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CHAPTER ONE

	There was uproar, loud enough to nudge the guards on the night shift, who, in the last several days, had grown accustomed to the noise in the common room where the Ludo tournament was held. But these were the finals, and it got steadily noisier on the day, with ever-growing tension. The winner was to get an undisclosed prize from the funders; the mystery surrounding the winner’s prize only fed the anxiety that peaked on the Monday afternoon of February 4th, 2002.

	

	The guards ignored the few rowdy inmates for as long as they didn’t break anything or hurt others. Also, immediately after the most recent riot and botched escape, the warden had squarely told them at the assembly in the week before: “We have had a terrible week! Therefore, until it is calm within these walls, we shouldn’t use any kind of force unless your life is being threatened, and also, in such cases, utmost discretion is needed. We don’t want to go back there, at least not too soon. Let’s do our best to restrain ourselves.” It was the warden’s heartfelt plea to the guards.

	

	Thus far, they had heeded, but secretly hoped that the noise would die out with the completion of the tournament, because it was easier to control the inmates on normal days. One only needed to show a straight, apathetic face and expect the inmates to follow instructions as told, without question. But now, the sheepish smiling and insincere fraternizing with the inmates was getting old on them, and they were glad it would stop that Monday.

	

	Two weeks ago, there had been a riot that immediately followed a botched prison break at Inaga prison. It had been effectively and decisively thwarted by the guards, with the help of local police and the lake marine forces. The commotion ended only an hour after it had begun, when the prisoners raised the white flag amidst mounting fatalities. Seven inmates had been killed in the unprecedented show of might, and only a handful of guards were injured, but with only minor wounds, and they had since returned to work after brief stints at the hospital.

	

	And now, everyone hoped to put all that in the past and forge a way forward. The understanding was to temporarily quell tensions and avoid any further confrontation, at least for an indefinite period, and that was how ideas such as the Ludo tournament came to the fore.

	

	The warden had resisted any attempts to introduce board games at the prison, saying that board games were associated with gambling, which he deeply loathed. But he wholesomely agreed to the idea when it came from a charity organization that provided free legal aid to the inmates who couldn’t afford it. The money that the charity organization carried around changed the warden’s opinion, because he often got a chunk of it, but was always keen to remind them that they were “gifts” and nothing else of the sort that would get him in trouble.

	

	The last two players of the Ludo tournament were at it, and it seemed the cause of uproar in the common room was a player who disputed the other’s counting after his last token had been knocked off the board, and then sent back to restart right before entering the safe zone to race to the finish. The cause of the dispute came after the dice played by “player one” rested with number 5 up top.

	

	One faction argued that “player one” had moved his token six places ahead instead of five places, as the dice directed, intending to knock player two’s token back to restart. The other faction argued that “player one” had moved the exact five places to knock off their opponent’s token back to restart. “Player one” had two pieces left on the board, and “player two” had his last piece on the board and was only six places away from emerging victorious.

	

	There was bargaining, impassioned noise, and incessant pleas, with each side rooting for their own. For an hour or so, the common room was polarized, but the guards didn’t intervene. The selected umpire was curiously absent; he had slowly slipped through the crowd and sat at the end of the room, praying that the uproar would die out on its own.

	

	Men were jumping on top of tables, they jumped up and down, screaming profanities, but there wasn’t any brawling. Curiously, the excitement was welcome, because it seemed as though the contentions at the tournament were an outlet for emotions that had been kept hidden for weeks. At the moment, they forgot the grisly events that had previously happened.

	

	“That’s bad sportsmanship from you, Otto! Why do you argue against what is clear to everyone? We all know you can’t knock off Jamo’s token if you move the right five places you played on the dice. You know he will be safe with the next move, and therefore your sole option is to knock him back to restart for you to have a chance. Don’t be a sore loser!” West told Otto.

	

	West was a nickname; he had told everyone that he studied for his Doctor of Philosophy in Rehabilitation Sciences from the ‘West’ and had taught in the ‘West’ until it all went downhill, and he found himself in prison soon after deportation. He didn’t speak more of it, and no one else, except the Warden, knew what he was in for. West was a dark-skinned stalwart with a full head of hair and a haughty look; he spoke with finality and above everyone with his distinct croaky voice that reverberated within his vocal cords before it came out.

	

	In situations such as these, the assertive giant of a man was the authority, but he kept his silence the rest of the time. The common room fell silent immediately after West’s intervention. Many were emotionally drained by the incessant shouting at the tournament as they urged the players on and needed to recharge because the tournament had gone on for too long. Moreover, many were hungry; it was as if that brief phase reminded them of the neglected bodily need for food. The warring sides agreed on one thing: the tournament needed to end.

	

	Jamo played the last piece, and after two dice rolls, the last token was home, and he was victorious, although the celebrations were muted. Otto conceded that he had been eager to win for reasons beyond the undisclosed prize. He didn’t care for it; he thought the Ludo tournament would restore his previously ruined reputation and endear him to the inmates. At least then, he wouldn’t be looking over his shoulder like he had done in the period after the riot, because Inaga had become unsafe. There were rumors that he was the mole who told the warden of the breach on the prison wall where the killings happened. Otto feared that the other inmates were only waiting for the right time to get him, because none was forgiven for being the warden’s lap dog. A good reputation at the Inaga prison was the best currency.

	

	Inaga prison was located near the shore of Lake Mwita and was only a kilometer off the nearest landing site, with Inaga town up north. The town was visible from the glass windows of the prison infirmary on top of a three-story building with offices and storerooms on the lower floors. The picture of the town was an endless series of red corrugated roofs blanketing the hill; the most distinct sound from the town was the tintinnabulation of church bells at 6 a.m. every morning, which the Warden often described as ‘heavenly’, whispering ‘that’s my signal’ to start his day before leaving his office every day. His belief in superstitions knew no bounds.

	

	Most inmates had committed predictable offenses; the most common was illegal fishing on the lake. It was an offense so common that inmates were sentenced to six months or less. Longer sentences meant that the prison would fill up to unbearable numbers. There were also township criminals who had wreaked havoc in the areas of Wakilo, Butiaba, until Matongo, and other areas of the districts. Then there was a small group of illegal immigrants who were usually found shipwrecked on the lake shores. However, they didn’t mix with the rest of the inmates because their cases were termed as ‘trivial’. Therefore, they were put in temporary holdings outside the prison until they were processed. The few that caused chaos in the temporary holdings were promptly welcomed at the prison as inmates. Inaga prison was a small prison with a carrying capacity of three hundred that often imploded to five hundred inmates or so.

	

	The rumors hadn’t done Otto any good. If anything, he hadn’t been as fearful for his life as he had been in the days that followed the riot. The risk of being targeted after the riot was frightening. He had nearly missed the tournament if it hadn’t been for the Warden’s passionate plea to allow everyone to participate. However, the resistance had been a gloomy sign of things to come. At least ten inmates at the time had shown support in their ways, and he was sure to ride on that for as long as possible, since the prison godfather who protected him was long dead. His fears were vivid; he imagined a blade slitting his throat, a sharpened end of a toothbrush piercing through his heart. There was a possibility of anything going wrong, and he shuddered at the thought.

	

	Now West had spoken, and Otto would have to let the game go and relish the support he had gotten thus far. Moreover, he wouldn’t have wanted to anger any other inmates and remind them of the things he wished would be forgotten.

	

	Otto heaved himself laboriously from the chair, a man with a heavy frame. The tough conditions at the prison hadn’t affected his weight; he had a pot belly that meant he only sat lying back to support it, like gravity would pull him down if he dared lean forward. Over the years, he suspected that the need to carry his weight was the reason for his backache, for which he was yet to see the doctor.

	

	Otto was a short man, and the alopecia didn’t do his looks any favors. He was often indecisive about whether the hate he received was due to his overbearing character or his less-than-ideal appearance. What was clear was that he was always disadvantaged in one way or another, yet all he wanted was to belong.

	

	He stood up and reached out to Jamo with a handshake to congratulate him. “Great game, Jamo; you deserved it. I...”

	

	The Warden interrupted him with the sound of a fist repeatedly hitting one of the tables to draw everyone’s attention. Otto had wanted to make a speech to help salvage what had been left of his tattered image. However, the Warden’s loud proclamation made it impossible; it couldn’t have come at a worse time and left him red-faced.

	

	“Please leave the common room now! Make it quick; the caterers are waiting for you in the meal room! We don’t have a lot of time,” the Warden said.

	

	Everyone shuffled through the door into the hallway. The meal room was a distance from the common room, past the library and storeroom, and further ahead to the cell rooms and the assembly room. Otto was the last to leave, and the Warden whispered, “Otto, you’ve been quiet recently, and I think I know why. You’re thinking of what’s going to happen to you now that your godfather is dead. They’re all dead, and only the toothless cronies are left, so I don’t know why you’re worried.”

	

	Otto was eager to say something, but he didn’t because he needed to think. He didn’t want to give the impression that he still wanted anything to do with the Warden after betraying his former boss, Mr. Gregory Hernan. Otto said vaguely, “I will keep that in mind, Warden.”

	

	He moved between the narrow space left by the Warden standing in the door. The Warden had an imposing stature and a name no one called. He preferred to be known exclusively as Warden because he thought that familiarizing himself with names affected his authority somehow. He had a mustache he stroked at odd times, like when he wanted to show he was serious. He was a dark-skinned man with a rapidly receding hairline, eager to hide it with a clean-shaven cut and fashion sense that left him wearing ridiculously tight-fitting clothes.

	

	Even in the meal room, Otto didn’t know where to sit. After days of recuperating from a poorly done operation to cure him of appendicitis, he had missed a lot of what had happened during the riot. After tipping off the Warden, he got a bad case of appendicitis that kept him away for some time. It was thought that Otto had planned to stay away for fear of being caught in the crossfire.

	

	There was an important choice to make in the meal room; the people you sat with for meals showed everyone the kind of person you were. He thought at first to sit with the seemingly frail and harmless because they would surely not reject him. However, after much thought, it didn’t seem wise. Otto thought it would make him look weak and set off a chain of troubles he was keen to avoid, and he abandoned the thought.

	

	The alternative was to sit with Gregory’s old gang; it would risk his wrath because word of Otto’s doings had gone around. However, he was willing to risk and explain himself, so he walked in their direction. But Leni quickly pulled him away. Before he processed what was happening, Leni pulled him to a seat around a table with people he hadn’t seen before.

	

	Otto knew Leni, although they weren’t close. Leni whispered to him, “Eli is one of us. Remember him?” Otto nodded affirmatively. “You sure do! He saved you, and if you know how much influence he has, you’d want to sit here with us.” Then Leni snorted and said audibly for everyone to hear, “Don’t overthink this.”

	

	Otto knew who Eli was; he had personally invited Eli to watch the tournament, but Eli had refused, telling him he was keeping busy preparing the new cell room. He confessed that he had seen the new list of inmates before it would be read in the evening assembly. However, thereafter, Eli had left, and no one saw him.

	

	Leni was a charmer with a curious feline-like personality; he would fit anywhere and didn’t care for friends or alliances at Inaga. In the immediate past, Otto wouldn't have been too eager to be seen with him, but he now seemed useful. Leni was also a fit man of likable manners; a feature most noticeable, even in the dark, was the different shades of eye color he had - a brown shade in one eye and a curious shade of blue that had won him the childhood nickname ‘water demon’ after staying underwater for over a minute without breathing, though no one could confirm the veracity of the story. He had a tattoo on his neck, and his posture while speaking was always in a way that people would see it and ask, and then he would go on and on narrating the same old story. He was also well-spoken, a testament to his rich background; he had wavy hair and a light skin complexion for which he was mocked, saying his look was “less manly.”

	

	Otto was curious; he wondered where Eli was when he didn’t see him at the table. The last time they had met was a short encounter at the infirmary, but he knew he needed to thank him.

	

	Leni grinned hysterically and whispered, “Otto, I know what you’re thinking. You’re asking yourself who these guys are. I will tell you. They are new inmates, and I hate to say this, but they’re going to be here for a while.” He continued, “Therefore, as a small favor for your former friend, the Warden, I’m doing the babysitting, but since I’m not good at it, I will need your help.”

	

	Otto didn’t respond. Leni smiled sheepishly and said, “Meanwhile, we can all introduce ourselves. Your name first, then where you come from, and if you feel generous enough, you can also tell us what you’re in for.”

	

	The introductions began; it was a table of six, and Otto was silent throughout, secretly wishing he would be forgotten. However, Leni wasn’t letting him off that easily and called, “It’s your turn, Otto; we’ve all introduced ourselves.”

	

	On the certainty that Leni wouldn’t leave him alone until he introduced himself, he began, “The name is Otto; I’m from Wako, and I’m serving a seven-year sentence. I’ve been here for four years. I’m in for...”

	

	Leni interrupted him, making a sound like he was clearing his throat. “Thank you, Otto; I think we can all eat now.” Leni smiled, and Otto sighed.

	

	When they spoke and made jokes at the table during the meal, it warmed Otto’s heart. At that moment, he felt a peace that quickly withered when the thoughts plagued him again. Otto didn’t say much that evening until he finished eating. The end of mealtime led to the routine assembly for the daily roll call. So they all left the meal room to the assembly room. But during the roll call, Eli was still missing, and it wasn’t the first time.
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