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   Advance Praise for 
The First Woman

   ‘The First Woman is captivating, wise, humorous and tender: Makumbi has come back stronger than ever. This is a tale about Kirabo and her family, and her place in the world as she searches for her mother and a true sense of belonging. But most of all, this is a book about the stories that define us, and those we tell to redefine ourselves. A riveting read.’ 

   Maaza Mengiste, author of The Shadow King

   ‘The First Woman is a wonder, as clear, vivid, moving, powerful, and captivatingly unpredictable as water itself… With wry wisdom, great humour, and deep complexity, Makumbi has created a feminist coming-of-age classic for the ages.’ 

   Namwali Serpell, author of The Old Drift

   ‘A magnificent blend of Ugandan folklore and more modern notions of feminism… This book is a jewel.’ 

   Kirkus (starred review)

   ‘[An] arresting bildungsroman… Kirabo, a strong, empathetic protagonist, reveals a society where women are routinely pitted against one another or silenced. This beautifully rendered saga is a riveting deconstruction of social perceptions of women’s abilities and roles.’ 

   Publishers Weekly

   ‘Magnificent. The First Woman is ambitious and affecting in equal measure. It is that rare thing, a multifaceted novel guaranteed to stay with you long after you read it. Makumbi is indeed a singular talent.’

   Tendai Huchu, author of The Hairdresser of Harare

   ‘Ugandan literature can boast of an international superstar in Jennifer Nansubuga Makumbi.’

   Economist

   ‘In The First Woman, Jennifer Nansubuga Makumbi takes the classic male quest for identity and turns it spectacularly on its head. Kirabo’s journey toward self-possession is a beautiful, wise, and exhilarating read.’ 

   Lily King, author of Writers & Lovers

   ‘Makumbi writes with the assurance and wry omniscience of an easygoing deity.’ 

   New York Times

   ‘In her characteristically page-turning and engaging style, Nansubuga lays bare the complex power dynamics of patriarchy, capitalism and neocolonialism, not through academic jargon but via that most effective tool of education – storytelling.  An achingly beautiful tale.’ 

   Prof. Sylvia Tamale, author of When Hens Begin to Crow: 
Gender and Parliamentary Politics in Uganda

   ‘What a ride! I feel naked while reading Makumbi – because there is so much history, and cultural nuances packed into her novels… In The First Woman, you will be enamoured by the Ugandan folktales with witches, men and betrayal, or sympathize with the coming of age narrative, or find yourself plunged into patriarchy, colonialism, spread of religion and power dynamics. The First Woman is indefinitely layered.’ 

   The Book Satchel, 10 Best Books of 2020

   ‘Superb. An intoxicating tale that combines mythic and modern elements to make the headiest of feminist brews.’

   Irenosen Okojie, author of Nudibranch

   ‘Makumbi’s tale dazzles… This is Kirabo’s story and she is a wonderful heroine: headstrong, inquisitive and determined. The novel is rich with Luganda words and steeped in ancient Ugandan folklore, making it an immersive read. I loved it. As one character says: “Stories have such power you cannot imagine”.’ 

   The Bookseller, Book of the Month

  

 
  
   Praise for 
Kintu

   ‘Kintu is an important book. It is also a very good one…inventive in scope, masterful in execution, [Jennifer Nansubuga Makumbi] does for Ugandan literature what Chinua Achebe did for Nigerian writing.’

   Guardian

   ‘A multicharacter epic that emphatically lives up to its ambition.’

   Sunday Times

   ‘A highly ambitious, dense and tightly written narrative…Makumbi succeeds in making us feel the emotional importance of uncovering family history.’ 

   Times Literary Supplement

   ‘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

   ‘Kintu is a triumph of east African literature.’ 

   Financial Times

   ‘Magisterial…epic… The great Africanstein novel.’

   New York Review of Books

   ‘Immediately engaging…as gruelling vignettes of gender injustice jostle with hallucinatory dream sequences.’ 

   Observer

   ‘Epic both in intention and execution, Kintu contains a vast number of characters, avenging ghosts and portentous visions…the final coming together of the entire Kintu clan, arrived at with precision and intricacy, makes for a satisfying and thoughtful denouement.’

   Spectator

   ‘The most important book to come out of Uganda for half a century.’

   Giles Foden, author of The Last King of Scotland

   ‘Kintu is an entertaining, engrossing, and, crucially, intimate read… an extraordinary novel that is unafraid and beautifully unashamed to examine Uganda’s rich culture. It is a novel that is proudly Ugandan; it is a novel that deserves to be widely read.’ 

   Irish Times

   ‘Kintu is a masterpiece, an absolute gem, the great Ugandan novel you didn’t know you were waiting for.’ 

   The New Inquiry

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

   Publishers Weekly (starred review)

   ‘A work of bold imagination and clear talent.’ 

   Ellah Wakatama Allfrey, editor of Africa39

   ‘With crisp details and precise prose, Makumbi draws us into the dynamic and vast world of Uganda – its rich history, its people’s intricate beliefs, and the collective weight of their steadfast customs.’

   World Literature Today

   ‘I recommend Jennifer Nansubuga Makumbi’s Kintu, a sprawling, striking epic.’

   Gabe Habash, author of Stephen Florida

   ‘In this captivating multigenerational family saga, Makumbi has gifted us with an exquisite and powerful debut. Written in delightful prose, bold and ambitious, Kintu is easily one of the best novels I have read this year.’ 

   Chika Unigwe, author of On Black Sisters’ Street

   ‘Impressive… Reminiscent of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, this work will appeal to lovers of African literature.’

   Library Journal (starred review)
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   To my grandmothers

   
Rakeli, Yeeko, Abisaagi and Milly on Father’s side, and on Mother’s side, Batanda and Kaamida, all of them sisters to my ‘real’ grandmothers. For that thick traditional love, which would not allow me to see that my ‘real’ grandmothers had passed when my parents were very young. Not until all of you had passed.

To Catherine Makumbi-Kulubya, whose fierce independence, sheer tenacity and quiet intelligence first inspired me.
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   Nattetta, Bugerere, Uganda

   May 1975

   Until that night, Kirabo had not cared about her. She was curious on occasion (Where is she? What does she look like? How does it feel to have a mother?, that sort of thing), but whenever she asked about her, and family said No one knows about her, in that never-mind way of large families, she dropped it. After all, she was with family and she was loved. But then recently her second self, the one who did mad things, had started to fly out of her body and she had linked the two.

   On this occasion, when she asked about her mother, and family fobbed her off again with Don’t think about her; think about your grandparents and your father, something tore. It must have been the new suspicion (Maybe she does not want me because I am…) that cut like razors.

   A mosquito came zwinging. It must have gorged itself on someone because its song was slow and deep, unlike the skinny, high-pitched hungry ones that flew as if crazed. Kirabo’s eyes found it and followed it, followed it, and, rising to her knees, she clapped it so hard her palms burned. She brought her hands to the candle to check her prize. Black blood: yesterday’s. There is no satisfaction like clapping a bloated mosquito out of existence mid-air. She wiped mosquito mash on a stray piece of paper and sat back and waited again.

   Kirabo wanted storytelling, but the teenagers were engrossed in gossip. They lounged on three bunk beds in the girls’ bedroom. Some lay, some sat, legs dangling, others cross-legged, squeezed cosily, two or three to a bed. They had gathered as usual, after supper, to chatter before going off to sleep. Kirabo was not welcome.

   For a while she had watched them, waiting to catch a pause, a breath, a tick of silence in their babble, to wedge in her call to storytelling – nothing. Finally, she gritted her teeth and called ‘Once, a day came…’ but her voice carried too far above the teenagers’ heads and rang impatient in the rafters.

   The hush that fell could have brought down trees. Teenagers’ heads turned, eyes glaring (But who does this child think she is?), some seething (What makes you think we want to hear your stories?). None answered her call.

   Another twelve-year-old would have been intimidated – there were ten teenagers in the room – but not Kirabo. Not visibly, anyway. She stared straight ahead, lips pouting. She was the kabejja of her grandparents, which meant that all the love in the house belonged to her, and whether they liked it or not, the teenagers, her aunts and uncles, would sit quietly and suffer her story. But Kirabo’s eyes – the first thing you saw on her skinny frame, with eyelids darker than shadows and lashes as long as brush bristles – betrayed her. They blinked rapidly, a sign that she was not immune to the angry silence.

   Unfortunately, tradition was that she could not start her story until the audience granted her permission, but she had begun by annoying them.

   On the floor in front of Kirabo was a kerosene candle. The tadooba only partially lit the room, throwing her shadow, elongated like a mural and twitchy like a spectre, against the wall. She looked down at the candle’s flame. A slender column of smoke rose off it and streamed up to the beams. A savage thought occurred to her: she could blow the flame out and turn the room blind dark. And to annoy the teenagers properly, she would scamper off to Grandfather’s bedroom with the matchbox. Instead, Kirabo cradled the fragile flame between her palms to protect it from her breath. Her evil self, the one who quickened her breath and brought vengeful thoughts, retreated.

   Still no response to her call. The teenagers’ rejection of her story gripped the room like a sly fart. Why were there so many of them in her home, anyway? They came uninvited, usually at the beginning of the year, and crowded the place as if it was a hostel. The sheer number of them made her feel like a calf in a herd.

   Kirabo blinked the spite away. Most of the teenagers were Grandmother’s relatives. They came because her grandfather was good at keeping children in school. Also, Great-Grand Luutu had built the schools and churches, and Grandfather was on the board of governors for all schools – Catholic and Protestant, primary and secondary – in the area. When he asked for a place in any of the schools, he got it. His house was so close by they did not have to walk a long way to school. Grandfather’s mantra was ‘A girl uneducated is an oppressed wife in the making.’ Grandmother was renowned for keeping girls safe from pregnancy. All the girls that passed through her hands finished their studies. Still, Kirabo wanted to tell the teenagers to go back where they came from if they didn’t want to hear her stories, but some were her father’s siblings. Unfortunately, she didn’t know who was who, since everyone seemed to come and go during school breaks and they all called Grandmother ‘Maama’ and Grandfather ‘Taata’. To ask By the way, who are my grandparents’ real children? would earn her a smacking.

   ‘Kin, you were our eyes.’ Grandfather’s voice leapt over the wall from the room next door, granting her permission to tell her story.

   Kirabo perked up, her face a beam of triumph. She glanced sideways at the teenagers; their eyes were slaughter. She bit back a smirk. She had worked hard at this story. Told it to Giibwa – her best friend when they were not fighting – and Giibwa was awed. Grandmother, not disposed to wasting words on empty compliments, had said, ‘Your skill is growing.’ The day before, when Kirabo took the goats to graze, she stood on top of an anthill and told it to the plain. The story came out so perfectly the goats stood in awe.

   ‘Once, a day came when a man – his name was Luzze – married his woman—’

   ‘Would he marry your woman instead?’ a boy sneered under his breath. Kirabo ignored him.

   ‘They had many children, but they were all girls—’

   A girl snorted as if Kirabo’s story was already predictable.

   ‘Luzze became sad, as every time the woman had another girl. At first, he thought it was bad luck that girl babies kept coming. But then the woman made it a habit; every time, girl-girl, girl-girl, eh. One day, Luzze called her: “I have been patient,” he said, puffing on his pipe, “but I have decided to bring someone else to help you.”’

   Kirabo took a breath to gauge her audience’s attention; the teenagers were silent, but their ire was still stiff in the air.

   ‘That year, Luzze married another woman. Through time they had many children, but they were all girls. Luzze despaired. Why were girl-bearing women not labelled, so he could avoid them? Still, he married a third woman. She bore him many children, but they too were girls. One day, Luzze called his three wives into the house and gave them an ultimatum. “From today onwards, if you, or you or you” – he jabbed a finger at each woman – “bear me another girl, don’t bring her home.”

   ‘That year, the women worked harder. They fell pregnant. The first one to deliver had a daughter. One look at the baby and she was packing. The second delivered. It was a girl. She too left. When the third delivered, it was a boy. She lifted her breasts to the sky. But wait; there was something left in her stomach. She pushed, and out came a girl. The woman despaired. She looked first at her son and then at the daughter, at the son again and then the daughter. She made up her mind.

   ‘Next to her was an anthill. You know, in those days babies were delivered in matooke plantations. The anthill had a big hole that opened into the ground. The woman picked up the baby girl and stuffed her inside the hole. Then, she carried the baby boy home and presented him to Luzze.

   ‘The celebration! The jubilation!’

   Kirabo was so lost in her story, waving her arms about, making faces, making Luzze’s voice, that she did not care whether her audience was engrossed.

   ‘Luzze named the boy Mulinde because he had waited a long time for him to be born. Meanwhile, every day, the woman crept back to the plantation and nursed her daughter. As she stuffed her back into the hole, she would shush, “Stay quiet.” But as the daughter grew, she devised songs to keep herself company and to make the darkness bearable. Meanwhile, Mulinde explored the villages, fields, hills, swamps, until one day he walked past the anthill and heard a sweet but sad song:

   
‘“We were born multiple like twins – Wasswa.

But Father had dropped a weighty word – Wasswa.

You bear a girl, don’t bother bringing her home – Wasswa.

But a boy, bring the boy home – Wasswa.

I keep my own company with song – Wasswa.

Oh, Wasswa, you are a lie – Wasswa.

Oh, Wasswa, you are a lie – Wasswa.”



   ‘The song tugged at Mulinde’s heart. When he went home, the song followed him. The following day it hauled him back to the anthill. And the day after. And every day. At mealtimes, he kept some of his food, and when he got a chance, he crept to the anthill and threw the food down the hole. Still the song came.

   ‘Luzze noticed that Mulinde was growing cheerless. When he asked what was wrong, Mulinde had no words. Luzze was so troubled he kept an eye on his son. In time, he noted that Mulinde kept some of his food and after lunch disappeared into the plantation. One day he followed him.

   ‘What he saw almost blinded him. The anthill in the plantation started to sing, but instead of fleeing, Mulinde trotted, titi-titi, titi-titi, up to it and fed it his food. Luzze grabbed his son, ran home and sounded the alarm drums – gwanga mujje, gwanga mujje, gwanga mujje.

   ‘All men, wherever they were, whatever they were doing, picked up their weapons and converged in Luzze’s courtyard. Luzze addressed them:

   ‘“Brothers, this is not for shivering cowards. Something beyond words is in my plantation, inside an anthill. We must approach with caution. If you are liquid-hearted, stay here with the women and children.”

   ‘Real men – warriors, hunters, trackers, smiths and medicine men – tightened their girdles and surrounded the plantation. Then they proceeded, muscles straining as they crouched, palms sweating around weapons. They trod softly, as if the earth would crumble, hardly breathing. Finally, they had the anthill surrounded. It started to sing. Luzze put his spear down and carefully dug the anthill. After a while, a girl child emerged. She was fully formed, totally human, only crumpled. The men threw their weapons down and wiped away their sweat.

   ‘Even though the sun blinded her and she had to shield her eyes with her hand to look up at the huge men, even though she was as pale as a queen termite from the lack of sunshine, even though she was surrounded by a vast world she did not understand, the girl sang:

   
‘“We were born multiple like twins – Wasswa,

But father had dropped a heavy word – Wasswa.

You bear a girl don’t bother bringing her home – Wasswa,

But a boy, bring the boy home – Wasswa.

Oh, Wasswa, you are a lie – Wasswa…”



   ‘Luzze looked at his son, then at the girl, at the son again, then the girl. Finally, it dawned. He lodged his spear so forcefully into the earth it quivered. “Where is she? Today she will—” He did not complete the threat. The misnaming of his family – a Wasswa called Mulinde? And poor Nnakato denied sunshine? Then there was himself, Ssalongo, ultra-virile, called plain Luzze, like ordinary men.

   ‘For some time, nothing stirred. Just this long hush that fell over the gallants and over the matooke plantation and stretched to where the women and the cowards stood. Now and again, the real men shook their heads and sucked their teeth, but no words. Their spears lay useless on the ground. You see, in the face of a singing child, the weapons accused them.

   ‘“Women,” one of the heroes finally sighed, “the way they seem so weak and helpless and you feel sorry for them. But I am telling you, beneath that helplessness they are deep; a dangerous depth without a bottom.” He nailed the words into a fist with an open palm. “You live with them, love them and have children with them, thinking they are fellow humans, but I am telling you, you know nothing.”

   ‘“Kdto. Even then” – another shook his head – “this one is a woman and a half.”

   ‘“Me, I gave up on women a long time ago,” another said. “You expect them to do this, they do that. You think they are here but they are there. Today they are this, tomorrow they are that. A woman will kill you with your eyes open like this” – he opened his eyes wide – “but you will not see it coming.”

   ‘But it was the women who were most enraged. You know what they say: no wrath like moral women against a wicked one. At the sight of the child, the good women of the community lacerated themselves with fury.

   ‘“A whole woman – hmm? With breasts – hmm? To bury her own child in an anthill?”

   ‘“She is no woman, that one – she is an animal.”

   ‘“It is such women who make us all look bad.”

   ‘“And you wonder why the world thinks we are all evil.”

   ‘“Where is she? Let her come and explain.”

   ‘The women so incensed themselves that had they got their hands on Luzze’s woman, they would have ripped her to shreds. As for me, Kirabo Nnamiiro, I could not wait for retribution. I hurried home to Nattetta on these feet’ – Kirabo pointed to her feet – ‘to tell the tale of a woman who buried her daughter in an anthill to remain in marriage.’

   For a moment, the house was silent. Kirabo had begun to revel in the success of her storytelling when she sensed an anxiety in the air. As if she had stumbled on to something she should not know. But then Grandfather broke out: ‘Oh, ho ho ho. Is this child a griot or is she something else? Ah, ah, this I have never seen. Just like my grandmother. When my grandmother raised her voice in a tale, even the mice fell silent.’

   ‘Dala dala,’ Grandmother agreed.

   But the teenagers did not congratulate her. Girls stood up and threw the boys off their beds. The boys slid down, yawned and ambled towards their bedroom. The teenagers’ rejection of her story stung. Kirabo’s head dropped, her eyes welling up. That was when she whispered, ‘Where is my mother?’, making sure her grandparents did not hear.

   The teenagers stopped, exchanged looks.

   ‘I want to go to my mother,’ Kirabo mumbled. She was sure her mother would love her story.

   ‘Ha,’ a boy clapped in belated awe. ‘Did you hear Kirabo’s story?’

   ‘Me, I told you a long time ago – that child is gifted.’

   ‘Too gifted. I couldn’t tell stories at her age.’

   ‘I still couldn’t, even if you paid me.’ That was Gayi, one of the big girls.

   The teenagers were working hard at their awe because if Grandfather found out Kirabo had been made to long for her mother, someone was going to cry. Kirabo had to be consoled before she went to bed.

   ‘Oh, Kirabo’ – Gayi’s crooning would melt a stone – ‘is sleep troubling you? Let me take you outside to relieve yourself.’ She held Kirabo’s hand and led her into the diiro, the living and dining room, picked up the hurricane lamp on the coffee table and stepped outside. Normally, Kirabo enjoyed their mawkish attention after she threatened the teenagers, but not this time. No one had answered her question about her mother. She slumped into self-pity.

   ‘My mother does not want me.’

   The teenagers stiffened.

   ‘Because I am a witch.’

   Kirabo did not see them relax. She had never confessed about her two selves, let alone flying, but that day the pain was intense.

   ‘That is silly, Kirabo.’ Gayi rubbed the back of her neck. ‘How can you be a witch?’

   ‘Then where is she?’

   ‘We don’t know. No one does.’

   The other teenagers, who had also come out to use the toilet, remained quiet; a desperate quiet, as if Kirabo had opened the doorway to where a monster was chained.

   ‘Don’t think about her.’ Gayi pulled Kirabo close to herself. ‘Think about Tom and how he loves you.’

   ‘Indeed,’ the teenagers agreed.

   ‘And you know your grandparents would give the world for you.’

   ‘Too true,’ a boy said. ‘I tell you, Kirabo, if you died today, those two would offer to be buried instead.’

   Kirabo smiled despite her pain. It was true, although Grandmother loved her carefully because loving her too much could be tragic. But Grandfather was brazen. He did not care that she might get spoilt. And Kirabo wielded his love ruthlessly over the teenagers and the villages. As for Tom, her father, his love was in a hurry. He came briefly from the city and wrapped it around her for an hour or two. Nonetheless, that night, Kirabo felt that once again the family had avoided telling her about her mother. Yet to ask her grandparents would be to say their love was not enough.

   As she waited for the teenagers taking turns to use the toilet, she looked around. The night was solid. The moon was mean and remote, the stars thin and scanty. A shooting star fell out of the sky, but as Kirabo gasped, it vanished. My mother is somewhere under that sky. Perhaps she found out her baby had a split self and abandoned me. Perhaps I started flying out of my body as soon as I was born. Perhaps and perhaps swirled, stirring a pain she could not take to Grandfather or Grandmother and say Jjajja, it hurts here.

   This is when Kirabo decided to consult Nsuuta, the blind witch down the road. Though Nsuuta was practically blind, behind her blindness she could see. But Nsuuta was not just a witch – she was Grandmother’s foe. Their feud was Mount Kilimanjaro. Apparently, Nsuuta had stolen love from the family. Tom, Kirabo’s father, loved Nsuuta as much as Grandmother, his own mother. Some said he loved Nsuuta more. If that is not witchery, then there is no witchery in the world. Thus Kirabo consulting Nsuuta meant betraying Grandmother in the most despicable way. But that night, with none of her family offering to help find her mother, Kirabo saw no other option.
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   ‘Sit properly!’

   Kirabo snapped her legs closed.

   ‘Hffm.’ A boy turned his head away, fanning his scrunched-up nose as if the smell from between her legs was killing him.

   ‘Thu,’ another dry-spat. ‘She is twelve, but we still remind her.’

   Kirabo tightened her legs.

   ‘Kirabo’ – Gayi’s voice was soft – ‘you cannot sit like men. Always kneel. You will not offend anyone that way.’

   Kirabo got down on her knees and sat back on her heels in a feminine posture. But inside she was tremulous with palpitations. Revulsion, self-disgust and anger tore at her; she never chose to be born with that thing.

   ‘That is better,’ Gayi was saying. ‘When you sit on a chair, cross your legs at the ankles to—’

   Kirabo did not see it happen. She blinked once and next her evil self was out of her body and into the room. She flitted from wall to wall, like a newborn ghost lost. She flew with eyes closed because the emotion was too intense. For a long time, she swooped and darted, her mind raging over this foul body that made people spit. She swooped and darted, swooped and darted, a bat spooked in daytime.

   But then, outside the house, it started to rain. The din on the iron roof was so harsh it muted everything. She stopped flying, hovered and listened to the rain. There was something magical about rain pummelling iron sheets. It soothed, lulled. Her breathing slowed. Calm descended. She opened her eyes. The beams, big and black, were so close she could touch them. The walls seemed to have hemmed them in. The rain stopped. It stopped suddenly. As if it too was listening. Matalisi, a radio programme, wafted like a whisper. When the voices of the teenagers drifted to her, Kirabo looked below.

   In a corner, her body was fidgeting in the feminine posture. Kirabo had not learnt to sit like other women. Her legs hurt easily. Guilt set in about leaving her good self down there under the bullying eyes of the teenagers. The thought set her heart racing, emotion rising again. Luckily, the rain came back, this time wild, as if a giant in the sky was pouring pebbles on the roof. It drowned her racing heart and it slowed. Yet she could not find rest. She decided to fly out of the room.

   On the right was Grandfather’s bedroom. If she flew in there, he was probably dyeing his hair with Kanta using a blackened toothbrush. Or he was screwing the segments of his Gillette razor together, readying himself to brush the soapy lather across his jaw and shave, making faces as he went. Grandfather’s bedroom smelt of Barbasol.

   To the left was Grandmother’s bedroom. No chance of flying in there. It was the darkest and stuffiest room in the house. Its small window, which Grandmother opened grudgingly, never refreshed the room.

   She flew through the third door into the diiro. She ignored the pictures on the walls – a blue-eyed Christ with peculiarly feminine hands on a calendar, Sir Edward Muteesa, whose handsomeness made women swoon, then her favourite picture, Grandmother and Grandfather on their wedding day. Instead, she soared to her favourite place, the ceiling. She turned, lay flat on her back and stared at the ceiling. She counted the patterns of squares, deepening her solitude. There were smaller squares within the squares; she counted those too. But there were even littler ones in those, and then littler ones within them, until the ceiling was nothing but a swarm of squares. Tranquillity unfurled like a blanket of clouds. Her seclusion was complete. The rain was background noise. The anger, the revulsion, even the disgust at the foulness between her legs, drained from her body and dripped to the floor. Lull.

   She did not know how long she had been up on the ceiling when she heard someone calling.

   ‘Kirabo?’

   She plummeted…

   ‘Your grandmother’s calling you.’

   …and fell back into her body. A trembling feverishness gripped her. The walls of the back room were unsteady. She lifted her bottom off her heels. The left leg was dead, the right one hurt desperately. She closed her eyes to stop the dizziness and stretched out her legs to allow blood to flow into them.

   ‘Kirabo, did I say your grandmother’s calling you?’

   She opened her eyes. The world was steady now.

   ‘Kirabo!’

   ‘What? My legs are numb!’

   ‘Don’t you snap at me.’

   ‘Are you sure that child is not hard of hearing?’

   ‘No, just selective; she hears what she wants to hear.’

   ‘I swear she fell asleep.’

   ‘Did I hear someone picking on kabejja?’ Grandfather’s voice came from his bedroom. ‘Is it possible she is tired?’

   The teenagers fell silent, but their eyes made threats. Kirabo hid her smile as she stood up. She was relieved. The teenagers hadn’t seen her flight – they were irritated, not worried.

   Outside, darkness was total. A residual drizzle from the downpour persisted. Kirabo sidled along the verandah until it ran out. For a moment, she stood on the edge, dreading the mud. Then she plunged. The cold of the rain stung. She tried to sprint, but the mud held back her slippers, sucking them away from the soles of her feet.

   ‘Where were you?’ Grandmother asked when Kirabo got to the kitchen. ‘I have been calling and calling.’

   Kirabo shivered.

   ‘Are you all right?’

   She nodded.

   Grandmother looked in her face, then felt Kirabo’s forehead with the back of her hand. Reassured, she said, ‘Take that basket of food to the house.’

   It was two days since Kirabo had made up her mind to consult Nsuuta, the blind witch. Two days during which she had not found a moment to slip away. But after this flight to the ceiling, right in front of the teenagers, she had to create an opportunity. What next: flying in class during lessons?
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   The moment presented itself at dusk the following day. Grandfather was in his bedroom listening to Omulimi, a farmers’ programme on the radio. Grandmother was getting supper ready. The teenagers had gone to fetch water. Kirabo was not welcome at the well in the evening because that was when the big boys were sweet on village girls and the big girls lowered their guard around village boys. Apparently, Kirabo had a nasty habit of dropping these things into conversation with her grandparents. Whenever she tried to join the teenagers, they hissed threats. There was still daylight, so Kirabo decided to go and sit with Grandmother in the kitchen and wait for the dark.

   She paused at the door. Grandmother looked up, a lusansa straw pinched between her lips. A huge roll of the mat she was weaving sat coiled beside her feet. She moved up on the mat to make room for Kirabo. She added the lusansa to the edge of the mat and wove again, criss-crossing the straws above and beneath, sometimes skipping two or even three at a time, to make patterns. Kirabo remained at the door, held back by guilt that she was about to betray her grandmother.

   ‘Are you going to stand there all evening like an electricity pole?’

   Kirabo stepped inside. When she sat down, she leaned her back against Grandmother and closed her eyes. She listened to Grandmother’s heart. Her body expanded and fell, expanded and fell with each breath. I am not betraying you, Jjajja: I love you too much. Kirabo was sure Grandmother’s heart could feel hers.

   She opened her eyes. Ganda chickens were strutting in. Apart from the one with chicks, they made a fuss as they flew up to the rafters. The mother hen went to the nest in a corner where she hatched her chicks and made roosting noises. The chicks ran and collected around her legs. Slowly, they disappeared into her rump as she sat on them and closed her eyes. Something caught in Kirabo’s throat about Mother Hen’s kind of love.

   Grandmother nudged Kirabo to sit up and leaned forward to stoke the fire. When she sat back down, Kirabo did not lean against her again. She turned and looked at her. She stared for so long Grandmother asked, ‘Have I grown horns?’

   Kirabo wondered whether to tell Grandmother that age spots had appeared under her eyes. God must have sprinkled them while Grandmother slept, because they were not there the other day. On her chin were two hairs, thick and curled. Kirabo reached to touch them. Grandmother looked up sharply. Kirabo’s hand fell. ‘There is a hair on your chin.’

   ‘It means I am going to be rich someday.’

   ‘Giibwa said a hair is coming on my chin too.’ Kirabo rubbed her chin.

   Grandmother lips twitched. ‘Let me see.’ She tilted Kirabo’s chin. ‘You are going to be very rich: my wealth and yours combined.’

   ‘Why do you smile small, Jjajja?’

   Grandmother picked up another straw, tore it with her teeth and sighed. ‘You are growing up, not down.’

   ‘Hmm?’

   ‘Now don’t go hurrying to grow up to find out.’

   Kirabo laughed.

   ‘Mosquitoes have started. Go and check in the water barrels. If there is water, take a bath and stay in the house with your grandfather.’

   Kirabo jumped up. Darkness was complete. She ran to the barrels but did not check them. Instead, she ran around the kitchen to the back path that went to Batte’s house. There was no chance of meeting anyone that way. Batte, the village drunk, lived alone. He had already gone to Modani Baara, the local bar, to drink. She reached the rear of Batte’s kitchen and crossed his front yard. The house was in total darkness. When she got to the main road, she heard the teenagers returning from the well. She stepped behind a shrub. Nothing to worry about; there would be an hour of taking baths before they noticed her absence.

   When the teenagers turned into the walkway, Kirabo jumped from behind the shrub and sprinted down the road, past the Coffee Growers’ Co-operative Store, known as koparativu stowa by everyone in the village. It was so dark that bushes, shrubs, coffee shambas and matooke plantations were one solid mass of blackness, a shield rather than a threat. Kirabo couldn’t even see her hands. When she got to Nsuuta’s, she ran across her courtyard, but stopped before she got to the door and tiptoed the rest of the way.

   Nsuuta had not closed her front door, but a lantern was lit. An invitation to mosquitoes, Kirabo tsked. But then again, Nsuuta could be one of those witches even a mosquito would not dare bite. She peered through the door: Nsuuta was nowhere to be seen.

   The witch’s diiro was small. The lantern sat on top of a packed bookshelf with glass shutters. On the wall a huge portrait of Kabaka Muteesa II – this time in royal garb, sitting on his throne – took up most of the space. On the other wall was a calendar: December 1968. On it was the familiar image of Sir Apollo Kaggwa with Ham Mukasa that every household had on its walls, as if attempting to turn back time and wish Idi Amin away. In a basket placed next to the lantern was a heap of spectacles, some plastic, some metallic.

   ‘Koodi?’ Kirabo called.

   ‘Karibu; we are in. Who is there?’ The voice came from the inner rooms.

   ‘Kirabo.’

   ‘Eh?’ Disbelief. ‘You mean Kirabo, Miiro’s morning sunshine?’

   ‘Yes.’ Kirabo had no qualms about that description.

   ‘My grandmother, Naigaga,’ Nsuuta swore. ‘Is everything all right?’ She appeared from the inner room, frowning. She stood in the doorway, too tall and erect for an old woman and too dignified for a witch, as far as Kirabo was concerned. Nsuuta stared at Kirabo with glassy blue eyes. ‘Come, come in.’

   Kirabo was transfixed. She had no idea old people could be beautiful. She had seen Nsuuta up close five years ago at Aunt YA’s wedding, but all she saw then was a witch. In her own home, Nsuuta had the light skin of a gourd. Unlike Grandmother, who plaited her hair in small tucked-in knots, Nsuuta cut hers short and brushed it backwards. And her house? Too tidy. She must have trapped a newly hatched ghost, on its way to the ancestors, to do her chores.

   ‘Everyone is fine.’ Kirabo whispered to indicate that she had come on the stealth. She took a breath as she kicked off her slippers at the door. When she stepped inside, she felt Grandmother’s trust evaporate with a shiver.

   ‘Something big must be chasing Miiro’s favourite.’ Nsuuta sat down on a mat. ‘Come, tell me what it is. But first, how is your grandfather?’

   ‘He is there. Very well.’

   Now inside Nsuuta’s house, Kirabo didn’t know how to start.

   ‘Come close, let me see how you have grown.’

   Kirabo shuffled forward on her knees. Perhaps Nsuuta would sense her problems through touch. Nsuuta felt Kirabo’s hands, then her arms, measuring them at the joints. She touched Kirabo’s face with both hands, feeling her cheekbones, eyebrows, forehead and chin.

   ‘Hmm.’ She seemed worried. ‘Your features are well arranged.’ Nsuuta felt Kirabo’s neck. ‘Oh, your grandmother’s neck. Now we have a problem.’

   ‘Ah?’

   ‘You might turn out good-looking and dumb.’

   ‘Ah?’

   ‘You didn’t know? Once the world stares at beauty, the brain stops growing.’

   ‘Why?’

   ‘Beauty brings all the fine things in life, but a plain girl needs her wits about her.’

   ‘But I am so dark-skinned they call me Kagongolo.’

   ‘That might help. By the time people realise a dark woman is beautiful she has walked past. But light-skinned women, mya’ – she made a flash with her hands – ‘they dazzle and blind.’

   Kirabo wanted to laugh; did Nsuuta have any idea how light-skinned she was?

   ‘People say my legs are “embarrassed”.’

   ‘Who cares about skinny legs? You are going to bury them in a busuuti.’

   Kirabo had never thought of that.

   ‘However, you might get too tall if you don’t stop growing now.’ Nsuuta cupped Kirabo’s face in her hands. Unlike Grandmother’s coarse ones, Nsuuta’s hands were as soft as a baby’s. She does not do chores, Kirabo thought.

   ‘How old are you?’

   ‘Started walking my thirteenth this month.’

   ‘Just made twelve? Wo! You are already too tall. Listen, if people ever say to you, Oh, Kirabo, you are good-looking, you are beautiful – ignore it. You have not earned it. Otherwise, beauty can get in your way.’

   ‘Already they call me Longie, for longido or lusolobyo.’

   Nsuuta laughed relief. ‘We Ganda cannot stand tall women.’

   ‘I will never get married, anyway.’

   ‘Good. I mean…why?’

   ‘I am a witch.’

   Nsuuta sat back and batted her eyelids. ‘A witch?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘What kind of witch?’

   ‘A real one.’

   ‘Oh.’ Pause. ‘Have you talked to your grandmother?’

   ‘How? She would not understand.’

   ‘And I would?’

   ‘You are the only witch I know.’

   Nsuuta’s face shone as if it was a compliment.

   ‘Everyone says that despite your blindness you can see. And you make men do things for you.’

   ‘I do.’ Nsuuta was shameless. ‘Tell me, how do you know you are a witch?’

   ‘There are two of me.’

   ‘Oh? That is serious. Where is the other one?’

   ‘Right now? Inside me, both. But recently, the bad one keeps flying out. Are there two of you too? Does one of you fly out, does she make you do bad things?’

   Nsuuta sighed. ‘Yes, there are two of me, but we are looking at you, not at me. When did you find out there are two of you?’

   ‘They have always been there, but then the bad one has started to fly.’

   ‘Hmm.’ Nsuuta sighed. Tell me, Kirabo. Of your two selves, who are you now, who is talking to me?’

   Kirabo looked blank.

   ‘I mean, when the bad self flies out, do you stay with the good self or do you fly with the evil one?’

   Kirabo wanted to lie that she stayed with the good self, but Nsuuta already knew.

   ‘It is a crisis, it is it not, Kirabo,’ Nsuuta asked, ‘when you realise you prefer your evil self?’

   ‘I don’t. In truth I don’t. She takes me with her all the time.’

   Nsuuta sighed. ‘Your two selves are different from mine.’

   ‘How?’

   ‘Yours seem special… I think you are a special girl, Kirabo.’

   ‘But I want to stop the dreadful things.’

   ‘What dreadful things?’

   ‘Oh—’

   ‘You can trust me, I am a witch too.’

   ‘Ah…it is not good…’

   ‘If you don’t tell me, how can I help you?’

   ‘You know when people say Don’t do that, you are a girl?’ Kirabo picked at Nsuuta’s mat, not meeting her eyes.

   ‘Yes?’

   ‘I wait until no one is around and do it,’ she said. ‘Just to see what happens,’ she added quickly. ‘Like the other time—’

   ‘What did you do the other time?’

   ‘You know the jackfruit tree behind our kitchen?’

   Nsuuta nodded.

   ‘I pulled down my knickers and flashed my…erm to see whether it would die or stop bearing fruit.’

   ‘Oh, Kirabo.’ Nsuuta clapped shock.

   ‘I fight with the boys – they don’t pass the ball to me and I throw them off my grandfather’s pitch. I hate chores, I hate kneeling and I cannot stand babies. Sometimes I feel squeezed inside this body as if there is no space. That is when one of me flies out.’

   ‘Kirabo.’ Nsuuta held Kirabo’s shoulders with both her hands and looked into her eyes. ‘Maybe everyone, even your grandmother, feels squeezed sometimes.’

   ‘Nooo.’

   ‘Maybe occasionally she hates being a woman. Did you know she loved to run naked in the rain when we were young?’

   ‘That grandmother of mine?’ It was impossible to imagine Grandmother young, let alone running naked in the rain.

   ‘It is our whisper; don’t ever tell anyone.’

   Kirabo looked into Nsuuta’s glassy blue eyes. They looked back at her. Nothing in her manner suggested she was blind.

   ‘As for your two selves, you will have to come back. I need to consult my powers.’

   Something warned Kirabo against coming back. That is how addiction to witching starts – with multiple consultations. But what was the alternative? She had to stop the flights before they got out of hand.

   ‘Okay, but I only want to stop flying, that is all. I don’t want to do anything horrible.’

   ‘Don’t worry, I will take care of it. When you find time, come back and I will tell you what my powers saw. Now run home before you get in trouble. And remember, not a word to anyone about this.’

   ‘I promise.’

   As Kirabo stepped outside she remembered the other thing that had been troubling her.

   ‘Nsuuta, can you find my mother for me?’

   Nsuuta started. Kirabo did not wait for her to recover. She ran across the courtyard and back into the road. Behind her, Nsuuta smiled. A huge, fat smile. Twelve years ago, when Tom arrived with a six-month-old baby without a mother, Nsuuta had predicted this moment. What did her grandparents expect? That they could love the mother out of the child? Through the years Alikisa, Miiro’s wife, had turned Kirabo and the rest of the family against Nsuuta. Then her blindness had grown worse, making it impossible for her to lure Kirabo over to herself. Yet, out of nowhere, Alikisa’s spite had delivered the child right into her hands. With a bonus – the idea of flying out of her body. It was as if Kirabo was biologically Nsuuta’s own. This notion of flying would give her the perfect angle to start. Nsuuta clapped wonderment. Sometimes God loved her as if he would never kill her. She stood up and closed her door. She was ready.
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   Since there was not a grain of sleep in sight, Kirabo opened her eyes. She raised her head off the pillow and listened. Across the room, Grandfather breathed evenly. She put her head down again, yawned, turned on her left side, then on to her back. She pushed the covers below her waist, then kicked them to the foot of her bed.

   When she had returned from Nsuuta’s house, her absence had not been noticed. But during supper, seeing Grandmother’s trusting face, the way she fussed over her (‘Why are you toying with your food, Kirabo?’), made her feel like a hyena. A chill came over her. She pulled the covers back up, yawned again and turned on her right side. She tucked in her knees and when she started to warm up, she eased on to her back. Her head fell to one side. Her hands became so weak she could not lift them.

   She was outside the house, floating above the doorstep. It was as dark outside as it was in the bedroom. The wind was strong. Banana leaves flapped so close it sounded as if she stood in the middle of Grandmother’s plantation. She flew across the front yard, on to the road. She started up the hill, counting the houses as she went. All the homes were asleep, the road empty, the silence blissful. Even malice appeared to be taking a rest. She came to the last home before the hilltop, the reverend’s house, where Grandmother grew up when her father was reverending the villages. Closer to the hilltop, the dispensary stunk of disinfectant even at night. Nsuuta was its first nurse before she lost her sight.

   Kirabo reached the top of the hill. The road cut between the twin peaks of Nattetta Hill. On the right peak was the Protestant church and its schools. On the left peak was the Catholic parish and its schools. She turned to the right, the Protestant side and her church. She flew to the roof and climbed the steeple. She stood on top of the spire holding on to the cross, the highest point in Nattetta. She held the other hand out and leaned away from the cross. She started to swing round the cross, round and round, picking up speed until she spun so fast the village below disappeared and heaven was a vortex. Then, like a cannon, she launched into the sky, up, up, until she couldn’t go higher. She stayed. The world below was nothing, pitch-black. She waited, waited. Then a light began to germinate, sprouting out of the ground below like a bean planted in a tin. It grew to the size of a candle flame. When it became the size of a bulb, Kirabo’s heart expanded; that was the place where her mother liv—

   Bo, I am calling.

   She fell back into bed. Batte was returning from Modani Baara. As drunk as a frog. Kirabo buried her head in the pillow. Somehow he only started singing when he reached Miiro’s house.

   
‘I am a smile-thrift, you know, Mother ran out of smiles.

Mother gave me a voice so huge I cannot help singing.

It was so heavy, God held it with both hands.

But humans are such, they would bear the sky a grudge.

Hmm-hmm, let me sing: I am a son of beauty. 

Hmm-hmm, let me dance: life is a thief. 

Hmm-hmm, let me drink: the dead were hasty.

Where is my mother, the most beautiful…

Who has seen her, I will reward—’



   Batte’s voice staggered under a high note and collapsed. The problem with Batte, Kirabo thought, was that he was shrouded in mystery. On the one hand you had Batte the village drunk, who sang the residents awake every night; and on the other there was Batte the shy recluse. There was the rare one, Tom’s best friend, whom you glimpsed when Tom came to visit. What Kirabo knew about him, she had gleaned from whispers and careless remarks.

   Apparently, as a boy, Batte lived with his mother, Nnante, an unfortunate second wife in whom the husband quickly lost interest. Batte was her only child. He was a hard-working boy – always at home helping with chores, then doing homework. In school, he was so clever Miiro got him into Kololo High, an Asian secondary school in the city. However, when the time came to go out with his friends like teenage boys do, Batte remained the same good boy. Nnante started to hint that she would manage the chores, that he could put away his homework and go with Tom to look for fun, but Batte refused. She shoved him outside, saying, ‘The kitchen is for women.’

   ‘Poor Nnante,’ Widow Diba once sighed, ‘how she haunted the bushes.’ According to Widow Diba, Nnante found every leaf, root, seed, sap and stem of a plant recommended to cure Batte’s lack of adventure. It did not matter where – deep in the jungle, in the swamps, on riverbanks or on hilltops – Nnante made the journey. And she administered the herbs in all forms: smoked, sniffed, chewed, tied around Batte’s waist, mixed with food or mixed in his bath. Nnante tried everything. She even took him to the River Nile and immersed him in water – but wa, nothing. Until a snake put an end to her quest.

   Nnante was found stiff and dry in the bush with herbs gripped in her dead hands. Widow Diba pried them out. And when Batte was collected from the city where he worked, Diba said to him, ‘You see these herbs, young man, you see them, hmm? I had to break your mother’s fingers to prise them out. Take them. If they don’t heal you of whatever is wrong, then I don’t know.’

   The herbs did worse. Batte did not go back to his city job. He stayed in his mother’s little house and cried and degenerated into the village drunk – reticent and reclusive by day, singing his mother out of the grave by night.

   Kirabo’s mind grew incoherent. She was at Batte’s house, but the church steeple floated by, followed by Nsuuta’s book cabin, then her grandparents’ wedding picture. Footsteps were coming, faint. They crunched loose gravel, getting louder. The shoes appeared, then the legs. She would recognise her mother’s skinny legs anywhere. But before the rest of her body appeared, the legs were whipped away.

   Why does rain make pee painful? Kirabo crossed her legs and made rhythmless wiggles. She peered outside; there was no one about. The toilet was too far and the rain would not stop. You can pee on the verandah; the rain will wash it away. She edged along the verandah. By the time she got to the furthest end, the pee was unstoppable. She fumbled with her knickers and barely managed to squat in time. Glorious relief. Columns of rainwater, formed by the corrugated iron roof, fell like lines of colourless strings. On the ground, puddles receiving them danced in rippling waves. Her own rivulet snaked from between her legs, hesitant at first, then certain, hurtling across the verandah until it fell over the edge into the puddles. The waves in the puddle grew outwards. Too bad she had run out of pee. Funny, though: it was getting warm, cosy even despite the rain.

   Kirabo woke up. A wet patch under her hip was starting to get cold. She sat up. It was not even raining outside. For a while, she sat in her pee trying to come to terms with what she had done. If only she could sew her peeing hole closed. She could already hear the teenagers jeering What map did the cartographer draw last night? as she took her bedding out for washing. She eased her bottom on to the patch – it would be dry by morning – and lay back. But after a while, the wet patch started to make her skin itch. She sat up again.

   ‘Jjajja?’

   Miiro caught his breath and lifted his head. ‘Has it rained in your bed, kabejja?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Hop into mine then.’ And he moved towards the wall.

   Kirabo pulled off her wet nightdress, felt for a dress in the dark and pulled it on. She jumped into her grandfather’s bed, curled into his back and smelt Barbasol on his skin. By the time he pulled the blanket up to her neck, she was asleep.
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   She almost danced when she arrived at Nsuuta’s house and the front door was open. It had been two days since the first consultation, and between family and chores she had not found a single gap in which to slip away. But yesterday old Teefe had died; all the grown-ups were at her funeral. Nonetheless, Kirabo looked cautiously up and down the road, then peered into the gardens close by before sprinting across the front yard. She had also carried a satchel with her playthings, as if she was on her way to Giibwa’s to play. As she got to the front door, Nsuuta appeared from the inner room, dishevelled.

   ‘Eh, I woke you up? Forgive me. I saw the door open and thought What luck – Nsuuta is at home.’

   ‘Yes, I was—’

   ‘Did you not go to Teefe’s funeral?’ Kirabo stepped into the diiro.

   Nsuuta grabbed the door frame on both sides as if Kirabo was pushing to go into her inner rooms.

   ‘I returned in the morning to doze a bit. I must have overslept. What is the time?’

   ‘Towards six hours of day. The sun is almost in the middle of the sky…’ Kirabo’s nose caught something in the air; she sniffed, and a puzzled look came over her face.

   ‘What is it? Does my house smell?’

   ‘Is my grandfather here?’

   ‘Who, Miiro? What would Miiro be doing here?’

   ‘I smell him.’

   ‘Smell him, child, how can you smell a person?’

   ‘I know my grandfather: he has been here.’

   Nsuuta’s eyes moved left and right, left and right, without focus. ‘I’ve been sleeping all morning: Miiro has not been here.’

   ‘Then he is coming.’

   ‘Really?’

   ‘I told you, I am a wit—’

   ‘You have to go, Kirabo.’ Nsuuta crossed the diiro, grabbed Kirabo’s arm and led her out of the house and across the courtyard. When they got to the road, Nsuuta let go of her hand and whispered, ‘Tell me, how does your grandfather smell?’

   ‘Like love. Love smells like flowers.’

   Nsuuta threw back her head and laughed.

   ‘But Grandmother smells like vegetables – aubergine, garden eggs, jobyo spinach.’

   Nsuuta stopped laughing. A shadow floated across her blue eyes.

   ‘I know my grandfather; he—’

   ‘You know nothing.’

   Kirabo was startled.

   ‘How can you know anyone when you don’t even know yourself?’

   Kirabo wanted to protest – I know myself – but she was smarting from Nsuuta’s rebuke. Then Nsuuta touched her shoulder as if she had snapped at the wrong person.

   ‘What I meant, child, is that we are our circumstances. And until we have experienced all the circumstances the world can throw at us, seen all the versions we can be, we cannot claim to know ourselves. How, then, do we start to know someone else?’

   Kirabo was perplexed. All she had said was that she knew her grandfather. Why all this grown-up talk?

   ‘I have to return to Teefe’s funeral,’ Nsuuta said. ‘Come back soon; I have got news for you.’

   ‘You have? Did you see my flight the other night?’

   Nsuuta nodded.

   ‘I swung on the church steeple again.’

   ‘And I saw your mother.’

   Kirabo gasped. ‘You too saw the light grow at her house?’

   ‘Hmm, now go.’ Nsuuta turned away.

   As she watched Nsuuta walk away, Kirabo covered her mouth as if it was too much happiness and she needed to hold it back. Then she ran up the road, the satchel of playthings bobbing on her back. Finally, she was going to see her, she would know what it felt like to have a mother. Then she made promises to herself: I will never take her for granted, no rolling my eyes the way Giibwa does at her mother. She skipped up the road. I will be cured of flying.

   There was still time to go and play with Giibwa before the grown-ups came back from Teefe’s burial. Kirabo crossed the road and took the trail to Kisoga, Giibwa’s village. The path was overgrown on both sides with bamboo thickets. Kirabo skipped along. The day was perfect – no chores, and thanks to Teefe’s timely death, no grown-up in sight. Everywhere was a lightness in the air, one that came only when grown-ups were away. All that loving, that making sure you are okay and behaving, got heavy sometimes. Everywhere children played tappo, nobbo, gogolo, seven stones. The only sad thing was that Kirabo had made a promise to Nsuuta to keep quiet about her mother, which meant she couldn’t share the good news with Giibwa.

   She came to the Nnankya, a stream which formed the border between Nattetta and Kisoga. Because Nnankya, the spirit who owned the stream, was a clanswoman, Kirabo walked to the bank to say hello. The stream was silent, as if still. Yet tiny fish wriggled against the flow. They were so transparent she could see their spines. Kirabo shut out the rest of the world to hear the Nnankya flow. Water made irate noises where stones or plants stood in its way; it sucked its teeth when there was a dip in the gradient. Something hidden under the silt blew bubbles to the surface, tadpoles probably. For a while Kirabo listened to the stream. Then she jumped in and made a splash. Fish vanished, water muddied. Her feet sang at the cooling effect. After a while she stepped out on to the stones and skipped from one to another until she reached the other side. She said ‘See you’ to Nnankya and carried on.

   A stench of cow dung and urine whipped her face, and Miiro’s kraal came into view. It was empty; the herdsman had taken the cows to graze. She walked past the kraal, past the herdsman’s house, past four other dwellings until she came to Giibwa’s home. Only the labourers who worked in Miiro’s coffee, cotton and matooke shambas lived here in Kisoga. Their wives grew food on the land Grandfather allocated to them while the husbands laboured. At the end of the month the men came to the house and Miiro counted out their money, which they signed for in a book.

   Giibwa’s mother was using her bare hands to level cow dung for mulching and manure. Kirabo knelt and greeted her. She replied in Lusoga, even though Giibwa and her father were Ganda. Apparently, Giibwa’s mother had said, ‘Why speak Luganda, which is lame Lusoga?’ The audacity. All the grown-ups said it. Because of this, residents called her Gyamera Gyene behind her back. Some bullies called Giibwa the same to her face. But the phrase did not make sense to Kirabo. Gyamera gyene is of trees; it means they grow by themselves rather than being planted.

   Kirabo asked if she and Giibwa could go out to play.

   Giibwa and Kirabo could not have been more different. Giibwa was cherubic, whereas Kirabo was trouble. Giibwa was shorter, a little chubby where Kirabo was a reed. Giibwa smiled like a sunflower, Kirabo frowned and blinked. Giibwa was meek, while Kirabo was in charge, all-knowing, her views thrust on friends. Giibwa was so light-skinned, people called her Brown – ‘You mean Bulawuni?’ – and marvelled how God gave Mwesigwa, Giibwa’s father, a beautiful daughter, and a pang of jealousy would stab Kirabo. But it would not last, because she was Miiro’s kabejja and Giibwa was the daughter of his labourer.

   ‘Some food, Kirabo?’ Giibwa asked.

   Kirabo shook her head: no way was she eating anything there, not after seeing Giibwa’s mother roll dung with her bare hands. Giibwa served some beans and a few planks of cassava. Watching her eat, hunger started to scrape Kirabo’s stomach. But it was too late now. She could not change her mind. She watched Giibwa wipe away thick gravy with the plank until the plate was clean. Before they set off, Giibwa dropped two clusters of ndiizi bananas into Kirabo’s satchel.

   ‘Today, we will go to my house,’ Kirabo said.

   ‘What do you mean, “your house”?’

   ‘You mean I have never told you? I have a house. It is big, huge, with a lot of land. My grandfather gave it to me. Come, I will show you.’

   Giibwa followed Kirabo reluctantly. ‘Why would he give you a house?’

   ‘To belong to me.’

   ‘But you are just a girl.’

   ‘My grandfather says I am special. It belonged to Great-Grand Luutu.’

   Giibwa kept quiet. They turned into a trail going southward, which avoided the crossing at the Nnankya. They walked between sweet potato gardens, cassava, beans and maize. And when they reached the swamp it was gardens of sugar cane and yams. Finally, they joined the main road and walked towards the border between Nattetta and Bugiri, where Kirabo’s great-grandfather Luutu’s house was located.

   The house was huge. Bigger than Miiro’s. A mansion compared to Giibwa’s home. It had a large stoep surrounded by mosquito mesh, which must have been the fashion back in Great-Grand Luutu’s time. The rest of the house was skirted by a wide, elevated verandah. A shell of a car, a Zephyr, perfect greenish skin, sat on the ground overgrown with weeds. A woman vaguely related to Miiro lived there.

   Kirabo, hands on hips, shook her head at the unkempt state of the property. ‘This is unacceptable. Look at the state of the compound.’ She waved a hand like a seasoned landlady. ‘I am going to have a word with Grandfather; these are breeding grounds for snakes.’

   ‘Why can’t we play at our usual place?’

   ‘You don’t like my house: are you jealous?’

   Giibwa did not reply.

   Their playhouse was a space under a canopy of three young trees. The girls started by sweeping out the dry leaves. Then they tied the flowers they had picked on to the tree trunks, spread a sackcloth on the floor and laid down their babies to sleep. Kirabo had made her baby out of banana fibre, while Giibwa had moulded hers out of mud. Kirabo also laid out her white plastic doll, although she rarely played with it. She was outside peeling ‘food’ when Giibwa gasped, ‘Kirabo, Kirabo, my cores have come.’ Kirabo placed the matooke in a Blue Band tin on the fire and hurried ‘inside’ to Giibwa.

   Giibwa had been attempting to nurse her clay baby when she made the discovery. She pulled down the neckline of her dress, but because of the buttons at the back, it came down only a fraction. As she tried to lay the baby back on the sackcloth, its head rolled off. Giibwa put the rest of her baby down and poured water in the dust to make mud, which she used to reinforce the baby’s neck and reattach the head. She laid her baby out for the neck to heal. Then she turned around and asked Kirabo to undo the buttons at the back of her dress. She pulled it down and revealed a paler chest. Both Giibwa’s breasts pouted. She felt the areola of her right breast. ‘This one.’ She shoved it at Kirabo. ‘Feel it.’

   Kirabo pinched and felt a lump the size of a lozenge. She gasped. ‘It is real.’ Then she felt the one on the left. ‘This one is lagging behind: it is a pea.’

   ‘First, the one on the right comes’ – Giibwa had the impatience of a breast specialist – ‘and then the one on the left.’

   Kirabo pulled down her own neckline and pinched her areolas, from one to another. Wa, just empty skin which gathered as she pinched but on release spread flat across her chest. She was reaching to feel Giibwa’s miracle again when Giibwa snapped her chest out of reach.

   ‘Don’t.’

   ‘Eh?’

   ‘Young breasts are shy: they could go back.’

   Kirabo was alarmed.

   ‘If you tamper with them, touch-touching, when they have just arrived, they disappear.’ But her face said You have a house, I have breasts; who is happier?

   ‘Okay.’ Kirabo swallowed the snub. ‘Squeeze them yourself; squeeze and see if there is milk.’

   Giibwa pressed the areola hard. A tear peered from the teat and Kirabo shrieked ‘Maama!’ and held both cheeks in frozen awe. Giibwa sighed and stretched out her legs like a grown-up preparing to breastfeed. Kirabo sat back, dejected. To lift her spirits, she took her banana fibre doll and tried to nurse it, but without a face the doll was not appealing to nurse. Giibwa lifted her baby to breastfeed. The neck had not healed and the head rolled off again.

   Kirabo laughed. ‘Someone’s baby has lost its head.’

   ‘At least it has a face, but someone’s – you cannot tell the face from the back of the head.’

   ‘At least I have a proper doll.’

   Kirabo lifted her plastic doll, a present from Aunt Abi who lived in the city. The doll rolled its eyes up-down, up-down, like a bulb flickering. When she turned it, a cry emanated from the back, under a lid labelled Made in China. Kirabo caressed the long yellow hair.

   ‘Put it on your breast then,’ Giibwa challenged. ‘Why don’t you ever nurse it if it is your child?’

   Kirabo rose to the challenge. She pulled down the top of her dress and put the doll on an indifferent nipple. The contrast between the white doll and Kirabo’s black chest was so stark Giibwa burst out laughing. She hooted, pointing, unable to speak, until she paused to catch her breath. ‘That charcoally breast feeding that Zungu baby. Talk about baby snatchers.’ She convulsed again.

   For a moment, Kirabo could not find words. Giibwa snubbing her house was one thing, the arrival of Giibwa’s cores before hers was another, but this ‘charcoally’ jibe was more than Kirabo could take in a day. She grabbed Giibwa’s baby and flung the torso outside. It shattered and the pieces scattered across the ground.

   Giibwa stared at her, stunned. Then she screamed, ‘You evil goat!’ and grabbed Kirabo’s Zungu doll. She skipped outside with it. There, she plucked off a chubby hand and threw it on the ground. Kirabo ran out and chased after her. Off came the second hand, and Kirabo stopped to pick up the doll’s limbs.

   Kirabo gave chase again. ‘If I catch you—’

   ‘What will you do, Charcoally? Oh-oh, there goes a leg.’

   Kirabo picked up a clod and hurled it at Giibwa. Giibwa, knowing Kirabo would not dare hit her with a clod, made a show of dodging it.

   ‘Don’t ever come back to play with me, cow-udder.’

   Giibwa laughed. She did not mind being cow-udder light-skinned. And that was the problem. While Giibwa had an arsenal of names emanating from Kirabo’s apparent physical defects, Kirabo had none. Giibwa went for Kirabo’s eyes.

   ‘Panda eyes has no breasts, so she tells lies – I have a house. My grandfather gave me land.’ She tossed her tail this way and that.

   ‘It is my house; my grandfather gave it to me.’

   ‘Women do not own land, jacana legs.’

   ‘In my family we do.’

   ‘That is because you stole us.’

   ‘Stole you?’ This was a new insult.

   ‘You Baganda raided us and brought us here from our homes. My mother says you stole women and property. You stole women to improve your looks. Everywhere you went, devastation.’

   ‘What are you bleating about, stinky goat?’ Kirabo was confused. Apart from her mother, Giibwa was Ganda too.

   ‘Now you are rich from selling us, you show off. My mother says Ganda women were so ugly your men turned to abducting women from other tribes.’

   ‘All your mother knows is rolling dung. Who buys humans? Firstly, did your mother go to school? No. So, she does not know what she is talking about. Secondly, you stink of dung: who would buy a stinker? You are just dumb because you don’t go to school.’

   Giibwa lost confidence in the abduction jibe. Not going to school was her sore point. She revisited Kirabo’s dark skin.

   ‘Kagongolo, your skin is so scorched, you will bite both the upper and lower lip to bleach it with that Ambi cream.’ Giibwa sucked both her lower and upper lip between her teeth and pretended to scour her face with effort.

   This time, Kirabo ran after her resolutely. Giibwa was not lissom where Kirabo was wind. Giibwa kept glancing over her shoulders. As Kirabo caught up, Giibwa threw the torso of the doll at her and Kirabo stopped to pick it up.

   At a safe distance, Giibwa taunted, ‘All your aunts are sluts.’

   ‘What did you say?’

   ‘That is why your grandfather gives you property.’

   ‘WHAT DID YOU SAY?’

   ‘Guy, public bus; your aunt Gayi, village coach. Fancy a ride?’

   Kirabo stopped chasing and pulled out her trump card. ‘You know what, Giibwa? It is time my grandfather had a word with your father. You have gone beyond.’

   Giibwa’s face collapsed. The consequences were dire. She turned and ran out of sight. Kirabo did not chase her. When she returned to their ‘house’, smoke was everywhere. The matooke and mushrooms, which had been cooking, were burning. Fire had travelled to their ‘house’. The sackcloth and all of their playthings on the floor were on fire. Kirabo knew she could call Giibwa back, could forget their fight and ask her friend to help her put out the flames, but she did not. Giibwa had gone too far this time. Instead, she broke leafy branches off the trees and beat the fire on the ground until it died. Everything in their ‘house’ was lost.

  

 
  
   6

   Nsuuta sat against the wall batting her ointment-covered eyelids. She stared through the doorway into the road as if watching the world go up and down. It was still morning, five hours of day. And because the heat had not yet escalated, a sweetness in nature persisted. Kirabo was a few metres away from the door when Nsuuta called, ‘On whom do I see?’

   ‘On me.’

   ‘Ah, Kirabo. Come in, come in.’

   Kirabo stepped in, trying to control her excitement. Even though Grandmother had travelled, Kirabo made sure to sit a little distance away from the doorway. Widow Diba might see her. Diba was that kind of resident who, if you saw her coming while you peed by the roadside, you sat down in your pee and smiled.

   ‘Grandmother has gone to Timiina.’

   ‘To see her relations?’

   ‘She left this morning.’

   ‘Wonderful. It is good for a woman to take a break from marriage and mothering. Let her clan pamper her. She will come back refreshed.’

   Kirabo frowned. Was Nsuuta being old, or just being a hypocrite? Old people say pleasant things for the sake of it. Every time Widow Diba came around, Grandmother said Happy to see you, but under her breath she groaned She has come. Kirabo searched Nsuuta’s face, but there was no trace of sarcasm.

   ‘How is your grandfather?’

   ‘He is there like that. You have news for me?’

   ‘Oh, she is impatient,’ Nsuuta clapped. ‘She has not even asked how I have been.’

   Kirabo greeted Nsuuta, wondering why a witch would care about good manners.

   ‘I have considered the matters you brought to me.’ Nsuuta batted her eyes as if the ointment stung. ‘But I will only tell you more on condition you will not tell anyone.’

   ‘Not a word; in God’s truth.’

   ‘Well then, firstly, look no further: I found your mother.’

   ‘You did?’ Kirabo’s eyes almost popped out.

   ‘She is alive.’

   Kirabo clapped and held her mouth.

   ‘She finished studying at Kyambogo Technical College and got married.’

   There was silence. Kirabo was not interested in her mother’s intellectual or marital life: where was she, when would she see her?

   Nsuuta must have read her mind, for she continued, ‘But she cannot see you yet.’

   A knife ripped through Kirabo’s chest.

   ‘It is not safe for her to see you.’

   ‘Not safe?’

   ‘She has not told her husband about you.’

   ‘About me?’ Kirabo did not understand why she would be a secret.

   ‘She was very young when she had you. And you know what the world is like to girls who get pregnant in school.’

   Kirabo did not speak.

   ‘But I saw her heart crying.’ Nsuuta held both Kirabo’s shoulders. She was so close Kirabo could see an outer ring, whitish, around Nsuuta’s faded irises. ‘As soon as you can see her, my powers will let me know. But you must promise to be patient.’

   Kirabo blinked rapidly, her long lashes exaggerating the act. All the anticipation about seeing her mother, the first words she would say to her, the way she would hold her, the beautiful things her mother would say, the mountains and mountains of gifts her mother would give her.

   ‘When will it be safe?’

   ‘I will keep checking.’

   ‘Can you not make her sneak to see me? I will never tell, will not even call her “Mother”. Once I clap my eyes on her, ba ppa! I am done. Never to contact her again.’

   ‘I don’t make people do things. Only evil witches do that.’

   Anger started to harden Kirabo’s forehead. A witch was a witch, no such thing as a good one.

   ‘Don’t worry, you will see her. If you promise to wait until her marriage is gulu-gulu strong, I will take you to her. You don’t want to destroy her life, do you?’

   Kirabo did not shake her head. A marriage built on deception was already dead. The reverend said so in church.

   ‘Keep coming to check on me so I can tell you the latest news about her. Now, the other problem—’

   ‘What is her name?’

   ‘Whose name?’

   ‘My mother’s.’

   ‘The name did not come to me.’ Nsuuta wiped her lips. ‘The other problem was flying, yes?’

   When the tears reached her eyes, Kirabo ground her teeth. You cry for the living, you give death permission. The tears remained there, not spilling, not going back.

   ‘There are two of you and one flies out, yes?’

   ‘Hmm.’

   ‘Then be happy.’ Nsuuta shook Kirabo’s shoulders as if to loosen her pain. ‘Look at me, Kirabo. You are not a witch. You are just special, eh?’

   ‘Grandfather says I am special.’ But it came out as a wail.

   ‘He has discernment, that man, but I don’t think he sees the whole picture. Listen.’ Nsuuta leaned forward. ‘You fly out of your body because our original state is in you.’ She poked Kirabo in a Lucky you way.

   ‘Our original state?’

   ‘Yes, the way women were in the beginning.’

   ‘We were not like this?’

   ‘Of course not.’ Nsuuta was indignant as if this current state were contemptible. ‘We changed when the original state was bred out of us.’

   Kirabo looked at her hands as if to see the change. ‘Was it bad what we were? Is it what makes me do bad things?’

   ‘No, it was not bad at all. In fact, it was wonderful for us. We were not squeezed inside, we were huge, strong, bold, loud, proud, brave, independent. But it was too much for the world and they got rid of it. However, occasionally that state is reborn in a girl like you. But in all cases it is suppressed. In your case the first woman flies out of your body because it does not relate to the way this society is.’

   ‘Oh.’ Kirabo thought for a moment. ‘Does my mother know about it?’

   Nsuuta was confused.

   ‘I mean, is it the reason my mother does not want me?’

   ‘Who told you your mother does not want you?’ There was panic in Nsuuta’s face.

   Kirabo scratched her ear.

   ‘Has anyone ever told you that?’

   ‘No.’

   ‘This has nothing to do with your mother. Your mother does not know anything about it. I am the only one who does, unless you have told someone else.’

   ‘No! But how do we get rid of it?’

   ‘Get rid of it? Child, it is a gift. Let it grow, let us see what we were like, what we are capable of.’

   ‘How do you know all of this?’

   ‘I am a witch.’

   ‘Does it mean I am possessed?’

   ‘No. Nothing like that. It is here.’ Nsuuta put her hand on Kirabo’s heart. ‘It is our story.’

   ‘Our story?’

   ‘It is an untold story.’

   ‘Untold?’ Her eyes lit up.

   ‘It got buried a long time ago until it was forgotten.’

   ‘But you know it?’

   ‘I dug it up.’

   In Kirabo’s experience, there was nothing like telling a story no one else knew. It guaranteed you the undivided attention of the audience, no one questioning the ‘facts’, no judgement of how you told it, no one smirking like they had told it better.

   ‘Then how was it bred out?’

   ‘In a lot of ways.’ Nsuuta stood up, arms last. ‘Let me go outside for a moment. There is no catching a breath with you, is there?’

   Kirabo watched Nsuuta step outside towards her kitchen and wondered whether ‘There is no catching a breath with you’ was a rebuke. She decided she was reading too much into it.

   While she waited for Nsuuta to return, Kirabo skipped through Nsuuta’s back corridor to find the latrine. At the back door she was arrested by the sight of a tiny grave. It lay at the edge of the back yard, in the middle of a flower garden like a shrine. Kirabo’s pee stopped pressing and she ran back to the diiro.

   Nsuuta came back with two glasses of water on a wooden tray. Kirabo drank hers at once. She gave Nsuuta a moment to finish hers. After a polite interval, she prompted, ‘You were saying how our original state was bred out?’

   ‘Maybe you should come back another day—’

   ‘That is fine, but why was it bred out?’

   Nsuuta sighed. ‘It had been perverted, made ugly.’

   ‘That is frightening; I do not want it.’

   ‘Probably it chose you because you are strong.’

   Kirabo stopped. The idea that the original state had trusted her was confounding. Then her frustration exploded. ‘Was it Adam who persecuted Eve? Was it Kintu doing it to Nnambi?’

   ‘Kintu ne Nnambi, Adam and Eve, Mundu and Sera, they are the same people. Every tribe gave them different names. And no, it was not them. This was a state of being.’

   ‘And you will tell the story to me?’

   ‘On condition you will not get rid of our original state until you know all the facts.’

   ‘All right, I will keep it. But tell me some.’

   ‘I am tired.’

   ‘Just a little, to help me decide whether I want to hear the rest of it.’

   Nsuuta shook her head the way grown-ups surrender to a manipulative child. ‘How does one start the story of our original state?’

   ‘From the beginning.’

   Nsuuta reached for Kirabo’s hand and entwined it with hers. ‘In the beginning—’

   ‘Kin, you were our eyes.’ For Kirabo, storytelling etiquette had to be observed.

   ‘— humans were mere residents of the earth. We did not own it, we did not rule it; we shared it equally with plants, insects, birds and animals. But then one day, our ancients realised they could be more – they could own the earth and reign over it. Do you know what they did?’

   ‘No.’

   ‘They made up stories.’

   ‘Stories?’ Kirabo had imagined war.

   ‘Yes, stories that justified our dominion. First, they came up with Kintu and made him the first human on earth. And what does being the first mean?’

   ‘Winner and leader. Oh, and owner.’

   ‘Exactly. The first son is heir. The firstborn has power. Even the first wife wields power. Here in Buganda we created Kintu, who married Nnambi, and they brought all plants and creatures to earth from heaven. Europeans created Adam and Eve, then claimed that their god, apparently, created everything and then gave them the earth to name, and to rule. There are similar stories around the world that justify human dominion. Through these stories humans gave themselves so much power they could destroy the world if they wished.’

   ‘Destroy the earth how?’

   ‘When I was young, there were wild fruits, vegetables, yams and other plants all over this place. But they no longer exist because people cleared miles and miles of the land to make way for shambas of cash crops brought over by the Europeans. Thousands and thousands of plant species replaced by two: coffee and cotton. Soon, little animals and insects that live in the soil will disappear too.’

   ‘Kdto,’ Kirabo clicked. Put like that, humans were despicable.

   ‘As a result of these stories, humans grabbed territory – this hill is mine…that plain is ours. Creatures which could not fight back were tamed and locked up; those that resisted were hunted down.’ Nsuuta sighed catastrophe. ‘But then one day male ancients said, “Women, stop. You cannot join in.”’

   ‘Why?’

   Nsuuta stood up. ‘Why is where we will start next time.’

   ‘You cannot stop there, Nsuuta; it is going to kill me. It is like giving water to a thirsty person but taking it away when they have only had a tiny sip.’

   ‘Go home; I am exhausted.’

   ‘I come back tomorrow?’

   ‘Tomorrow is too soon. I need to rest.’

   ‘When, then?’

   ‘In three, four days. Now go or I will forget the rest of the story.’

   Kirabo used the back door. First, she went to Nsuuta’s jackfruit tree, which bulged with fruit. She spat in both her palms and rubbed them together to get a good grip. As she climbed, the fact that she was not going to see her mother soon turned the knife. She got to the fruit, tapped on each along the way up, listening. None had that deep-belly sound of ripeness. She came down. Nsuuta had found her mother. It was a start. She walked to the passion fruit thicket under Nsuuta’s musambya tree and shook the shrub. Fruit fell like hailstones. Kirabo shook it until nothing more fell. She collected the fruit into a heap, tied a fibre string tight around her waist and dropped the passion fruit inside her dress until she bulged. She made her way to Giibwa’s home, cracking the shells between her teeth, sucking the sweetness. No, consulting Nsuuta had not been fruitless; her mother had been located. And soon this old state of being would be out of her.
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