwa tribe. People flooded into Kampala seeking any kind of security. Upon their arrival, many were shooed away to a slum called Katwe where nobody else wanted to be.


Jamidah and two of her sons, Hakim Ssewaya and Moses Sebuwufu (last names in Uganda are drawn from the father’s clan), rented a tiny room in Katwe near a petrol station where Jamidah sold alcohol from a stall near the gas pumps. When she began falling behind on the rent and feared eviction, one of her customers told her about an old man down the hill in the swamp who was considering selling inexpensive plots of land. “As much as my mother wanted to come and meet this man,” Hakim says, “she was fearing the area because it was wild bush and no one risked going there.”


Eventually Jamidah arranged to meet the man, Qasim, instead along Nasser Road, where he was working splicing newspapers into cuttings that were compacted into burlap sacks to form mattresses. Qasim was a Tanzanian who told Jamidah that he’d once worked as a servant for the Kabaka, the king of the region of Buganda and its Baganda tribe, whose ancestral lands comprised Kampala and much of its surrounding area in southern Uganda, and from which the nation takes its name. Qasim explained to Jamidah that he had been working in the Kabaka’s palace up high on the hill during the 1960s, when one of the Kabaka’s chiefs offered this land to him, thinking it was worthless because any member of the Baganda possessed too much pride to ever sleep in a swamp.


Jamidah agreed to meet with Qasim again, this time on his land, where they surveyed a small spit of dirt, and in 1971 Jamidah became the first person ever to purchase a piece of the Katwe lowlands. She bought her plot for 1.2 cents, but she could only afford a down payment of .8 cents. Jamidah would work for months to pay off the balance.


Katwe was a bush area of about four square kilometers filled with elephant grass, mango trees, yams, and countless frogs. Every evening the frogs bellowed out such a cacophonous din that it was difficult for Hakim and Moses to sleep. Jamidah began referring to the area claimed by Qasim as Nkere, which translates to “land of the frogs,” and would eventually be recognized as one of 19 zones that comprise the enormous slum known as Katwe.


Qasim was an eccentric old man who dressed in a ska made of sewn-together socks, stuck coins in his ears, and never wore shoes. His tiny house stood within a thicket of trees and was surrounded by beehives and green snakes. Hakim suspected that Qasim, who claimed to be more than 80 years old, was a witch doctor.


Jamidah’s land was only a short distance from Qasim’s house, so Qasim would often summon the young Hakim to fetch him fresh water or to help him prepare a freshly butchered cow’s head for eating, all the while narrating stories for Hakim about how the Kabaka mobilized his forces for battle with other tribes. Every evening Qasim would build a fire in his small shack and sing songs in a mysterious language that Hakim did not understand.


One day Hakim’s mother was suddenly forced to leave her stall at the petrol station because the station was purchased by an Indian immigrant who refused to let a black woman sell there. So Jamidah would instead hide beneath some nearby trees to peddle her alcohol. When Idi Amin banished the Indians from Uganda, that petrol station was handed back over to a black Ugandan, and Jamidah returned to work there again. Her business grew and she was able to upgrade the shack on her small plot to include three tiny rooms. She replaced the roof of papyrus leaves with tin sheets to better keep out the frequent rainstorms. She was even able to afford to send Hakim to St. Peter’s Secondary School up the hill in Nsambya, where he played such skillful soccer that he became known as St. Peter’s Pelé.


Then in 1980 one of Uganda’s civil wars spread into Katwe. Because Katwe is viewed by most Ugandans as a sort of blind spot, the slum became an ideal slaughtering ground. Ugandan troops would randomly kill anyone they so much as suspected might be a rebel. One day the soldiers shot Hakim’s grandmother, Mariam Nakiwala, who laid outside the family’s shack bleeding to death with Hakim powerless to help her. Hakim huddled inside the shack with his hand over the mouth of his two-year-old nephew, Simon, knowing that if either made a sound they would be killed as witnesses. Hakim and his family eventually fled to another area of Katwe for a year, where they regularly saw people burned alive. Soldiers burned one of Hakim’s best friends so severely, all that remained was his leg.


But the most consistent menace in Katwe has always been the water. For his entire life in the slum, Hakim has looked at the sky with apprehension. Because Katwe is a natural swampland and the water table is so high, almost every rain floods the area. Sometimes the floods rise so high that Hakim must flee to his roof and it can be days before he’s even able to enter his house to begin bailing out.


Jamidah, who died in 1994, would eventually bear ten children by three different fathers, but only Hakim and Moses survive. Hakim works for a taxi company and remains as desperately poor as the day he first arrived in the slum. His wife left him and their six children a few years ago after a particularly massive flood completely submerged their house for several days, but Hakim stays because it is the only real home he’s ever known. “For my future time I really feel so concerned with my family that whenever I try to put my head down to sleep, sleep doesn’t come,” Hakim says. “I must wear torn shirts to save whatever I can for the family. What challenges me most is that I don’t have any program for my children. When I die, I don’t know how they will continue. Even the following morning, they will not be able to get sugar.”


Hakim Ssewaya believes he is about 48 years old and he has lived in Katwe for four decades. During his first 15 years there he saw ten different transfers of power in Uganda’s government. Each time a new leader took over, people from his tribe would stream into Katwe hoping to take advantage of having one of their tribesmen in power. Finally in 1986, in yet another coup, Yoweri Museveni became president and has remained in that position ever since—the people of Uganda hardly satisfied, but having grown weary of rebellion and war as failed change agents.


“When the war ended in 1986, people started running back to Nkere,” Hakim says. “Many people had fled the area to someplace else in Katwe because of the war, but the moment they realized that the fighting had stopped, they came back. It seemed like they left as individuals, but they came back as three. You can ask yourself, ‘Why would so many people experience this kind of miserable place and not vacate?’ Because it is a place full of people with nowhere else to go.”


•   •   •


They came. They came. They came.


By the time Qasim died, he had sold off all of his land, tiny parcel by tiny parcel, to hundreds of different owners, until there was hardly space left to bury him. His grave is now a sewer trench.


People from remote villages all over Uganda came to Kampala because they believed that life was better in the city where they had access to electricity and better hospitals and schools. They came because there are only so many times that a family’s ancestral land can be deeded to the sons of a new generation before there is no land left to farm, or they came simply because Idi Amin took their land and they were unable to reclaim it. They came because they learned that foreign aid reaches people in the city first and often never makes it to the countryside at all. They came to escape the wars that were usually fought in the bush. They came to find treatment for the AIDS virus that at its zenith had stricken an estimated 15 percent of Uganda’s adult population, spread largely through unprotected sex. They came because money didn’t exist in the villages and they felt rich somehow if they touched a few shillings every day, even if they earned less than was necessary to survive.


So they came. But then what?


“It is a trap,” says John Michael Mugerwa, a Pentecostal bishop and native Ugandan who worked in Katwe for nearly three decades. “You leave your village with big dreams because you associate everything good and nice and successful and prosperous to the city and people will go to any lengths to get there, only to discover it is not as they thought. Money does not grow on trees in Kampala. The trap is that when you leave the village to come to the city, you’ve made a promise to the people at home that you’re going to live a better life. Many times you’ve sold off everything you own to come, so there is nothing to go back to.”


Then what?


“Imagine you literally have no skills except for subsistence agriculture, tilling the land, sewing seeds, weeding, and you have not been educated or taught other skills that translate to the city,” Mugerwa says. “When you arrive in Kampala you almost become a fugitive, not because you’ve done anything wrong, but because you have nothing to do, so you need to go to a place where you will not be easily detected and you will not fall into the wrong hands of the law. Usually that will push you to a place where life is shadowy, where no one will ask who you are or where you are from or even notice that you exist.”


So they came. And they stayed. And they needed a place to get lost.


Katwe.


The largest of eight slums in Kampala, Katwe (kot-WAY) is one of the worst places on earth. The slum is often so severely flooded that many residents sleep in hammocks suspended just beneath their roofs to avoid drowning. Raw sewage runs through trenches beside the alleyways of the slum and floods carry it inside people’s shacks. The human waste from neighboring downtown Kampala is also dumped directly into Katwe. There is no sanitation service. Flies are everywhere. The stench is appalling.


When it isn’t flooded, Katwe’s land is packed dirt, fouled by the sewage. Nothing grows there. Stray dogs and rats and long-horned cattle all compete with humans to survive in a confined space that becomes more overcrowded every day. Homes exist wherever someone can find space to construct a makeshift shack, at least until a developer decides that land might have some value and the area is set afire. People are evicted from their dwellings by way of a controlled burn.


In Katwe they say that “running water” is the water you have to run through the slum to get, either from a dirty community well or a fetid puddle. Electricity is far too expensive for most Katwe residents where it is accessible at all. Landlords show up periodically with a sack full of padlocks and anyone who can’t pay the rent is locked out of their home.


Katwe has no street signs. No addresses. It is a maze of rutted alleys and dilapidated shacks. It is a place where time is measured by where your shadow hits the ground. There are no clocks. No calendars. Because it lies just a few degrees from the equator, Katwe has no seasons, which adds to the repetitive, almost listless, nature of daily life. Every day is just like the next. Survival in Katwe depends on courage and determination as well as guile and luck. During Amin’s regime when Uganda suffered through a foreign trade embargo, Katwe became known as a mecca for spare parts. Anything that could be sold on the black market could be found in Katwe, where the people developed a vital resourcefulness amid the squalor.


If you live in Katwe, the rest of the Ugandan population would prefer that you stay there. In the more stable neighborhoods that surround Katwe, homes and petrol stations and supermarkets are patrolled by uniformed security guards with AK-47s. The skyscrapers of downtown Kampala are in view from any dwelling in Katwe, just steps away. Children of the slum venture to the city center daily to beg or pickpocket and then commute back to Katwe to sleep at night.


In Katwe, life is so transient that it is often hard to identify which children belong to which adults. It is a population of single mothers and their kids tossed randomly from one shack to another. Everybody is on the move, but nobody ever leaves. It is said that if you are born in Katwe, you die in Katwe. Death from disease or violence or famine or neglect touches everyone in the slum, yet individual tragedies are not dwelled upon because they occur so frequently. Most of the children of Katwe are fatherless and the men in their lives often beat or abuse them. The women of Katwe are valued by men for little more than sex and childcare. Many women in the slum are sex workers who eventually become pregnant, but can’t afford to stop working in the trade. They must leave their children locked in the shack at night and it is not uncommon for them to return home in the early morning to find their kids have drowned in a flood or died in a fire after knocking over the kerosene lamp they were using as a night-light.


Bishop Mugerwa estimates that nearly half of all teenage women in Katwe are mothers. Due largely to the lack of access to birth control in Katwe and its neighboring slums, Uganda is now the youngest country in the world with an average age of 14 years. The prodigious birthrate produces legions of young children without an infrastructure strong enough to raise them or educate them. Many become homeless and hopeless, with no sense that if they disappeared they would even be missed. Katwe’s youth endure an overwhelming stigma, a sense of defeat, and a resignation that they’ll never do any better than anybody else in the slum. Achievement is secondary to survival. “What we have is children raising children,” Mugerwa says. “It is known as a poverty chain. The single mother cannot sustain the home. Her children go to the street and have more kids and they don’t have the capacity to care for those kids. It is a cycle of misery that is almost impossible to break.”


By the time Harriet Nakku came to Katwe in 1980, the muddle of decrepit shacks overstuffed with people stretched as far as the eye could see in every direction.


All of the frogs were gone.


•   •   •


Harriet Nakku was not wanted. Not planned. A mistake, like so many other children in Uganda, if it is even reasonable to call a child born without the use of birth control a mistake. Better to say that Harriet was a child her parents hoped wouldn’t be conceived. Her mother, Kevina Nanyanzi, was not married to her father, Livingstone Kigozi, who had several other wives. Nanyanzi used to meet Kigozi secretly. One of those meetings produced Harriet.


Harriet was born in Seeta, her father’s village, 15 kilometers outside of Kampala. Harriet believes it was in about 1969. Because she was an illegitimate child, Harriet was born at Nanyanzi’s sister’s house. Nanyanzi then moved with Harriet to her aunt’s home in the nearby village of Nantabulirirwa. Harriet stayed there with her mother until she was about six years old and ready to go to school, and that’s when Nanyanzi handed the young girl back over to her father because she could not afford her daughter’s school fees.


“I stayed at my father’s house with my stepbrothers and stepsisters and my father used to leave us there with the stepmum for several weeks without any support, because he used to support other women of his elsewhere,” Harriet says. “My father was a womanizer. He had such a bad character. He could only enjoy himself. Because I was not really part of that family, it was not all that easy, so my father chose to take me to the grandmother.”


Harriet stayed with her grandmother, Miriam, until a point when Harriet fell sick. Harriet developed wounds and boils all over her body that Miriam could not afford to treat. So Harriet was sent back to her mother. Nanyanzi had since moved to Katwe, where she worked cooking cassava, a nutrient-rich vegetable that is among Uganda’s food staples, and selling it from a stall on the street in the evenings. When Harriet’s health improved through medicine from a local free clinic, she began helping her mother boil maize and serve it to customers. Harriet began schooling but was twice forced to leave because her mother could not pay her tuition. Harriet studied only through her second year of primary school before Nanyanzi sent her back to her father in Seeta hoping he could continue to fund Harriet’s education. Kigozi did not and Harriet languished in the village for several years. “Right from my childhood I used to not enjoy myself,” Harriet says. “I wasn’t that kind of person who could go and have fun. I don’t remember ever being happy.”


When Harriet was about 12 years old, her mother brought her back to Katwe. Harriet began the cycle again, in and out of school, constantly dogged by lack of funds, until she finally dropped out for good during her fourth year of primary school, known in Uganda as P4.


“As a child in school I desired to become a nurse,” Harriet says. “I always admired them. The attire they used to put on and the lifestyle they led. I admired all their ways. I was very grieved when I had to drop out. I didn’t have any hope of studying after I had become a big lady because I left school from a lower class. It could be embarrassing to study with the young ones.”


Harriet dropped out of school before she had learned how to read or even to write her own name.


She returned to her mother’s food stall. One of Harriet’s regular customers was an older man, Godfrey Buyinza, who lived not far from her stall in Katwe. Buyinza would stop by daily to eat and talk with Harriet, often leaving her a little extra money in the transaction. The gratuity was an enticement, a form of seduction in the slums. Harriet began visiting Buyinza at his workplace and sometimes spending nights with him in the hope of continuing to curry his favor. In Katwe, there is often a fine line between courtship and prostitution.


At that time Buyinza was 37 years old, Harriet 15. Buyinza had a wife from whom he had separated and three children in a nearby village and just enough money to expand his family. In Uganda, men like Buyinza are known as “sugar daddies.”


“That man could really be a good friend and I started spending more time with him,” Harriet says. “Then I got him. I think it had come to six months when I was seeing him and that’s when I got spoiled.”


Harriet believes she was 16 when she gave birth to her first child. Her daughter was born around midnight, so Harriet called her Night. It was the time of the Bush War in Uganda, and Buyinza returned to his home village of Buyubu because Katwe was too unstable and men there were regularly abducted and forced to join the fighting. Harriet and Night stayed with Nanyanzi until months later when Nanyanzi spotted Buyinza back in Katwe. “My mother used to ask me, ‘Where did the father of your child go?’” Harriet says. “So when the man had come back, my mother chased me away and I had to go and stay with the man.”


Buyinza rented a house just outside of Katwe along Salaama Road and the three moved in as a family when Night was about a year old. Buyinza worked as a welder. Harriet found a job at a primary school called New African Child, where she cooked porridge and sold food in the school canteen.


“At first the situation was not very bad; though we were not well off at least we could meet some of the basic requirements to survive,” Harriet says. “We lived well in our home and at times he could take me to his home village to visit. He didn’t make much trouble because he was not a drug addict, he wasn’t smoking or taking alcohol. He was just a soccer fan. By then we were all healthy. To me it was a good life.”


Over the next ten years on Salaama Road, Harriet gave birth to three more children: Juliet, Brian, and Phiona. Buyinza proved to be a doting father who would often come home at lunchtime and take his children for a meal followed by a treat of sugarcane from a street vendor. In the evenings the family would sometimes go to the video hall to see a movie or take a walk to watch a neighborhood soccer game.


“One thing I remember about our father is that he loved us very much,” Brian says. “At night I used to overhear him talking with our mother about how much he enjoyed his time with us.”


Two months after giving birth to their fifth child, Richard, Harriet noticed Buyinza’s appearance beginning to change. He was becoming gaunt. He stopped eating. Says Harriet, “I was worried and I asked him, ‘Are you sick? Should you go to the hospital?’ He wouldn’t tell me anything. He said, ‘Everything is fine.’ But he kept changing for the worse. Then one day he disappeared. I had no idea where he was. He left us with nothing more than the money for one day. I became bitter because he said he wasn’t sick, so I thought he’d abandoned us.”


Harriet struggled on Salaama Road without her husband. The rent went unpaid and because she had left her job during her pregnancy, Harriet had no income. She was eventually evicted and took the kids to stay at her mother’s house. Harriet sold the family’s belongings to feed her children.


One day in the spring of 1999, about three months after Buyinza left, Harriet received a visit from one of Buyinza’s daughters from his first marriage, who told Harriet that her husband was gravely ill. The daughter said that Buyinza was back in his home village, that Harriet and the children must go there right away, and she gave Harriet some money to transport the family to Buyubu. Everyone was shocked at how quickly Buyinza had deteriorated. He was a living cadaver, unable to speak, only able to weep as he extended a hand to touch the baby, Richard.


“I reached the village and I could not even recognize whether he was my husband because he had grown so thin,” Harriet says. “I tried to take care of him, but the situation was hopeless. At that point I realized he had AIDS.”


Buyinza had known he was dying of AIDS and could not bear to tell Harriet for fear she’d be worried that she had contracted the disease as well. Four days after his wife and children arrived in Buyubu, Godfrey Buyinza died.


“After the burial, my husband’s family told me that I was not in position to look after the children,” Harriet says. “Initially I refused, but they convinced me that I should leave the children there for some stability and I would go back to Katwe on my own to make plans for what we can do.”


So Harriet returned to Kampala with Richard. She had been back in Katwe for just three weeks when Buyinza’s daughter returned again to summon Harriet to Buyubu because her second child, Juliet, had fallen sick. By the time Harriet arrived, Juliet was dead. “Maybe Juliet was shocked by the death of her father because she loved him very much,” Harriet says. “It may have been malaria, but I believe she didn’t want to go on living without him.” Juliet was buried beside her father in the family graveyard in Buyubu.


Harriet collected the rest of her family and brought them back to her mother’s shack in the slum. Harriet feared for her life. She believed she too must have AIDS and wondered if she would live long enough to raise her four surviving children. Harriet had even begun to ponder suicide rather than suffer her husband’s grisly fate. On the family’s first night back together in Katwe, Harriet huddled with Night, Brian, Phiona, and Richard on the dirt floor of her mother’s shack. “If I am to die,” she whispered to them, “let me die with you, my children.”





Chapter 2
Katende




[image: diagram]


Aidah Namusisi holds the only existing photograph of her daughter Firidah Nawaguma and grandson Robert Katende (far left). The picture was taken shortly before Nawaguma’s death.







“I have no memory of my father,” Katende says. “I am a bastard child. I don’t know where I was born or when. My birth was not all that easy. My mom conceived me when she was still in secondary school. The man who is my dad was already married and had a family. I was told later that his wife was very angry. She said, ‘If I get to see that kid, I will kill him.’”


Joseph Ssemakula was another sugar daddy. He was in his late 30s as he drove through the village of Kiboga, 125 kilometers north of Kampala, early one morning in 1981 and spotted Firidah Nawaguma walking with some friends down the side of the road toward Bamusuuta Secondary School. Ssemakula was smitten by the 14-year-old Firidah. He stopped his car and offered to give the children a ride to school.


“There was a valley the children used to pass through before going up the hill to school,” says Aidah Namusisi, Firidah’s mother. “That man would put my daughter in the vehicle to help her go through that valley to reach school. He did that daily. It was a trick. Sometimes I would even be in bed sleeping and he would come and pick her up without me knowing and take her to school and that was the plan he laid.”


Before long Joseph Ssemakula was arranging to meet Firidah Nawaguma after school and the young girl became pregnant. Fearing the wrath of her mother, Nawaguma ran away from home and began staying with an older brother.


“I tried to look for her and I could not find where she is and then this son of mine told me she is at his place,” Namusisi says. “I continued to let her stay with her brother because I was concerned that she would run away again and she might go somewhere where I don’t even know where she is.”
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