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To ‘Star eyes’

	


CHAPTER ONE

	James’s sight was unclear due to the fog. He opened and closed his eyes at intervals, repeatedly raising his head. But every time, the fog was still there. His thoughts weren’t any better; he raised his head again after mustering some energy and sat unsteadily, supported by his left hand, which felt numb. He knew he would have to lie down again soon because the world around him seemed to spin endlessly.

	

	The hand was failing; he had awoken with a vague memory and belligerent thoughts. After a minute, he was down again. Twenty-one years old at the time, he awoke again to the sniffing of a dog that had its nostrils too close to his ears. The tickling of its whiskers became increasingly discomforting. It licked his face as he fumbled to keep it away from him, dismissively waving his hand to shoo it away. The dog persisted at first but left as soon as the cat caught its attention. It chased the cat, which climbed to the roof of the dilapidated shack and gloatingly stared down at the dog.

	

	A cold chill ran through him as he lay prostrate on the soggy ground. It awoke him to the reality of his predicament, and he sat again. There was no sign that it had recently rained, but the grass was wet, and the area around him was damp. He had been drinking heavily the night before. That wasn’t hard to remember, as it wasn’t the first time he found himself in that kind of predicament.

	

	Following his binge drinking episodes, he hoped not to find himself in a gravely embarrassing situation the next morning. However, what he didn’t struggle to find was a reason to drink. A steady stream flowed nearby, accompanied by a strong, nauseating stench lingering about, reminiscent of putrid cabbages. He realized he was too close to a flowing stream of sewerage.

	

	It was morning, or at least he presumed so, as he saw the market women setting up their stalls to start their day. School children, well-clad in oversized sweaters and tiny shorts with lengthy stockings, laughed hysterically along the way, playfully pushing each other. He also saw people shopping and men offloading farm produce from the back of three rundown yellow minivans. After the seats were removed, it had become a common practice to use the minivans to transport products sold on the open market. The men heckled each other for the attention of passersby.

	

	The streets looked familiar, but his grip on things wasn’t exactly top-notch at the moment. The cold chill persisted, and he remembered a sweater he had had but couldn’t find. He abandoned that thought. He was slightly convulsing and cramping in his stomach. This particular episode of cramping felt different from the usual pains he had endured before; it was new because it struck him from the backside.

	

	The crowd gathered quickly, and he became a spectacle as he lay on the ground, trying to muster the effort to sit again and recollect his jumbled thoughts. His efforts proved futile; he palpated the back of his head, trying to stop the pain sprouting from the area. After several minutes, he managed to sit, clinging to a tree stump for support. He stood up, wobbling along Lenge Street to the chanting of children who watched on and sarcastically cheered him on.

	

	Lenge Street was in the main town of the Mukono district. It was rocky, with a narrow uphill path stretching hundreds of meters until it reached the only two-lane road through the district. The street was crowded and had a rich history. According to the old people, the street got its name from one of its oldest landladies, Mrs. Lenge. Four decades ago, the area was bushy, with only scattered residential houses belonging to Mrs. Lenge. When she passed away, controversy followed regarding her will, in which she gave all her property to the vendors, who eventually became the owners.

	

	Mrs. Lenge and her estranged family didn’t see eye to eye, and she excluded them all from the inheritance. She died childless, before being diagnosed with a chronic lung infection that had plagued and emaciated her for years. She had asked her tenants to pay her goodwill sums and ten months’ rent to own the property after a year. Many had agreed, and now they owned individual units. She was found dead in her home a year later.

	

	The family members were angry and continually caused problems for the tenants until the courts settled the matter in the new owners' favor. However, the family continuously wreaked havoc on the new landlords in the following years. Eventually, they were all forcefully driven out by machete-wielding men, and by now, every one of them had left the district.

	

	James rented an apartment off the two-lane road through Mekano, a kilometer off Lange Street. He frequented the street for bars to drink and make merry with the older men, many of whom were retired army men who had been relocated to nearby settlements by a government decree. The decree created numerous housing units for them to live in after retirement. They received a regular monthly stipend from the government and didn’t have much to do with the money, so they drank all of it and waited for the next paycheck.

	

	James staggered his way through the street, unsure where he was heading, and he didn’t think he would make it to his apartment in that state. However, he wanted to get as far away as possible from the onlookers. The market women murmured amongst themselves about how a young man’s life was wasting away. Quite sullenly, after shuffling on the streets for a short while, he lost his balance and fell headfirst into a ditch, hitting his head on a rock, and lost consciousness again.

	

	There were beeping sounds all over the place, and the pacing of feet was indicative of the movement of people in the area. James was awoken by the non-stop beeping sounds; he felt numb and failed to turn his neck, however hard he tried. He wanted to look around but soon gave up trying and lay with his half-closed eyes looking at the ceiling. There were tears in his eyes; sadness flickered across his face, and he felt a deep sense of remorse.

	

	His head felt heavy, wrapped in bandages. He lifted his hand to touch the wrappings on his head, and they were exceedingly uncomfortable. The pounding headache began soon after and was now coming from the front part of his head. It superseded the hangovers he had gotten used to over time, and before long, he was forced to close his eyes again.

	

	As soon as he began to fall asleep, he heard inaudible voices coming from outside the room. They sounded familiar but were indiscernible. He tried to eavesdrop on the conversation outside but failed to pick up anything sensible. The voices became louder as the people got closer. He called for attention in suppressed squeals but couldn’t utter a word or open his mouth because of the excruciating pain in trying to move his jaws. He stopped squealing as the pain in his jaws worsened.

	

	James closed his eyes again and slept, sleeping soundly until he began snoring. He occasionally mumbled words in his sleep that didn’t make sense, and it had happened many times before. It had started when he was a child, and he had seen two different therapists, but the therapy sessions were a worthless bother because they didn’t yield any solutions. At one time, the therapist surprisingly remarked that James’ case was one he hadn’t encountered before and only hoped that he would outgrow it. ‘That’s not much of a solution,’ James had thought at the time.

	

	There was a loud noise coming from outside the room that momentarily woke him up. He had been injected with strong pain relievers and, as a result, felt drowsy due to the Tramadol. He repeatedly woke up, but the drowsiness would soon take over. Someone walked into the room, and James was awoken by the sharply squeaking metallic door. The person pushing the door did it slowly, knowing about the squeaky sound. However, that meant it squeaked even longer, which was more bothersome.

	

	With his eyes half-open, the person walking in looked like someone he knew, but his sight was hazy. His memory was no better, and he still found trouble putting together the events that led him there. He was having trouble remembering the smallest details, including his name. He closed his eyes again and turned to look away from whoever was in the room with him.

	

	He still struggled to feel his legs, prompting him to lay in a fetal position to physically feel them. Later, he turned his face to the direction of the window, which now brought in light after the curtains were drawn to one side by the person in the room. The light worsened his headache, and he squealed.

	

	“You’re awake!” she said, “Stay still, and I will call one of the doctors to attend to us.” That was when it hit James that he was in a hospital, and the lady was Madame, his mother. She came back quickly with one of the nurses because they weren’t far away.

	

	Before he was carried to the hospital, everyone watched, and some thought he had died from the fall. He was at St. George Hospital, several kilometers away from Lange Street. Madame's friend, who had seen the commotion at Lange Street, recognized James instantly and transported him to the hospital with the help of the market men who put him in the hospital ambulance. The friend had arranged transport with the ambulance and called Madame that day. The family lived in the district, albeit on the outskirts.

	

	"What happened? I remember nothing," James muttered, his eyes still half-closed. He stared at the curtains on the window, which was on the opposite end of where Madame stood. The nurse in the room drew the curtains further and let in more light until it was too bright for him.

	

	"Nothing is happening here that I haven't been dealing with for the past four years," Madame said somberly. They were joined by other people. "It's foolish for me to think that my son's life will change, but I would rather have hope for the good things as long as I have breath in me," Madame told the other people in the room. Everyone stared intently.

	

	Fred and Alice sat by the bed soon after the doctor had moved out. He had checked all the vital signs, and there were no anomalies to cause alarm. Body temperature, pulse rate, and rate of breathing were all in the normal ranges. The doctor told them he would check on him again after an hour. It had happened before for all of them, and for Alice, who was James' girlfriend, it had been this way for the time she had known him.

	

	It wasn't clear exactly when James began drinking, but Fred thought it was when the family welcomed an uncle who stayed at their home for a year when James was fourteen. In the evenings, he sent James to the market for a local brew, and it was then that he began sipping on what he bought. He continued to experiment with many other alcoholic drinks. When he began receiving pocket money from Madame, it only fueled his habit because he could afford the alcohol.

	

	The rumors in the community about his father reinforced his belief that it was a family tradition to drink. The neighbors murmured about the son following in the father's drinking habits. However, he had been good at hiding the habit from Madame at the start.

	

	The sight of all of them sitting in the hospital room while James lay on the hospital bed due to alcohol intoxication or serious injuries sustained in a bar brawl was no longer new. It had played out that way many times before. Madame, his brother Fred, and his girlfriend Alice took turns looking after James while they waited for him to recover. Alice and Fred switched roles while helping Madame, who stayed on at the hospital.

	

	The day was 4th February 1992.
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