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Praise for Kintu


‘I recommend Jennifer Nansubuga Makumbi’s Kintu, a sprawling, striking epic…It reminded me of some of my favorite long novels from the past few years, including Marlon James’s A Brief History of Seven Killings, Eka Kurniawan’s Beauty Is a Wound, and Annie Proulx’s Barkskins.’


Gabe Habash, author of Stephen Florida


‘A masterpiece of cultural memory, Kintu is elegantly poised on the crossroads of tradition and modernity.’


Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘A bold, sweeping epic, ambitious and very well crafted. The kind of book you hope everyone will read.’


Tendai Huchu, author of The Hairdresser of Harare


‘Kintu is by far my favorite book of the year (perhaps of the past several)…absolutely unforgettable.’


BookBrowse


‘A soaring and sublime epic. One of those great stories that was just waiting to be told.’


Marlon James, Man Booker Prize-winning author of A Brief History of Seven Killings


‘A work of bold imagination and clear talent.’


Ellah Wakatama Allfrey, editor of Africa39


‘Passionate, original, and sharply observed, the novel decentres colonialism and makes Ugandan experience primary.’


Book Riot


‘An epic and enigmatic masterpiece.’


The Riveter


‘This is an extraordinary novel about a family bound together by love, betrayal, and an age-old curse, told in gripping language that continually surprises. A literary triumph.’


Maaza Mengiste, author of Beneath the Lion’s Gaze


‘An ambitious modern epic that takes in family saga and the history of Uganda, fusing the urgency of the present with the timelessness of myth.’


Jamal Mahjoub, author of The Drift Latitudes


‘Makumbi is clearly a creative genius.’


Tope Salaudeen-Adegoke, Wawa Book Review


‘Kintu is not just the story of a family, but a story of Uganda, a country whose history begins before colonization and encompasses far more than just that chapter.’


Mary Pappalardo, New Delta Review
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In memory of my grandfather, Elieza Mayombwe Makumbi, who told folktales and taught me how to tell them; my father, Tony Kizito Makumbi, who felt that all I needed were stories in books and who introduced me to Shakespeare when I was only eight years old. And to Aunt Catherine Makumbi-Kulubya, for holding my father’s dream.
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Kintu Kidda, the ancestor who unleashes a curse on his family for generations


Nnakato, Kintu Kidda’s first wife


Babirye, Nnakato’s elder twin sister and Kintu Kidda’s second wife


Baale, Kintu Kidda’s son by Nnakato


Kalema, Baale’s twin brother, adopted by Kintu Kidda and Nnakato


Ntwire, Kalema’s biological father


Zaya, a married girl who comes to live with Babirye


Ntongo, Baale’s fiancée
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Suubi Nnakintu, also called


Suubi Nnakato, descendent of Kintu Kidda and Babirye


Ssanyu Babirye, Suubi’s dead older twin sister


Kulata, Suubi’s aunt


Mr and Mrs Kiyaga, Suubi’s employers


Opolot, Suubi’s boyfriend
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Kanani Kintu, descendent of Kintu Kidda and Babirye


Faisi, Kanani Kintu’s wife


Ruth and Job, twin children of Kanani Kintu and Faisi


Paulo Kalema, son of Ruth and Job


Kalemanzira, a Rwandan water-man rumoured to be Paulo’s father


Magda, also called Bweeza, Kanani Kintu’s cousin (often referred to as brother and sister in Ganda culture)
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Isaac Newton Kintu, descendent of Kintu Kidda and Babirye


Kizza, Isaac’s son


Nnayiga, Isaac’s wife


Nnamata, Isaac’s mother


Ssemata and Ziraba, Nnamata’s parents


Tendo, Nnamata’s sister


Sasa, a deejay who takes care of Isaac
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Misirayimu (Miisi) Kintu, descendent of Baale and Zaya


Jjajja Nnamuli, Miisi’s sister


Kamu Kintu, Miisi’s son


Kusi Nnakintu, Miisi’s daughter
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I profess accurately to describe naked Africa … If the picture be a dark one, we should, when contemplating these sons of Noah, try and carry our mind back to that time when our poor elder brother Ham was cursed by his father, and condemned to be the slave of both Shem and Japheth; for as they were then, so they appear to be now – a striking existing proof of the Holy Scriptures.


John Hanning Speke, 1863





PROLOGUE



Bwaise, Kampala


Monday, 5 January 2004


There was a knock. Kamu’s woman woke up and climbed over him to get the door. She picked a kanga off the floor and wrapped it around her naked body. Sucking her teeth at being disturbed so early in the morning, she walked to the door with the annoyance of a proper wife whose husband was at home.


The woman considered herself Kamu’s wife because she had moved in with him two years earlier and he had not once thrown her out. Every night after work he came home to her, brought shopping, ate her cooking. He was always ravenous. When she visited her parents, Kamu gave her money so she did not go empty-handed. That was more than many certified wives got. Besides, she had not heard rumours of another woman. Maybe Kamu banged some girl once in a while but at least he did not flaunt it in her face. The only glitch in her quest to become Kamu’s full wife was that he still wore a condom with her. With his seed locked away, she had not grown roots deep enough to secure her against future storms. A child was far more secure than waddling down the aisle with a wedding ring and piece of paper. Nonetheless, she would bide her time: condoms have been known to rip. Besides, sex with a condom is like sucking a sweet in its wrapper; Kamu would one day give it up.


The woman unbolted the door and pulled it back. She stepped outside on the verandah and stood stern, arms folded. Below her were four men, their breath steaming into the morning air. Their greetings were clipped and their eyes looked away from her as if they were fed-up lenders determined to get their money back. This thawed the woman’s irritation and she moistened her lips. The men asked for Kamu and she turned to go back to the inner room.


***


The woman and Kamu lived in a two-roomed house on a terraced block in Bwaise, a swamp beneath Kampala’s backside. Kampala perches, precariously, on numerous hills. Bwaise and other wetlands are nature’s floodplains below the hills. But because of urban migrants like Kamu and his woman, the swamps are slums. In colonial times, educated Ugandans had lived on the floodplains while Europeans lived up in the hills. When the Europeans left, educated Ugandans climbed out of the swamps, slaked off the mud and took to the hills and raw Ugandans flooded the swamps. Up in the hills, educated Ugandans assumed the same contempt as Europeans had for them. In any case, suspicion from up in the hills fell down into the swamps – all swamp dwellers were thieves.


On her way to the inner room, the woman stumbled on rolled mats that had slid to the floor. She picked them up and saw, to her dismay, that the bright greens, reds and purples had melted into messy patches, obliterating the intricate patterns her mother had weaved. In spite of the tons and tons of soil compacted to choke the swamp, Bwaise carried on as if its residents were still the fish, frogs and yams of pre-colonial times. In the dry season, the floor in her house wept and the damp ate everything lying on it. In the rainy season, the woman carried everything of value on her head. Sometimes, however, it rained both from the sky and from the ground; then the house flooded. From the look of her mats, it had rained in the night.


As she laid the discoloured mats on top of the skinny Johnson sofa, she felt a film of dust on her smart white chair-backs. The culprit was the gleaming 5-CD Sonny stereo (a fake Sony model, made in Taiwan), squeezed into a corner. She glanced at it and pride flooded her heart. Since its arrival just before Christmas, Kamu blared music at full volume to the torment of their neighbours. The booming shook the fragile walls and scattered dust. The wooden box on which a tiny Pansonic TV (also made in Taiwan) sat was damp too. If the moisture got into the TV, there would be sparks. She thought of shifting the TV, but there was no space for its detached screen.


The woman squeezed behind the sofa and went back into the inner room. Kamu was still asleep. She shook him gently. ‘Kamu, Kamu! Some men at the door want you.’


Kamu got up. He was irritated but the woman didn’t know how to apologise for the men. He pulled on a T-shirt, which hung loose and wide on him. When he turned, ‘Chicago Bulls’ had curved on his back. He then retrieved a pair of grey trousers off a nail in the wall and put them on. The woman handed him a cup of water. He washed his face and rinsed his mouth. When Kamu stepped out of the house, each man bid him good morning but avoided looking at him.


‘Come with us, Mr Kintu. We need to ask you some questions,’ one of the men said as they turned to leave.


Kamu shrugged. He had recognised them as the Local Councillors for Bwaise Central. ‘LCs,’ he whispered to his woman and they exchanged a knowing look. LCs tended to ask pointless questions to show that they were working hard.


As he slipped on a pair of sandals, Kamu was seized by a bout of sneezing.


‘Maybe you need a jacket,’ his woman suggested.


‘No, it’s morning hay fever. I’ll be all right.’


Still sneezing, Kamu followed the men. He suspected that a debtor had perhaps taken matters too far and reported him to the local officials. They had ambushed him at dawn before the day swallowed him. It was envy for his new stereo and TV, no doubt.


They walked down a small path, across a rubbish-choked stream, past an elevated latrine at the top of a flight of stairs. The grass was so soaked that it squished under their steps. To protect his trousers, Kamu held them up until they came to the wider murram road with a steady flow of walkers, cyclists and cars.


Here the councillors surrounded him and his hands were swiftly tied behind his back. Taken by surprise, Kamu asked, ‘Why are you tying me like a thief?’


In those words Kamu sentenced himself. A boy – it could have been a girl – shouted, ‘Eh, eh, a thief. They’ve caught a thief!’


Bwaise, which had been half-awake up to that point, sat up. Those whose jobs could wait a bit stopped to stare. Those who had no jobs at all crossed the road to take a better look. For those whose jobs came as rarely as a yam’s flower this was a chance to feel useful.


The word ‘thief’ started to bounce from here to there, first as a question then as a fact. It repeated itself over and over like an echo calling. The crowd grew: swelled by insomniacs, by men who had fled the hungry stares of their children, by homeless children who leapt out of the swamp like frogs, by women gesturing angrily, ‘Let him see it: thieves keep us awake all night,’ and by youths who yelped, ‘We have him!’


The councillors, now realising what was happening, hurried to take Kamu out of harm’s way but instead their haste attracted anger. ‘Where are you taking him?’ the crowd, now following them, wanted to know. The councillors registered too late that they were headed towards Bwaise Market. A multitude of vendors, who hate councillors, had already seen them and were coming. Before they had even arrived, one of them pointed at the councillors and shouted, ‘They’re going to let him go.’


The idea of letting a thief go incensed the crowd so much that someone kicked Kamu’s legs. Kamu staggered. Youths jumped up and down, clapping and laughing. Growing bold, another kicked him in the ankles. ‘Amuwadde ’ngwara!’ the youths cheered. Then a loud fist landed on the back of his shoulder. Kamu turned to see who had hit him but another fist landed on the other shoulder and he turned again and again until he could not keep up with the turning.


‘Stop it, people! Stop it now,’ a councillor’s voice rose up but a stone flew over his head and he ducked.


Now the crowd was in control. Everyone clamoured to hit somewhere, anywhere but the head. A kid pushed through the throng, managed to land a kick on Kamu’s butt and ran back shouting feverishly to his friends, ‘I’ve given him a round kick like tyang!’


Angry men just arriving asked, ‘Is it a thief?’ because Kamu had ceased to be human.


The word thief summed up the common enemy. Why there was no supper the previous night; why their children were not on their way to school. Thief was the president who arrived two and a half decades ago waving ‘democracy’ at them, who had recently laughed, ‘Did I actually say democracy? I was sooo naive then.’ Thief was tax-collectors taking their money to redistribute it to the rich. Thief was God poised with a can of aerosol Africancide, his finger pressing hard on the button.


Voices in the crowd swore they were sick of the police arresting thieves only to see them walk free the following day. No one asked what this thief had stolen: he looks like a proper thief, this one, and we’re fed up. Only the councillors knew that Kamu had been on his way to explain where he got the money to buy a gleaming 5-CD player and TV with a detached screen.


As blows fell on his back, Kamu decided that he was dreaming. He was Kamu Kintu, human. It was them, bantu. Humans. He would wake up any minute. Then he would visit his father Misirayimu Kintu. Nightmares like this came from neglecting his old man. He did not realise that he had shrivelled, that the menacing Chicago Bull had been ripped off his back, that the grey trousers were dirty and one foot had lost its sandal, that the skin on his torso was darker and shiny in swollen parts, that his lips were puffed, that he bled through one nostril and in his mouth, that his left eye had closed and only the right eye stared. Kamu carried on dreaming.


Just then, a man with fresh fury arrived with an axe. His impatient wrath seemed to say: You’re just caressing the rat. He swung and struck Kamu’s head with the back of the axe, kppau. Stunned, Kamu fell next to a pile of concrete blocks. The man heaved a block above his head, staggered under the weight and released the block. Kamu’s head burst and spilled grey porridge. The mob screamed and scattered in horror. The four councillors vanished.


Kamu’s right eye stared.


Kamu’s woman only found out about his death when a neighbour’s child, who had been on his way to school, ran back home and shouted, ‘Muka Kamu, Muka Kamu! Your man has been killed! They said that he is a thief!’


The woman ran to the road. In the distance, she saw a body lying on the ground with a block on top of its head. She recognised the grey trousers and the sandal. She ran back to the house and locked the door. Then she trembled. Then she sat on the armchair. Then she stood up and held her arms on top of her head. She removed them from her head and beat her thighs whispering, ‘maama, maama, maama,’ as if her body were on fire. She sipped a long sustained breath of air to control her sobs but her lungs could not hold so much air for so long – it burst out in a sob. She shook her body as if she were lulling a crying baby on her back but in the end she gave up and tears flowed quietly. She refused to come out to the women who knocked on her door to soothe and cry with her. But solitary tears are such that they soon dry.


The woman closed her eyes and looked at herself. She could stay in Bwaise and mourn him; running would imply guilt. But beyond that, what? Kamu was not coming back. She opened her eyes and saw the 5-CD player, the TV with the detached screen, the Johnson sofa set and the double bed. She asked herself, Do you have his child? No. Has he introduced you to his family? No. And if you had died, would Kamu slip you between earth’s sheets and walk away? Yes.


The following morning, the two rooms Kamu and his woman had occupied were empty.


Three months later, on Good Friday, the 9th of April 2004, Bwaise woke up to find the corpses of four councillors and six other men – all involved in Kamu’s death – strewn along the main street. Bwaise, a callous town, shrugged its shoulders and said, ‘Their time was up.’


But three people, two men and a woman, whose market stalls were held up by the slow removal of the corpses linked the massacre to Kamu’s death.


‘They raided a deadly colony of bees,’ the first man said. ‘Some blood is sticky: you don’t just spill it and walk away like that.’


But the second man was not sure; he blamed fate. ‘It was in the name,’ he said. ‘Who would name his child first Kamu and then Kintu?’


‘Someone seeking to double the curse,’ the first man sucked his teeth.


But the woman, chewing on sugar cane, shook her head, ‘Uh uh.’ She sucked long and noisily on the juice and then spat out the chaff. ‘Even then,’ she pointed in the direction of the corpses with her mouth, ‘that is what happens to a race that fails to raise its value on the market.’





BOOK I


Kintu Kidda
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Buddu Province, Buganda:

The Moon of Gatonya, 1750



Midnight


It was odd the relief Kintu felt as he stepped out of his house. A long and perilous journey lay ahead. At the end of the journey was a royal storm – the princes had been fighting for the throne again and weapons had not yet been put away. He could be carried back, his head severed from his shoulders – commoners tended to lose their heads when royals fought. Yet, Kintu Kidda, Ppookino of Buddu Province, was glad to step away from his home.


It was Babirye, his other wife.


Kintu had last seen her in the morning, taking the goats to feed on banana peels. Her eyes were angry and he had looked away. Kintu had never found respite in Babirye’s eyes, not even on their wedding day. He thought of the fabled men who unwittingly married spirits, but then dismissed the thought. Babirye was not a demon, just a dreadful woman. He shooed her out of his mind. It would be unwise to carry the extra weight of a glowering wife on this journey.


He paused at the threshold of Mayirika, his principal residence. The world was still. A spray of young stars streaked the sky on his right. On the left, a few lone ones, elderly, blinked tiredly. Around him, the midnight air was cold and calm. Darkness was thick. Fireflies tried to puncture it – on, off, on, off – in vain. Kintu was satisfied with the conditions. It was the reason why he and his men were setting off at midnight. They would make good distance before dawn broke and then there would be a short space when the sun was still lethargic. At midday when the sun started to bake the world, they would stop for the day and sleep until midnight when they would set off again.


From where he stood, Kintu could hear Nnondo, his headman, briefing the men below the courtyard, at the gate. He could not see them but he felt the feverish excitement of the younger men, probably impatient to start the journey. The older men were good at masking their excitement. Kintu touched his short spear, which he kept in a sheath near his stomach. He adjusted his barkcloth and then the leopard skin on top. He stepped away from his threshold.


As he walked across the vast courtyard, two figures scurried out of the older boys’ house. His sons, Kalema and Baale, were late and had missed the briefing. Kalema was going to find work in the capital while Baale wanted to accompany his brother until daybreak when he would return home. Kintu shook his head as they ran past.


‘You two should have been women.’


As his men closed the outer reed gate, something made Kintu look back. The three main houses, now silhouettes, were silent. As instructed, everyone, including his twin wives Nnakato and Babirye, children and servants, were in bed. Yet, he felt someone, something, spying. He hesitated a moment then stepped into the journey.


Kintu was on his way to Lubya to pay homage to Kyabaggu the new kabaka. Kyabaggu had grabbed the throne and announced Lubya Hill as the new capital, claiming that Namugala had abdicated. No one believed him. The ba kabaka did not give away their thrones like that. Until Namugala was pronounced dead, the kingdom stood on its toes with apprehension.


Kintu was travelling with a modest entourage of twenty-five men chosen and led by his headman and trusted guard, Nnondo. All the men were warriors. Kintu did not know what to expect of Kyabaggu but taking a large group of bambowa was reckless. In any case, if Kyabaggu wanted to slay him, the men would not be able to protect him. As a new kabaka who had recently plucked the throne from his own brother, Kyabaggu would be jittery. Kintu was surprised that Kyabaggu had toppled his own mother’s child. Normally, the mother was a binding force among sons, but then again, royals were hardly normal. These were terrible times to be of royal birth. Kings and princes lived the shortest lives. Any prince could stake claim to the throne at any time. The victor often massacred his siblings and cousins. Clever women did not declare their sons as princes. Cleverer women watched the throne and alerted their sons when it was ripe for seizure.


In his service as Ppookino, Kintu had so far served five kings. He remembered Kagulu, the first kabaka he served. In his short reign, Kagulu had slaughtered more subjects than goats. In the quarterly lukiiko, the parliament sessions, governors watched their breath. Kagulu turned like the Nnalubaale Lake – now serene; now agitated; now deadly; now laughing. The gods deserted Kagulu after he put his half-brother, Musanje, to death for killing another brother, Luyenje, while wrestling. Fearing for their lives, Musanje’s brothers, the ones he shared a mother with, fled led by their elder sister Nnassolo and taking Musanje’s three little boys as well.


When Kintu next came for the lukiiko, Kagulu’s palace at Bulizo was eerily silent. It was as if Kagulu was aware that his days were numbered. No one knew where Nnassolo and her siblings had fled. But everyone knew that she was a wrathful princess. Soon after Kintu returned to Buddu, news arrived that Bulizo was under siege. Nnassolo was back rumbling like Kiyira, the Nile. Kagulu fled and Nnassolo pursued him. Kagulu was as swift as a kob on a savannah but Nnassolo was relentless: she wanted his jaw-bone. For a time, Kagulu hid in ditches and caves in Buto region. When he was captured, Kagulu who had put masses to the spear, would not face his own death like a man. Mercifully, Nnassolo had him drowned.


Nnassolo then installed the softly-softly older brother Kikulwe as kabaka. Kintu knew right away that Kikulwe would not last. History showed that kings who fought for the throne kept it longer than those who merely received it, and Kikulwe was naive. As if it would heal the kingdom, he brought music and merriment. He danced too far, too long from his throne and his brother Mawanda snatched it. Kintu laughed as he remembered Mawanda’s excuse: apparently, the gentle Kikulwe had dug a staked pit to kill him.


Mawanda’s reign, though longer and more prosperous, was dogged by rumours sceptical of his royal heritage. Eventually, Musanje’s three sons, the ones he and Nnassolo had fled with, deposed Mawanda. Kintu sucked his teeth. Mawanda had brought up the boys himself! Then the three vipers went on to succeed each other in madness. The eldest, Mwanga, lasted only nine days as ruler despite sacrificing a maternal cousin to guarantee a long reign. The cousin’s enraged father killed him before his buttocks warmed the throne. As Kintu set off to pay homage to Mwanga, Namugala, the second viper, was planning his own elaborate coronation at Naggalabi. During Namugala’s eight-year reign, there was peace and quiet. But Kyabaggu, the youngest viper, was restless. Now, he had pounced. Kintu sighed. Abdication indeed: the way the monarch took subjects for fools!


Kintu put the instability of Buganda’s throne down to the women. Unlike commoners, a kabaka’s children took after their mother’s clan. Though this ensured the distribution of the kabakaship to the different clans in Buganda, the custom bestowed immense power to a king’s mother, the namasole. To protect their position, incumbent king mothers encouraged brothers to inherit the throne. The three vipers shared a mother, Nnabulya. Ruthlessly ambitious, Nnabulya had sowed yearning for the throne in all three young princes. Kintu saw her hand in the malicious slander questioning Mawanda’s royal lineage. But what had she gained? Mwanga was dead, Namugala was exiled, probably dead too, and Kyabaggu was bound to die the same way. Kintu suspected that Nnabulya, who had held rivalling courts during Namugala’s reign, had feared that half-brothers would easily depose her weak son and orchestrated the abdication story. In Kyabaggu, Nnabulya had a third chance to be king mother.


Kintu shook his head. Nnabulya reminded him of his wife Babirye. If only royals looked beyond beauty in their choice of women, perhaps the throne would be more secure. But then, royals were not renowned for their mental prowess. He saw no end to the bloodshed. In spite of all that, Kintu could not wait to get to Lubya and see the royal madness that would be Kyabaggu.
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The party formed a snaking retinue. They walked downhill from Kintu’s courtyard, through cultivated plots on his land, past silent shadowy houses until they came to the bottom near the well where village residents collected water. The moon, as if shy, still hid behind a cloud. But midnight darkness was beginning to loosen. Kintu looked in the distance but the night yielded no horizon. Yet, to him, the landscape was clear. He knew every rise and fall in the earth, every bush and thicket and every old tree intimately.


By the time the party came to Nswera, a large stream that cut Kiyirika Village off from the rest of Buddu Province, the fireflies had gone to sleep. The moon now tailed them at a distance like a nosy little brother. It was good timing; the walkers needed light to cross the swamp. Nswera was in a huge basin: its edges were steep while the bottom was flat.


Ten men descended into the swamp before Kintu allowed his sons to follow. Inside the swamp, the snores of nature filled the air. Leaves rustled and insects whistled. Closer to the stream, frogs croaked as if hired to perform. The party crossed the stream without a problem and took on the incline to climb out. By the time everyone got out, the moon had drawn closer. Suddenly, Babirye, like an owl, swooped and perched into Kintu’s mind. She loomed large and dark. Kintu contemplated her for a moment then dismissed her.


Four hours later, they were inside Nabweteme, a dense rain forest. The moon, now huge and low, sailed close to the canopy. Its light streaked through the trees. The forest was silent. When Kintu looked up again, the moon was racing ahead as if it had lingered too long in their company. He saw it sink behind the trees and thought, this is how we grow old: by letting the moon and the sun overtake us.


The first part of the forest came to an abrupt end and they broke out into a clearing. Daybreak lay in the distance. Kintu was peering at it when he felt cold air on his head, as if his hair had been swept off. He held his breath – there was no tension among his men. Were they being stalked? But the party was too large to be attacked by wild animals. His mind raced back home to his family but he felt no danger there either. Yet he was certain that something was wrong. He asked his sons, Kalema and Baale, who now trailed somewhere in the party behind him, to walk close to him.


The horizon cracked into scarlet rays. The party had a few precious minutes to enjoy sunrise before entering the second phase of the forest.


Kintu’s mind strayed to his wives, Babirye and Nnakato. He would rather have dealt with mutiny in his army than with Babirye, even though she was a replica of his beloved Nnakato. He never wanted to keep two women in the same house in the first place, not even identical twins.


Tradition claimed that identical twins were one soul who, failing to resolve the primal conflict in the self, split and two people were born. The older twin, named Babirye if it was a girl, was supposedly the original soul. Nnakato, the younger twin, was the copy, the mutineer. But Kintu could not see how this could be true of his wives. For him, Nnakato was the original. Rather than being selfish, Nnakato was the pacifier who always allowed Babirye to have her own way. Surely it had to be Babirye who had fallen out with Nnakato. She had pushed and shoved until Nnakato stepped out of the way. Babirye was born first and became the dominant twin thereafter.


They were inside the second part of the forest. The foliage was wet as if it had just rained. The canopy blocked the early sun. Still, Kintu could see well. Huge mahogany trees rose and soared, splitting into a canopy of dense branches. The shrubs below were lanky, making thin undergrowth. The forest floor was carpeted in a thick layer of decomposing leaves. Tiny hard black seeds littered the ground. Once in a while, they came upon an ancient tree with roots wide and webbed above the ground that towered over the men.


Kintu’s mind lingered on the primal conflict that led to a soul splitting into twins. No matter how he looked at it, life was tragic. If the soul is at conflict even at this remotest level of existence, what chance do communities have? This made the Ganda custom of marrying female identical twins to the same man preposterous. It goes against their very nature, Kintu thought. Twins split because they cannot be one, why keep them as such in life? Besides, identical men did not marry the same woman.


But even as he raged against custom, Kintu knew that in the world of twins, things could be worse. There were people born as single souls only to bear twin personalities. More tragic were twins who changed their minds too late and arrived conjoined.


‘Red ants,’ someone called and the men stood still.


‘Lift your clothes up: these warriors seek out hairy regions first,’ Nnondo the headman called.


One by one, men jumped over the intricate ant processions.


‘They are all over the place,’ someone called at the tail of the group.


The orderly convoy was abandoned. Luckily, they had come to the edge of the forest and soon broke out into the open. The men threw down their spears and loads, stomping and stripping.


Outside the forest, the vegetation changed dramatically. An expanse of elephant grass lay as far as the eye could see. A slight yellowing in the leaves indicated that the soil in this region was salty. The earth, previously a dark loam, inclined towards red. After the soft wet carpet of the forest bed, the ground was hard beneath their feet. The wind blew on top of the elephant grass and the leaves swayed like waves on a green lake. Kintu turned to his son Baale and told him it was time to return home.


From that point onwards, the party walked against the sun. They read its rhythm in the cast of their shadows and measured their energy against the cheerless posture of the vegetation.


Kintu married Nnakato first. He married Nnakato against counsel, against custom.


When he first whispered his desire to her, they were both young and Nnakato was shy. ‘You know you ought to court Babirye first,’


she had reprimanded wistfully.


Kintu shook his head, ‘It’s you I want.’


This implied difference between her and Babirye, the first in Nnakato’s life, was so intoxicating that she failed to insist that Kintu court them both. Her parents, on hearing Kintu’s proposal, initially rejected the idea of separating the twins. However, they then relented. If Kintu would not marry both girls, then he would wait until Babirye, the eldest twin, got married.


Kintu waited.


No man whispered to Babirye, not even in jest. Kintu’s father died and Kintu became Ppookino. He then pressured the twins’ parents to let him marry Nnakato. He claimed that as governor he was naked without a wife.


‘True,’ the parents agreed. ‘However, as you know, our hands are tied. If you want our Nnakato, you must marry our Babirye first then come back for Nnakato later.’


Kintu rejected the custom even though the twins were identical. The parents were perplexed, ‘They’re one person. Surely if you want one, you want the other?’


Kintu claimed that the twins’ eyes were different.


‘I don’t trust Babirye’s eyes.’


To support his views of Babirye he asked, ‘Why has no man married her?’


The parents, now cowering under Kintu’s power, offered Babirye at half dowry, but Kintu still refused. Desperate, they offered her free on top of Nnakato, but Kintu would not have her. They resorted to threats.


‘We don’t wish you ill, Kintu. However, not only have you split our Babirye from her other half, you’ve humiliated her.’


‘If the girls didn’t want to be separated in the first place, they should have not split into twins.’ Kintu was defiant.


The parents gave up, turned to the gods and prayed for mercy.


But after the wedding, Nnakato would not settle down to marriage. She kept going back and forth, back and forth, to her parents’ house to check on Babirye. When, after many seasons she had not conceived, Kintu forbade her from visiting her sister. He declared that if the twins must see each other then Babirye, unmarried, should do the gallivanting.


Still Nnakato did not conceive.


The parents hung their heads in a now-you-see posture. But Kintu blamed Babirye for Nnakato’s reluctant womb. Oh yes, twins might have an uncanny sense of each other, but to him, Nnakato’s concern for Babirye was guilt and fear. It was this that locked Nnakato’s womb. Kintu was certain that Babirye had punched Nnakato so hard while they were in the womb that Nnakato learned to make peace with her. He was surprised that Babirye did not devour Nnakato; such overbearing personalities often ate their twin and were born with a hunchback.


In the end, when Nnakato failed to conceive and Babirye failed to get married, Nnakato suggested that Babirye come and help her with conception. Even though Nnakato had abandoned her for a man, Babirye was keen to share her womb. At first, Kintu would not lie with her. However, as time passed, Nnakato’s apparent barrenness begun to compromise not only his virility, but his governorship. Expectant whispers: Is the bride getting morning sickness yet? turned from well-meaning to prying and finally petered out. Kintu gave in: better to have children with Nnakato’s twin than with another woman.


Even though moments with Babirye were few and perfunctory, Kintu felt that she had jumped at the chance of becoming his wife. When Babirye conceived, she took over Nnakato’s home with gusto, walking around the village showing off her swelling belly. Even when Nnakato explained to Kintu her agreement with Babirye – that on conception she would step back and assume the role of Babirye looking after her expectant sister, Kintu would not trust the older twin. To him, those first two years of Nnakato becoming a visitor in her own home, when Babirye became his wife, made Nnakato shrink. Babirye played her part well. Residents only noticed a slight change in ‘Nnakato’s’ character. Apparently, her tone was sharper and she was impatient. Old women nodded knowingly: pregnant women were notoriously bad-tempered.


Babirye gave birth to twins. She nursed the babies until they started to run. Then she returned home to her parents. Over the years, she bailed Nnakato out four times. Each time, Babirye gave birth to identical twins. However during the pregnancies, Kintu stayed away from home: either he travelled to the capital or toured his province.


Kintu was conflicted. He resented Babirye’s claim to their marriage but prided himself in siring twins. His new title was Ssabalongo. The residents marvelled, ‘As a sire, Kintu is chief indeed.’ Every time a set of twins arrived, they shook his hand, ‘A strong man may wake up late and still get to do as much as we who woke up with the birds.’


Nnakato and Babirye were both called Nnabalongo, the children called both of them ‘Mother’, but in her heart Babirye knew that when people called her Nnabalongo they were talking to her sister. She knew that the children called her Mother not because she had knelt down in pain to bring them into the world, but because she was their mother’s sister. Babirye’s eight children belonged to Nnakato.


It was midmorning: the sun was still amiable. Villages were now behind them. The further they travelled, the more stunted the vegetation became. Reeds had given way to ssenke, a sturdy grass accustomed to stingy weather. The ground was harder than before. Even to a novice taking the journey for the first time, the hardening of the ground, the yellowing sparseness and thinning of vegetation indicated that they were moving further away from fertile land towards a more arid landscape.
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The party was now on its fourth day of travel. They had stopped for the third break and changeover of tasks. The men refreshed with water and fruit they had collected along the way, while Nnondo briefed them on the remaining part of the day’s journey. They were to watch out for anything bright-coloured and slithering, and especially to monitor for lizards and snakes.


Kintu took a swig from his gourd, the smoked flavour reminding him of home. He scanned the horizon for any dark cloud that would shield them from the sun but the sky was a sterile blue. He cut a slice of mango and ate: unripe but soft, it was tangy. Normally, mango was fruit for children but Kintu and his men were eating dried meat and roasted seeds. Meat was light in the stomach and it kept hunger away, but it was obstructive to bowel movement. Mango kept the stomach in motion.


After refreshing, the men stood up. Pacesetters at the head of the convoy took over the migguggu of Kintu’s sheets of barkcloth, his regalia, skin robes, ceremonial wooden slippers and other personal effects. Others carried food – especially meats hunted on the way and dry-roasted, as they were soon coming to regions without game or fruits. The pacesetters now walked in the middle of the retinue, while men who had been at the back took over pacesetting at the top of the convoy. The ones that had been carrying loads took the rear. As they set off, Kintu ignored the nagging ache in his feet.


Soon the scenery gave way to huge cone-like hills covered in stone gravel. Rising off a flat plain, the hills were so close to each other that there were no valleys between them. The convoy walked around them through the narrow corridors. There was only a smattering of vegetation at this point. The hilltops were totally bare. The grass, only inches off the ground, was dewy, soft and wet, refreshing to the men’s aching feet. For a while, the hills were a welcome distraction as they interrupted the horizon and kept Kintu’s mind off the discouraging distance. But then a burning sensation – as if the air he breathed grated his nose – gripped him and tears came to his eyes. To ease the pain, Kintu held his nose and breathed through his mouth until they had left the hills behind.


Kintu married other women besides Nnakato. The women were brought to him as tributes: some from ambitious parents, others were daughters of fellow governors. His wives’ homes were scattered all over the province for his convenience when he toured. The families, especially in far-flung regions of the province, were also a reminder to the local populace of his presence. Nnakato was in charge of the wives. When a bride arrived, she named and allocated her a role within the family – there were those good with children, creative ones who concentrated on crafts; those with a lucky hand in farming and who produced more food. When Kintu was away on kabaka’s duties, Nnakato visited the wives, checking on the children and the state of the land they lived on. When the children were older, she rounded the age groups up and brought them to Mayirika for instruction. She also garnered, informally, local moods and major incidents, reporting back to Kintu. Nnakato made sure that the wives met and visited each other regularly. The children visited each mother to meet their siblings. But to Kintu, the women were a duty.


At the thought of his wives Kintu gnashed his teeth. He felt bound. He was a prize bull thrown into a herd of heifers. He was Ppookino: why did he have to mount every woman thrown at him? On the other hand, how could he not? He was a man, a seed dispenser. It was natural: he should enjoy it. For the ba kabaka, women brought to them were put away to entertain envoys, dignitaries and other guests. Unlike a kabaka, Kintu was not above culture. Women given to him had to become his wives. In any case, Nnakato was an effective head-wife. She put in place a roster: every wife would have a child at least once in three years, ideally, once in every two years.


Kintu did his rounds; he spent a week with each wife. However, this sexual journey through his wives, ebisanja, was more arduous than the trek to the capital. Women waited moons to see him. Most were young with high expectations. They drained him. Despite Nnakato’s potions, Kintu never felt fully replenished. In any case, Nnakato brought the wives who failed to conceive to Mayirika and asked him to double his efforts. Kintu winced at the thought of the potions. They were enslaving. Once you tried them, they confiscated what was naturally yours so that you depended on them. Probably, men envied him every time someone arrived with a shivering virgin, but he was not interested, not even in Babirye who writhed and made noises like Nnakato. He was no Ppookino, Kintu decided. He was a slave to procreation and to the kingdom.


Just as the eldest twins Kintu had with Babirye were about to get married, Nnakato conceived. Kintu could not travel to the capital because Nnakato’s pregnancy was jittery: several times, it threatened to fall through. She became emaciated and haggard. Kintu cut down her duties and Babirye took over. Finally, Nnakato gave birth to a son, Baale.


That is when trouble started.


While to the family Kintu’s love for Baale was mere indulgence of himself and his youngest son, Babirye saw it as Kintu wedging a distinction between her ‘own’ children and Nnakato’s son, that he never loved ‘her’ children the way he loved Baale. Babirye, still living with her parents, threatened to tell the older children the truth. After all, Nnakato had her own child now. Nnakato was frightened, not of Babirye telling the children, but of the possibility of being partial to her son. She swallowed her hurt and asked Kintu to tell the children but Kintu would not hear of it.


One day, as Babirye prepared to return to her parents after a long visit, she took Nnakato aside and asked,


‘Nnakato, do you ever think about me?’


‘Why, Babirye, how can you ask?’


Babirye was silent for a moment. Then she counted questions on her fingers. ‘Who carried those children for nine moons? Who laboured on her knees to bring them into the world? Who nursed them for seasons? Who gives them up as soon as they are weaned? Have you ever wondered what happens to the mother in me as I pack to leave?’


When Nnakato did not answer Babirye said, ‘These breasts, they weep.’


Nnakato choked. She had Mbuga – Nnakato called Kintu Mbuga affectionately – she had Mayirika and nine children. Babirye had nothing. Nnakato pleaded with Kintu to tell the children, but he threatened to keep Babirye away from his family. He felt that Nnakato fell too easily under Babirye’s spell.


‘Why didn’t she bring her concern to me? Why ask you?’


‘She is frightened, Mbuga. I am the one who asked for her kindness.’


‘But the children are mine: not yours, not hers. Mine.’


‘They are, Mbuga.’


‘When my children occupied her body, it was temporary. I’ll pay for her services if that is what she wants. Tell all the other wives who might want to cordon their children off with a “my” and “mine” attitude that I will take them away from them.’


‘They know it, Mbuga. No one has cordoned her children off.’


‘That includes your sister. She’s not special.’


On learning Kintu’s decision, Babirye screwed her face in tears and Nnakato cried with her. Before she left, Babirye whispered to Nnakato savagely, ‘Those children belong to Kintu because I said they do; if I change my mind they would not be his, would they?’


Nnakato held her mouth in shock. Babirye returned home enraged by the emptiness of her maternal embrace. Nnakato’s guilt was exacerbated by the lethargy of her womb. After a while, she found a happy compromise and went to Kintu. ‘I’ve been thinking, Mbuga,’ she started. ‘Now that we’re getting old, couldn’t Babirye move in with us? She’s given us the ultimate gift: why not share the rest with her? She will be mother to the children, Mayirika is vast, you’re away most of the time and we’ll keep each other company.’


‘You’re asking me to marry her.’


‘You’ve already married her in every sense except in ceremony.’


Kintu agreed to marry Babirye on condition that she kept quiet about the children. For Nnakato’s sake, he married Babirye in a big wedding. The community applauded. ‘It was not right abandoning Babirye like that … After all, he’s only a man … there’s enough of him to go round … Whoever thought of separating twins in the first place?’


Kintu wanted to house Babirye away from his main home like the rest of his wives, but Nnakato insisted on sharing Mayirika with her.


There had been peace for a long while until recently. This time, Babirye accused Kintu of planning to make Baale next in line in spite of his older children. On this charge, Kintu was in a dilemma. All his sets of twin sons were identical. To make one twin the governor was to ask for trouble: what would he do with the other? The Ganda never made identical twins heirs to an office: one could not be sure who was who exactly. Besides, with Babirye’s disposition, who knows what she would do to Nnakato if he died and one of her sons became governor? Yet, there was no question of making another woman’s child heir to the chieftaincy. That left him with one option: Baale.


Babirye had another complaint. Apparently, when her turn came to cook for Kintu, when he spent a week in her quarters, Kintu only came at night. He barely managed to stick a finger in her cooking, lick it and fall asleep. Babirye suspected that Kintu only visited her when Nnakato pushed him.


To Kintu, this complaint was immaterial. He never chose which wife to lie with and he did not visit his other wives more often than he visited Babirye. To him, while Nnakato continually worried about Babirye’s welfare and begged him to spend more time with her even during Nnakato’s own turn, Babirye complained incessantly.


Kintu made up his mind: one, he was going to build a house for Babirye away from Mayirika and move her. Two, Baale was his heir. It was time to start moulding him. First, he would apprentice him and present him as his next in line to whoever would be kabaka. And when the time was right, he would get Baale married. Now Kintu adjusted the knot on his barkcloth decisively. The relief he felt was similar to that time when, after the long period of mourning his father as custom demanded, his hair had grown thick on his head. On the morning of his father’s last funeral rites, his aunt shaved his head and Kintu had felt such relief.


Looking over the horizon, Kintu was grateful for the distance and space the journey had put between him and his home. Because of the recent royal turmoil, he had not travelled beyond his province for a long time. Such proximity to domestic politics clouded his judgement, he thought. Now that he had stepped away, everything stood in crisp clarity.
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The party was a week into the journey and their pace had slowed down considerably. In the absence of overhead vegetation or hills, they were exposed to the sun and to the heat. Although Kintu talked to his men, commenting on the weather and on the landscape, he kept counsel with his mind.


Now the men’s laughter forced itself upon him. They no longer talked to those immediately around them as before, but as a group. It was a strategy to disregard the sun, to numb the ache in their heels and to maintain cheer. Kintu never took part in the morale-sustaining banter, partly because the men only ever discussed women and partly to maintain his distance.


Kintu turned his mind to the men’s conversation. Gitta was the unfortunate subject. He had recently given Kiyirika Village the kind of gossip that sustained strenuous work because it did not die easily.


‘At Gitta’s age, a bride like Zaya would only hasten him to his grave,’ a voice said.


‘But how was he to know that Zaya was a toddler? She was his height and had breasts on the wedding day.’


‘How was he to know? One, when he found out that his bride preferred children’s company; two, when she continued to grow. Zaya’s now head and shoulders above him.’


‘Zaya’s not a child. She’s one of those women who can’t bear the touch of a man.’


‘In that case, Gitta is stuck with a man.’


‘What do you mean “stuck with a man”? A woman’s a woman.’


‘He should have made her pregnant first thing.’


‘How could he? The girl’s a wrestler.’


‘Her family was negligent. Zaya wasn’t sufficiently prepared for marriage.’


The men threw opinions over Kintu’s head like a bunch of women in a peeling barn. Kintu would have rather redirected the conversation but it had reinvigorated the pace. Gitta was a prominent elder. However, a very public error had felled him.


‘I blame Gitta’s eldest wife. When I bring home a girl like Zaya, I expect my eldest wife to take her on, groom her and let me know when she’s ready,’ Nnondo the headman said.


‘Depends on the first wife you married.’


‘Do you know what Zaya told my daughter?’


‘What?’


‘That Gitta is rotten, that she keeps a knife under her bed in case he gets rotten with her.’


‘I still can’t make it out though. How did Gitta get his head stuck like that?’


‘Apparently,’ a narrator started with relish, ‘this particular night, Gitta was to get his dowry’s worth. When he got to her quarters, Zaya started her childish games of: Leave me alone, I don’t want. Gitta gave her a few whacks to let her know that he was serious. Zaya stopped fighting. He made his move but Zaya went wild. She grabbed him – you know how huge she is now – swung him like a fibre doll and ran. Gitta, thinking he was still the bull he once was, gave chase. Zaya ran into the shrubbery behind her quarters, Gitta in pursuit. In the darkness, he ran into an acacia shrub. Somehow, the stems locked around his neck. When he pulled his head out, the stems tightened. Gitta panicked and roared.’


‘That wail, man. As if something was devouring him!’


‘If you got to the scene after Gitta was dislodged, count yourself lucky. But there I was with a man old enough to be my father, his neck trapped between stems like a sheep because he was chasing young sex. I put laughter on hold and got working. But it was not easy. The women kept asking: Why he was chasing her at this time of the night? All Gitta said was, Hurry, help me. I looked long at Gitta, grey all over but still craving young cunt. I thought, surely there must be a point at which a man can say enough is enough and hang up his manly eggs?’


‘My wife woke me up and said: Your friend nearly died. Which friend? I asked. The aged bull that grazes among calves, she said and I shut her up.’


‘What happens to Zaya now?’


An awkward silence hovered.


Zaya was now part of Kintu’s household, but the facts were not clear. Unfortunately, the men could not speculate in his presence. The prolonged silence and the absence of Kintu’s bland smile alerted the men that they had gone too far. The conversation died.


Actually, when Nnakato learned that Zaya was fugitive in her garden, she had invited her into the home and asked Kintu to let her stay while her marriage was sorted out. Kintu dissuaded Gitta from returning Zaya to her parents, reasoning that she might be a slow developer needing the firm but gentle handling of a mother. On her part, Zaya swore to kill herself if she was returned to Gitta. Kintu left Zaya with Nnakato and Babirye to groom and asked Gitta to give her time. Then he told his teenage sons to treat Zaya as a sister, but with the respect for a married woman. His sons had laughed. Who wanted Gitta’s pugilistic bride, one who took strides like a hunter, whose feet grasped the earth like a man’s, whose voice, when she spoke, carried the whole house on top of her head and who, as if her mother never breastfed her properly, said that she had dreamed of becoming a warrior?


As soon as she was let loose in Kintu’s household, Zaya forgot that she was married and a woman. She joined Kintu’s sons in laying traps to catch animals and shooting birds out of trees. Boys kept reminding her that she was female and should not climb trees.


Kintu felt for Gitta. He knew the snare of being a man. Society heaped such expectations on manhood that in a bid to live up to them some men snapped.
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Just as the sun moved into the centre of the sky to inflict its worst, o Lwera, a region of barren land came into view. For Kintu, o Lwera marked the beginning of uncertainty. The men greeted the sight of o Lwera with both excitement and dread. It was only the seventh day but they had covered a ten days’ journey and could now rest for the night. However o Lwera was o Lwera. Even at this distance, a dirge, the hum of its heat, was audible. Waves of radiation danced in the air warning: You traverse these grounds at your own peril.


Rather than stopping at this point for the night, Kintu decided that the party take on o Lwera for a short spell to give the men, especially those trekking for the first time, a sense of the moorland. There was a cave, not far away from where they were, where his father’s entourage used to camp. They would spend the night there. Kintu feared that spending the night outside o Lwera’s borders would enhance the men’s apprehension. Still, the pace fell as each man battled with private doubts about travelling through o Lwera.


Kintu was a boy the first time he spent a night in o Lwera. He had travelled with his father. His father’s head wife’s tyranny had led to the formation of cliques among the children in order to protect themselves. Kintu, an only child whose mother had died, had neither clique nor mother to protect him. Though his father later brought two other wives to the home to curb the woman’s tyranny, Kintu never fitted in. This led to a close bond between him and his father. That night, as everyone slept, Kintu had slipped off his sleeping skin and sat at the mouth of the cave. In his young mind, o Lwera was the son who, because of an intrinsic evil, isolated himself from his siblings and severed all intercourse with the family. Even at night, o Lwera seemed to turn its back to the moon and stars. It stood sullen, spying and scheming. The following day, when he asked how o Lwera came to be, his father had explained, ‘O Lwera was the shallows of Lake Nnalubaale. But one day the sun, the lusty fool, attempted to kiss the lake and it shrank. O Lwera was formed.’


Now, Kintu looked into its expanse and sterility stared back. The few scraggy shrubs scattering the landscape were nettled. Small parched weeds crawled the ground laying nasty thorns. O Lwera was level, its soil grey, thin and loose as if a fire had caused the desolation. The ground burst intermittently into tiny grey bump-like anthills. Even the cool breeze from the Nnalubaale that soothed Buganda avoided o Lwera.


O Lwera played mind games. Its weapon was illusion. Distant objects seemed so tantalisingly close that gullible travellers set themselves impossible goals, often missing the right places to rest. Rookie travellers swore that when they lifted their feet o Lwera moved the ground so that they stepped back where they were before, that the sensation of walking but not advancing was frightening.


Kintu looked at his son. Kalema had kept to himself since Baale returned home.


‘How are the feet, Kalema?’


‘Still good, Father.’


‘Do you think you can wrestle o Lwera?’


‘I am not frightened.’


‘Don’t push yourself. If you’re tired, we can take a rest.’


‘I am fine, Father.’


Typical, Kintu thought. Kalema was at the threshold of manhood where the words ‘I am not sure’ did not exist. Shy hairs peered above his upper lip. His voice had dropped and his legs and arms had lost their childish flab. He was almost as tall as Kintu yet Ntwire, his biological father, was stocky. Kalema was born Kalemanzira but family tongues had reduced his name to the familiar and royal name of Kalema. At home, he was Kintu’s son but older residents knew that Kalema was the only child of Ntwire.


One day, Ntwire had arrived in Kiyirika Village, distraught. In his arms was a shivering newborn, still covered in birth-blood. Between demonstrations and gestures, it became clear that Ntwire was a munnarwanda on his way to settle in the capital but his wife had died in childbirth. The residents took Ntwire to the governor. Nnakato, who had just given birth to Baale, offered to put Kalema on her breast. When Kalema grabbed it as if it were his own mother’s, Nnakato sat back in satisfaction: Baale had a twin. As a rule, a child in Kintu’s house was a child of the house. Talk of different ancestry was taboo because it led to self-consciousness and isolation. In a house where all Nnakato’s other children were twins, Kalema being Baale’s twin never raised interest.


In appreciation, Ntwire pledged to lay down his life for Kintu. He would do any work for him. Ntwire took a piece of land that Kintu gave him, abandoned plans to carry on to the capital and started herding Kintu’s cattle. However, while Kalema blended into Kintu’s vast household, Ntwire hovered on the peripheries of the community. Unlike the Tutsis who found their way to the capital and who assumed Ganda names on arrival and married Ganda spouses, Ntwire stood aloof. Inside, he was torn between his needs as a lonely outsider who craved his son’s love on the one hand and, on the other, he wanted to let the world take his son where happiness was. Otherwise, Ntwire was content to note that in spite of Ganda food, language and mannerisms, Kalema had taken after his mother: tall, regal and with the most comely face that a womb ever sculpted.


When Ntwire found out that the governor was travelling to the capital again, he came to talk. He had decided that Kalema should find a job in the courts of the kabaka. Kintu was surprised that after all these years Ntwire still thought that working in the palace was a good opportunity. It was true that settlers from other tribes found jobs and sometimes favour in palaces. To some ba kabaka, surrounding themselves with people from different cultures was equivalent to travelling to these places. Mawanda used settlers as escorts to his envoys. Namugala employed them as spies. However, Kintu was uneasy. He knew the reality of the palaces, especially at such a time when a neophyte kabaka was still grappling for the security of his reign. In any case, there were many Tutsis in Kyadondo Province already. Despite this, Kintu understood Ntwire’s dilemma. While Kalema the child had enjoyed the life of a governor’s son, as a man, once Kintu’s protective hand lifted, he would plummet to reality. Ntwire’s refusal to take on a Ganda name and behave Ganda would always make Kalema a foreigner. Had Ntwire been a woman, mother and child would have been absorbed into the tribe as soon as a man made her his woman. Kalema would marry a Ganda girl: Kintu would give the children not only names, but his clan. However, Ntwire, the real father, was defiantly Tutsi and as long as he was alive, Kalema would be Tutsi in spite of his marriage and in spite of his name. Now Ntwire had chosen to send his son away. Kalema was on his way to the palace.


Kintu decided that if Kyabaggu did not need Kalema, he would put him in charge of the family estate on Lubaga Hill and let him carve out a future. Who knows? Kalema could become his eyes and ears in the palace. It would work out even better when Baale became governor. The two brothers would make a great team.


When Kintu told Baale about Kalema’s departure, the boy was broken. Kalema seemed confused but he was a quiet lad who always did as he was told. Nnakato and Kintu had decided not to tell him the truth of his birth. If Ntwire wanted his son to know he would tell Kalema himself but as far as they were concerned he was their son. All Kintu told Kalema was that he needed him to stay in Kyadondo to learn the ways of the ba kabaka court and that it would be useful to Kintu.


Baale and Kalema’s parting was silent. Kintu had told Baale to return home several times. Each time, Baale had asked to go ‘just a little further’. Finally, Kintu raised his voice and ordered him back. Everyone else stopped. Baale stared at the sky. Kalema looked down, drawing lines on the ground with his big toe. The pain on both their faces was heartbreaking but Kintu held his stern look. Baale turned abruptly – without a word to Kalema or to his father, without waiting for his escort – and ran towards home. Kalema too started to walk without looking back. He did not talk to anyone for a long time.


***


O Lwera’s heat hummed. Kintu removed the leopard skin and passed it to the men carrying his clothing. Kalema walked in front of him carrying Kintu’s drinking gourds. They were tied on a string, which Kalema had draped on his right shoulder. As he walked, they knocked each other noisily but he did not seem to be bothered.


‘Snails are licking my heels. Pacesetters stretch your strides!’ Nnondo called from the back. Kintu took the string of calabashes off Kalema’s shoulders and carried it himself.


‘There, you’ll walk faster.’
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The party finally arrived at the chosen campsite. At its threshold, o Lwera offered a few oases. Luckily, this one was close to a cave. The men rested their loads on the ground. Those carrying jugs took them down to the spring where water flowed while others searched the cave for snake eggs or animal cubs. Kalema put down the gourds and stretched.


‘I could’ve carried on,’ he laughed, shaking his hamstring.


Kintu clicked his tongue. ‘You’re numb. One of these days, this journey will creep on you with such malice that even your tongue will ache.’


As they sat down to eat, Kintu asked Kalema to get him brew. Kalema picked up one of his father’s rounded gourds and ran down to the spring where the jugs had been rested to cool. He blew dust out of the gourd, tipped a jug with banana brew, filled the gourd, and took it to Kintu. After a sip, Kintu waved the gourd at Kalema, coughing. ‘Bring me water!’ His voice was hoarse. ‘This is warm,’ he coughed.


Kalema ran back to the spring. He looked at the brew in the gourd and for a moment was stuck. He could not pour it back into the jug yet all the other gourds were back in the cave. The other option, pouring the brew away, seemed like a waste to him. On the other hand, it was taboo to drink from Kintu’s dedicated utensils. When his gourds cracked they were buried. Nonetheless, Kalema put his mouth on Kintu’s gourd and started to drink.


Out of nowhere, Kintu’s backhand crashed into Kalema’s jaw. Kalema’s hands let go of the gourd and it fell to the ground shattering into fragments. Kalema looked up at his father, surprised, but his eyes kept rising as if the slap had come from the sky. He started to blink rapidly and then sank to the ground. He made to stand up, but fell back onto a rock. He raised his right hand, trying to get up. His hand rose and rose, but then he fell forward, face down and thrashed. The force of his thrashing flipped him, turning him onto his back. The back of his head rolled in the mud. Small shards of the gourd stuck in his hair. His eyes stared wild. For a while Kalema writhed like a caterpillar whose hairs were set on fire. Finally, he slowed down until only his fingers twitched. A long rush of breath drained from deep inside him. Then he stopped.


‘Abange,’ Kintu choked.


The men came running.


‘Oh.’


‘What is this?’


‘Ah.’


‘A snake?’


But none of them would question the governor by asking what happened. Nnondo looked in the distance, all around, as if he expected to catch whatever killed Kalema disappearing.


‘He’s gone,’ one of the men whispered as if not to wake Kalema. And the men stood and stared. To still his shaking hands, Kintu clasped them behind his back. Several times, he opened his mouth to say something but nothing came out.


‘To say that just a minute ago this boy was –’ a man started and stopped. Then he tried again. ‘Take a step back, just a minute back, this boy will be running.’


‘I chastised him – a slap,’ Kintu finally managed.


There was silence as if Kintu had not spoken.


Then a man said soothingly, ‘Journeying is like that. Some are allowed, some are not. We all slap our children. They don’t drop dead.’


The men sat down around the corpse. Kintu walked back to the cave; he had to hold himself together. He had been on his way to relieve himself when he saw Kalema drinking from his gourd. In panic, he had slapped the gourd off Kalema’s mouth but instead caught his jaw.


In the cave, Kintu sat down. Not far from him, Kalema’s food sat on a calabash as if he were coming back to eat it. The shattered fragments of the gourd flashed in Kintu’s mind and he shivered. Take a step back … he had never struck a child, he had made all the right sacrifices for the journey, he had not offended any god. Take a step back indeed! He pulled a sheet of barkcloth from a pile and covered himself. O Lwera’s heat had fled.


Outside, Nnondo rallied the men, ‘Come on! Let’s get on with it.’ He made to lift Kalema. Custom dictated that trekkers who died on a journey be buried by the roadside. The other men hesitated.


‘I’ll ask him for instructions,’ one of the men said as he hurried towards the cave. When he got there he asked Kintu, ‘Can we still bury him today, Ppookino?’


‘No,’ Kintu said. ‘Wash him and lay him on a mat. We’ll bury him at sunrise.’ Kintu gave the man his thickest sheet and told him to wrap Kalema up well to keep him warm. On hearing these instructions, the men looked at each other. Any fool could see that Kalema was dead and there was plenty of time to bury him before sunset. But they could not question Ppookino. First, Nnondo passed his hand over Kalema’s eyes and closed them. Then he straightened him and washed him. Finally, they laid him on a mat and covered him just as Kintu had instructed, with his face uncovered as if he were asleep.


Now Kintu remembered. He should have said something when he had that premonition. It was now useless to say, My hair rose early into the journey. I felt something stalking us. Nnakato, he wanted to call out and indulge in grief in the privacy of her chamber, but Nnakato was far. Had Nnakato got the sensations, she would have sat down in the road; they would not have moved an inch further.


Memories came flooding back: the eyes he had felt watching as the men closed the reed gate at home, even that moon sinking when they were in the forest was now significant. Kintu would give his life to retrieve those moments because in them, Kalema was still alive. To think now that when he sensed danger he had brought Kalema close to himself, to think that Kalema, his gentlest son, should die at the hands of his own father. Nature had a cruel sense of irony.


Sleep is a thief: at dawn, despite staying awake all night, despite the death of his son, sleep stole Kintu away. While he slept, the men took Kalema for burial and left Kintu to rest. To them, o Lwera was mysterious. Once in a while, despite sacrifices, it swallowed a sojourner. They were as bound to nature’s whims as the smallest ants. It was sad to bury someone so young, but a relief it was not one of them.


By not setting off at midnight, the party had lost half the time to travel to the next resting place. The men buried Kalema in a hurry. The grave was narrow and shallow. They used a stick to measure Kalema’s length, but while the stick fitted into the grave, Kalema did not. They crammed him in. They also stripped him of the sheet Kintu gave them to cover him. To them, it was too expensive to be wasted on the dead. In their hurry, the men did not even realise that they had buried Kalema beside a thorny shrub, e Jirikiti, the burial shrub for dogs. When they were ready to start, Nnondo woke Kintu up.


‘Did I fall asleep?’


‘You needed it, Ppookino.’


‘Did you lay him properly?’


Nnondo nodded.
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The men had not slept and they carried the extra weight of death. Kintu was worse: he had only licked on sleep. For a while, after being woken up, his body shook with the wrath of early sleep cut short. Even blinking was uncomfortable, as if there was sand under his eyelids. The sun gave them no respite. Nature’s company were shadowy birds that croaked and menacing mirages that shimmered. The men had run out of laughter to mask their fears and o Lwera gave them nothing cheerful to talk about. The journey resisted them. Kintu tried to empty his mind of Kalema but failed. It wandered here and there, never anchoring on any subject.


A week later, they made it out of o Lwera, gaunt and sunburned. The vegetation started to thicken and to darken. The ground grew tolerant of their feet. It rained and the earth smelled fresh. At the sight of the green colour of life, the men’s spirits lifted. Soon the party was in Mawokota Province. At Kibuuka Town, Nnondo’s relations awaited them. For a week, the party rested in Kibuuka until the blisters on their heels healed and the burned skin peeled off. When they set off again, cool wind soothed the sun-bite, it rained and the air was filled with cheerful noises.


From that point on, Kyabaggu played mischief in Kintu’s mind. Kintu had only met him twice before. As a prince, Kyabaggu was exceedingly haughty. Looking back now, to Kintu, the brothers had always seemed fond of each other although it was clear that Kyabaggu was sharper than Namugala. Kyabaggu had once said to Namugala in Kintu’s hearing, ‘I’d take time to trust people from Buddu if I were you. Nyoro blood still runs thick in them.’


‘Did you hear that, Ppookino?’ Namugala had laughed lazily. ‘Kyabaggu does not think you’re Ganda enough yet.’


Kintu had broken into a litany of allegiance, cursing any remnant Nyoro blood in his veins. He also added, his eyes on the ground, ‘Those who betray the king, Ssabasajja, man above men, tend to be close to the throne. We commoners, whatever our blood, are nothing.’


Now Kintu went over every word he had said on that occasion. It could mean life or death.


Fourteen days after Kibuuka Town, the party arrived below Buddo Bulungi Hill in Busiro Province where Namugala had been enthroned with new rituals and spectacle. From the traffic going up the hill, it was clear that Kyabaggu planned to be crowned in the same manner. The party pushed on until they came to the River Mayanja. There, as was traditional, the kabaka’s men, the bakunta, were waiting for Ppookino’s party at the riverbanks. Kintu did not recognise any of the men. To him, that was the first sign that Namugala had not willingly handed over his throne to Kyabaggu as stated – otherwise there would still be familiar faces among the bakunta. Knowing that among Kyabaggu’s men were spies and assassins, Kintu wore his most impotent look. No doubt, word had already reached the lubiri describing Ppookino’s entourage. It was just as well that his men looked gaunt.


Kyabaggu’s men led Kintu and his party through a new route. This way they cut Nateete, Wakaliga and Lubaga off and headed towards Mpiimelebela, across Kitunzi, through Bulange at the bottom of Namirembe Hill. This helped to avoid most of Kyadondo’s steep hills and floodplains. To Kintu, Kyadondo was a foreign land. It did not matter whether it was the wet or the dry season: Kyadondo’s valleys were always difficult to cross and the hills were painful to climb. Kintu had been up Namirembe Hill once when Namugala invited him to join him in a hunt for mpala antelope. Up there, the views over Buganda and Nnalubaale Lake were most magnificent. Only the kabaka was permitted to build on top of the hills. Each new kabaka vied to build a more magnificent court on a higher hill with a more spectacular view than his predecessor. Kyabaggu was expected to build a new palace on a hill not recently inhabited by a kabaka for hygienic reasons; however Kintu was curious as to why Kyabaggu had chosen Lubya, a less imposing hill.
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