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‘The Rule of the Game’
[Short Story]
by Jackee Budesta Batanda
‘Caarooooooooo!’ Namara’s voice bounces over the chain-link fence. She is seated on the moss-covered concrete kerb and clutches the chain-link fence that separates the two homes. Above her head, guava branches hang low and sway lazily in the sun. The pink bougainvillea looks like rose wine. She waits anxiously for Caro to come dashing from the house. There is no response. She holds the fence tighter and shouts at the top of her lungs, ‘Caarooooooooooooo!’
‘Coming, coming, coming!’ the voice bounces back to her, ‘gimme a sec to get dressed.’
The large Indian style house looms behind Namara. It is the only flat roofed house along Hanlon Road in Bugolobi, one of the affluent suburbs of Kampala. The houses here have large compounds and larger trees that block out the sun’s rays from burning the delicate grass. Each home has a football size compound, perimeter concrete fences or chain-link fences covered by shrubs and creepers. Outside the fences, well maintained grass and flowers blossom over the white and black kerbs, which spread out onto the pothole free tarmac road. The British lived here before independence and now the richer Ugandans reside here. When saying where one comes from, it is a crime to just say, Bugolobi. One must quickly add, 'bungalows', then your listener looks at you with renewed respect because you are not from the Bugolobi flats which reek of poverty that piles out of the dustbins and the broken windows, which are boarded with wood and blackened by soot from the cooking from the charcoal stoves. 

Caro appears, followed by her siblings Akello and Nasirumbi, who join her on the guava trees lined along the fence on their side of the compound. They always climb the trees and have conversations with Namara across the fence before going round through a hole in the fence by the servants’ quarters. It is shorter than going through their gate and round to the Namara’s gate and having to ring the gate. The soldiers who live in the steel uniports scattered around the compound know them as the friends to the Commander’s daughter and will not harm them. Instead they greet them and carry on with what they are doing, which involves lying on the broken veranda or the grass and reminiscing about the bush war. 
‘What?’ Caro starts the conversation.
Namara smiles and says, ‘oh, that boy Mark asked me to be his girlfriend.’

Caro and her siblings giggle. The idea of boyfriends is inconceivable. Nice girls don’t go around having boyfriends. Namara is in primary six while Mark is in senior six. The idea of the two dating is hilarious and the giggles grow louder. Namara is not from around here. She is the new blood that has come to join the elite class by virtue of their connections to the new government. She does not understand the upbringing of the Bugolobi royalty, where the families attend church every Sunday, young girls don’t talk of dating older boys, where birthday parties are a delicious treat to which only friends of the same social standing not the whole neighbourhood are invited to and other unwritten rules. The girls don’t bother explaining the rules to her. She is not really one of them. 
‘Why are you laughing?’ Namara asks.

‘The idea of you and Mark. I mean he’s in senior six and you are in primary six. What will you talk about?’
Namara shrugs and says, ‘things. Lots of stuff.’
‘Like what?’ Caro stifles another giggle behind her hand. 

‘Oh, we shall see,’ Namara says.

‘Won’t your dad shoot him?’ Nasirumbi asks innocently. Three weeks ago Namara’s father resigned as minister because he had pulled a gun on the first wife's sister. It had been the news in the neighbourhood for days. 

‘You want to come and watch a movie?’ Namara wisely changes the topic. 

‘What movie?’ Caro asks. 

‘It’s another horror movie,’ she says.

‘We’ll be right there,’ Caro says and climbs down the guava tree. Namara leaves her perch by the fence and goes back into the house. 

Caro and her siblings pass through the fence, grunt at the soldiers as they walk past. They use the back door because it is closer to the hole in the fence. There is a parking yard at the back with an assortment of cars. A Land rover, a Mark II, a Mercedes Benz and a BMW. The first time Caro and her siblings came through this place they had been intimidated by the collection of cars. It was right after the 1986 liberation war. Namara’s father had fought in that war. Their friendship had been a timid greeting between children and whilst their mother forbade them from venturing into the house of the new comers, the childhood curiosity got the better of them. So they made friends with Namara and eventually went to her home. The first day had been like they were taking an examination. They had walked past the soldiers and cars and seen a skinny man outside and had asked Namara, ‘is that your houseboy?’ She had whispered, ‘No. that’s my dad.’ They had walked on, embarrassed at the question and shocked that the skinny man owned these cars and the large house. The largest on Hanlon road.  In the house, Namara had led them to the TV room where they had sat timidly in the comfortable chairs and quietly watched TV. Namara’s mother, a fair skinned, tall plump lady with a round face, had come into the room to greet them. What captured their attention between stifled giggles were the blue polyester bell-bottom trousers she wore. It was unheard of in April 1986 for a proper Ugandan woman to wear pants. The bell-bottoms made her look ridiculous. She had smiled back at them oblivious to their childhood shock and offered them bananas. They were too young to realise staring was rude. Out of politeness they had accepted the bananas, which turned out to be ripe plantains. They had forcefully swallowed them and told Namara her mother was nice. They could not wait to go back home and recite the incident to the house help and laugh at Namara as well as sympathise with her for having an unfashionable mother. 

Today they walk confidently like they own the place, the shock of their first encounter forgotten. They are accustomed to the plantains from Namara’s mother during sessions of TV watching and wonder why she does not offer them biscuits and cakes instead of bananas.  When they get to the kitchen door, they knock politely and the house help Christine opens the door. She is a lovely girl with a ready dimpled smile and wears her hair permed. She seems more fashionable than Namara’s mother. She lets them in. They saunter through the terrazzo corridor to the TV room and find Namara setting the video. She turns to them with a smile and grabs Caro.
‘Come see what my dad brought from China.’ They follow her to the living room. It is a long rectangular space with eight sets of sofas.  Decorative plates and family pictures hang on the wall. In the middle of this sofa collection is a rectangular mahogany coffee table. On it sits the new acquisition. A bottle of whisky with a coiled snake stuffed in it. 
‘My dad says the snake is for medicinal purposes. It cures many diseases,’ she announces proudly to her shocked party. Snakes are never seen in drinks round here. Just the other day, Caro’s mother had burnt bicycle tyres near the holes in the concrete fence that separated their home from Namara’s home. The smoke she said would force the snakes out of their holes into the open where they could be stoned. Snakes are dangerous. Only wizards have snakes near them. Before Nasirumbi can ask the question Caro fixes her with a warning look to shut up. 

‘Does your mother drink the whisky too?’ Akello asks Namara, who nods in the negative and insists her mother loves beer. 
They circle the table afraid to touch the whisky bottle. Their attention glued on the snake in case it jumps out of the corked bottle. The snake though definitely dead still frightens them. It reminds them of Parasite, the movie they watched three days ago, where a renegade purple snake feasted on people’s blood. The people bitten turned purple before dying while the snake crawled away looking for its next victim. Of course the Parasite snake was big and could not have fitted in the whisky bottle before them but a snake was a snake. 

‘Lets get out of here,’ Caro chirps and turns to Nasirumbi, ‘don’t tell mummy about this okay?’ Nasirumbi reluctantly agrees even though her eyes are bulging in shock. They dart out of the living room to the TV room and settle to watch, Nightmare on Elm Street. They only stop the movie when Christine the house help calls Namara for lunch. It is a sign for the girls to run home to have their lunch before dashing back to complete the movie. They never eat at the Namara’s home because their mother warned them that Namara’s father is a soldier and had killed many innocent people during the war. It is a bad omen to eat food prepared in such a home. So they never mention the fact to their mother, that they eat ripe plantains out of courtesy to Namara’s unfashionable mother. 
After lunch, they head back to Namara’s home to complete Nightmare on Elm Street. The movie ends early and they still have enough time on their hands. Namara is in a showing-off mood today. She leads the girls to her parents’ bedroom at one end of the house. The room is plainly decorated with a large bed filling it. Pictures of her parents hang on the sideboard. Namara leads them to one of the wardrobes and opens it wide. The girls stare in shock. It is filled with different kinds of guns. Namara smiles and says her father is teaching her how to use a gun. She pulls out one and points it at the girls who instinctively back away and stumble on the bed. 

‘Bang, bang, bang,’ she waves the gun and laughs. When she stops, tears are rolling down her cheeks. ‘You are scared aren’t you?’ The girls nod slowly. ‘You did not think I was going to shoot you now did you?’ The girls are quiet. Namara stares at them and puts the gun back, locks the wardrobe. 
‘I don’t shoot my friends. That is the rule of the game. My dad says you only shoot the enemy,’ she leads them out of the room. They go to the living room and play her father’s gramophone. He has a collection of ABBA, Michael Jackson, Five Star, Kool and the Gang and other music selections. The music seeps through the gramophone mournfully as they sit round it. It has a melancholic ring about it that hangs above their heads reminding them of their mother’s whisperings with her friends over tea about the weird commander and his wife. Namara’s mother is not a member of the group of women championed by Caro’s mother who meet for teas and gossip and exchange tips on marriage, gardening, cooking and notes on whose children are faring well.

When the ABBA starts squeaking where there is a scratch on the LP, Caro stands up and turns it off. They have to go home she says and bundles her sisters who join her without hesitation.  At the door, Namara calls out, ‘Caro, what should I tell Mark when I see him? Should I say yes?‘ Caro lingers in the doorway. Mark’s mother is a friend to her mother. She is one of the Bugolobi royalty. She tilts her head to the side and says, ‘Tell him Catholic boys don’t date Protestant girls. That’s the rule of the game. Round here.’
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