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To every vulnerable human being  
who may not think there is hope,  

you are seen, you are heard, you are loved.
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13

one
My Power Within

The vine came down on me so fast I did not have time to 
duck. It ripped across my right arm and burned like fire. 
“You worthless piece of . . .” my father yelled as he swung 
the vine around like a bullwhip. I spun around to protect 
my face. “Don’t you turn away from me.” He grabbed my 
shoulder with his left hand, turned me around, and brought 
the vine down across my neck and chest. Out of the corner 
of my eye I saw my aunts, uncles, and cousins running out 
of their houses. They had come not to stop my father but 
to watch. Nyabikoni was a very small village. This passed 
for entertainment.

“What did I do?” I cried. I didn’t expect an answer. My 
father never had to have a reason for beating me. Most days 
the sound of my breathing was enough to set him off.

“What did you do?! What did you do?! How dare you 
question me!” He hit me again and again and again until I 
fell to the ground.
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“Stop, oh please stop.”
“I’ll stop when I’m ready to stop!”
I twisted and turned as the vine slashed across my skin. By 

now, all the shops on our street had emptied out. I saw my 
friends off to one side. No one looked surprised. In Uganda, 
a man can beat his wife and children and no one cares. It’s a 
man’s business, since it is his household. Besides, everyone 
in our village probably thought I deserved it.

Finally, my father’s arms must have grown tired because he 
gave me one last blow, dropped the vine, and growled, “Get 
in the house!” I struggled to get up. My body was on fire. 
Huge red welts swelled up on my arms and legs. I recognized 
the vine lying on the ground. My father had beaten me with 
the Ugandan equivalent of poison ivy.

Once my dad turned around and stormed off to go drink-
ing with his buddies at the local bar, my mother came over 
to help me up. “I’m so sorry, Peter,” she whispered. “I’m so, 
so sorry.”

“It’s okay, Mom. It’s not your fault.” I did not blame my 
mother for not rushing to help me. My father beat her even 
more than he beat me. If she had tried to stop him, he would 
have turned on her. I knew that. My mother knew that.

“Come inside,” she said. “I’ll help you get cleaned up.”
My mother knew the routine. My father beat me and my 

siblings at least four times a week. Everything we did threw 
him into a rage. One night he yelled at me to bring his socks, 
but then he took a swing at me for bringing them to him too 
slowly or too fast or for grabbing the wrong pair. He never 
had to have a reason for lashing out at us.

While the physical abuse happened every other day, the 
verbal abuse came every moment of every day. “You’re gar-
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bage . . . I wish you’d never been born . . . I wish you were 
dead . . . A dog is worth more than you because at least a 
dog is good for something. You are absolutely good for noth-
ing . . .” Every day of my life I heard some combination of 
these words, all of them punctuated with the f- word. By the 
time I was four, I saw myself through the eyes of my father. 
I believed I was useless. I believed I was garbage. I believed 
I had no reason for being alive. Many children dream about 
what they are going to be when they grow up, but not in my 
family. When I was ten years old, I’d given up on life.

I think my father was always angry because he never 
wanted this family. He and my mother came from differ-
ent tribes that never intermarried. Somehow they still got 
together, and my mom became pregnant with me. That was 
never the plan for either of them. When my mother’s family 
discovered she was going to have a baby, they drove her away. 
With no other place to go, she went to live with my father 
in his village near the Rwandan border. It was my father’s 
responsibility to take in my mother because she was having 
his child. No one celebrated their “coming together,” just 
like no one other than my mother celebrated my arrival a few 
months later. My father’s family never accepted my mother 
or me or any of the children who came after me, and neither 
did my dad. He lived with my mother out of obligation, and 
they stayed together for the same reason. He took a job at 
a local medical clinic to support us, but he hated being tied 
down to this newly formed family. Most of all, I think he 
hated me because I reminded him of the life he never wanted 
and the life he would never have.

By the time my father returned home later that night, I 
was trying to sleep on the dirt floor of the bedroom of our 
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two- room house. My brothers and sister and I did not have 
a bed of our own, but our parents did. The kids all squeezed 
together on the floor to try to stay warm, since we did not 
have a blanket or anything else to cover ourselves. I heard 
my mother open the front door, and my dad moved past her 
without saying a word. I closed my eyes and pretended to be 
asleep when he walked in. He ignored me and my siblings 
as he went straight to bed. Lying on the floor in the dark, I 
heard him recite the rosary before the room filled with his 
snoring.

We weren’t so lucky the next night.

The Last Straw

The walls of our house were thin enough for me to hear my 
father walking outside. I listened closely to the sound of his 
steps to determine what kind of mood he was in. Tonight 
he stormed up the path to our house like a walking nuclear 
bomb. The moment he stepped inside he started yelling at 
my mother for not opening the door fast enough. Then I 
heard the pop of his open hand slapping her, then another 
and another and another. My mother cried, “The baby, the 
baby!” but the blows kept coming. “Stop, please stop,” she 
pleaded. He ignored her just as he did every night when he 
beat my mother . . . or me. I lay on the dirt floor, angry at 
my father for abusing my pregnant mother and angry with 
myself because I could not do anything to help her.

I always wondered when my father was going to kill one 
of us. I knew he had it in him because I had witnessed it with 
my own eyes. Six months, maybe a year earlier, a man was 
caught stealing from one of our neighbors in the middle of 

_MutabaziTabb_NowIAmKnown_AB_wo.indd   16_MutabaziTabb_NowIAmKnown_AB_wo.indd   16 3/17/22   8:38 AM3/17/22   8:38 AM

Peter Mutabazi with Mark Tabb, Now I Am Known 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



My Power Within

17

the night. My father and a mob of men surrounded the thief 
and proceeded to kick and punch the man until he could not 
move. The man cried out for mercy, but the mob ignored 
him. Once the man stopped moving, my father helped tie 
him up and toss him in a back room of another neighbor’s 
house. The next morning the thief’s wife and her small chil-
dren came looking for him. My father and the other men 
berated her, calling her the wife of a thief, although techni-
cally that was no longer true. By the time she showed up, she 
was already a widow. When the police arrived, they hauled 
off the body without asking anyone what had happened. 
Once they heard the man had been caught robbing a house, 
the police did not care how he died. This was how justice 
worked in our small village. The police were never there to 
protect. Villagers took matters into their own hands.

I cannot tell you how it feels to watch your own father 
join in with a mob to take a man’s life. I do not think he 
and the other men intended to kill the thief. They were so 
enraged over what he had done that the group could not stop 
themselves. I knew it was only a question of when, not if, 
my father would be so enraged that he’d be unable to stop 
himself again.

“Peter!” my father yelled as he stopped beating my mother 
long enough to burst into the small room where I pretended 
to sleep. “Go get me some cigarettes.” He then threw a little 
money at me as I scrambled to my feet, terrified.

“Yes, sir,” I replied. I looked around the room to find my 
sweater.

“Now!” he screamed.
Thankfully, I quickly found my sweater and slipped it 

on over my T- shirt as I headed for the door. I hated going 
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outside in the dark, especially this late at night. The sound 
of rain hitting our tin roof made my heart sink even deeper. 
Our village didn’t have any streetlights. When the sun went 
down at 6:00, the only light came from the moon and stars 
above. Rain meant not even the moon was out— but the 
dogs and other animals were. The thought of running into 
a snarling dog made my knees shake, but facing an angry 
dog was better than what I knew awaited me when I returned 
home. Because of the rain, I had no way to keep my father’s 
precious cigarettes dry on the half- mile walk back from the 
small store down the road. The beating my mother had just 
endured was nothing compared to what I knew my father 
would do to me when I walked back into our house with 
nothing but scraps of wet paper and tobacco.

Genesis of a Plan

The rain beat down on my head. The dirt road turned to 
mud. I reached down and felt the hem of my shorts. The 
little bulge was still there where I’d hidden my life savings. 
When you are poor, you have to be very resourceful to sur-
vive. Even though we did not have much, I discovered I could 
make money by selling handfuls of peanuts at a bus station 
a couple of miles from my house. As I walked down the 
dark, muddy road from my house toward the small shop 
that sold cigarettes, I started thinking about that bus sta-
tion. I did not want to go back home. I could not endure the 
sound of my mother screaming for help and not being able 
to rescue her. I could not listen to my father berate me and 
tell me how worthless I was. And I could not take another 
beating. I hated my father so much that if we’d had a gun in 
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our house, I would have used it on him. It was that or wait 
for him to kill me.

Even with all these thoughts running through my head, 
I still stopped at the house with the small store in the front 
and knocked. Although it was around three in the morning, 
a door still opened. The shopkeeper was used to people stop-
ping by every hour of the day and night to buy moonshine. I 
walked in and bought a handful of cigarettes for my father. 
In a village like ours, you never bought anything by the pack. 
Instead, these shops sold nearly everything by the piece.

When I walked back out into the rain with the cigarettes, 
I looked back down the road toward my house. If  I am going 
to die, I thought to myself, I would rather die at the hand 
of  a stranger in some far- off place than at the hand of  my 
own father. I turned and hurried the opposite way toward 
the bus station. My normal fear of walking alone in the dark 
grew exponentially, not because a dog might jump out at me 
but because every little sound might be my father coming 
after me, angry that I’d taken too long to get home with 
his cigarettes. I stopped walking and started running. I had 
to get far away fast. I did not realize it at the time, but this 
was my first step toward taking power over my own life. It 
would not be the last.

Escape

“Of all the buses, which one goes the farthest?” I asked a 
lady selling tea outside the bus station.

“That one,” she said, pointing. I was relieved she didn’t 
ask why such a small boy was out alone in the middle of the 
night. Maybe she’d given up on life as well. Hope was hard 
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to come by in Uganda. When I was born, Idi Amin ruled 
the country through terror. Even though Tanzania drove 
Amin into exile in 1979, eight years under the “Butcher of 
Uganda” devastated our nation. Most everyone was poor. 
The economy was a wreck. At least half a million people died 
or simply disappeared while he was in power. Of course, I 
didn’t understand any of this back then, but I did recognize 
the hopelessness that enveloped the world I knew.

“Thank you,” I said before running over to the bus she’d 
pointed out. I didn’t have to buy a ticket to get on board. 
Instead, bus drivers collected the bus fare after they’d driven 
far enough from the station that you had to pay up or be 
stranded in the middle of nowhere. Thankfully, I had enough 
money with me to reach the end of its line. I didn’t know 
where the end might be, but I didn’t care as long as it was a 
long way from Nyabikoni.

A handful of people were already seated when I climbed 
on the bus. I found a seat in the back and huddled down 
where no one could see me. Time slowed to a crawl. Every 
time I heard a man’s voice I ducked out of sight just in case 
it might be my father looking for me. More people boarded 
the bus. Many carried bunches of bananas or bags of grain 
to sell somewhere far off. In Uganda, buses doubled as trucks 
for carrying goods from the rural areas to the cities. When I 
sold peanuts at the bus station, I even saw people carry goats 
and chickens onto buses. No one thought this was odd. It 
was simply life in my village.

I don’t know how long it took for the bus driver to start 
the bus and get moving. Honestly, it might have been only 
thirty minutes, but for me, it felt like hours passed. Finally, 
the bus driver started the engine, and the bus moved out of 
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the station. I peeked out the window, expecting to see my 
father, angry, looking to beat me for not coming back with 
his cigarettes. He had to wonder where I was . . . or did he? 
Did he even care I had not returned home? Did he hope the 
dogs had gotten me? He might look for me if he thought I 
was dead alongside the road. In Uganda, society judges you 
for how you take care of your dead. I wanted my father to 
be judged harshly. I wanted to rob him of the satisfaction 
of seeing my dead body and placing me in the ground. I’d 
rather be eaten by dogs.

The bus drove out onto the main road. Finally, I thought. 
We sped up but soon slowed to a crawl. I pushed with all my 
might on the back of the seat in front of me, thinking that 
I could somehow force the bus farther down the road, but 
no matter how hard I pushed, the bus didn’t speed up. Sud-
denly, the entire bus swung wildly from side to side before 
speeding up. A few minutes later, the bus slowed back to a 
crawl. Once again, I pushed hard against the seat. Why are 
we slowing down? A car went by. I just knew my father had 
to be in that car. But the car kept going and the bus inched 
forward. Again, it swung so hard from side to side that I 
nearly hit my head against the window. Then we sped up 
again. Eventually, I realized the bus driver kept slowing down 
to avoid the huge potholes that pocketed the dirt road that 
doubled as a highway.

First Taste of Freedom

The sun had not yet come up when the bus pulled into an-
other village. We stopped. I dropped down in my seat. I heard 
a man’s voice. It had to be my father. Another man spoke. I 
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also thought he had to be my father. But I never heard anyone 
yell my name. More people got on the bus. Most of the seats 
were now taken. A woman sat down next to me. She smiled at 
me, but I did not say a word. I could not take the chance that 
she might report me as a runaway. After a few minutes, the 
bus driver started the bus and we moved on down the road.

At the next stop, a man took the last seat in our three- seat 
row. He sort of glanced at me, but I didn’t make eye contact 
with him. What if  my father sent him to find me? I pushed 
back in my seat where he couldn’t get a good look at me. 
Finally, the bus started again. I let out a sigh of relief.

Half an hour later, the bus stopped again in the middle of 
nowhere. The bus driver got up and started walking toward 
me. “Who is going to Mbarara?” A few people spoke up. The 
bus driver went over to them and put out his hand. “Seven 
hundred shillings.” They paid him. “Okay. Who’s going to 
Kampala?” I raised my hand along with several people. “One 
thousand shillings,” he said.

The bus driver went up and down the aisle collecting 
money. He came to me. The bus driver ignored me and spoke 
to the woman sitting next to me. “Two thousand shillings.”

“What?” she said.
“Two thousand, for you and your child.”
The woman looked at me. “He’s not my child.”
“I’m not her child,” I said.
The bus driver gave me a suspicious look. “Okay. A thou-

sand shillings each.” He looked at me like he didn’t believe I 
had that kind of money. I pulled several bills from the hem 
of my shorts and counted out one thousand shillings and 
placed it in his hand. “Hmm,” he said, surprised. I smiled. 
It felt good to pay my own way.
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Morning turned into day. My stomach started growling, 
which was normal for me. My mother had enough food to 
feed herself and my brothers and sister and me only every 
other day. My father never missed a meal, however. He always 
had money to buy food and alcohol for himself. He could 
have fed the rest of us every day. Withholding food was just 
another way he controlled our lives.

The bus pulled into another village. A wonderful smell 
came in the window that made my mouth water. I looked 
out and saw a man selling grilled chicken on a stick along 
with roasted corn on the cob. “Hey,” I called out the window, 
“I’ll take some.”

The man walked over to my window. I pulled the rest of 
my money out of the hem of my shorts and hoped I had 
enough. Thankfully, I did. I handed the money down to him, 
and he gave me what turned out to be the best meal I’d ever 
had. And the best part was I didn’t have to share it with my 
brothers and sister. Every bite belonged to me. This was 
probably the biggest meal I’d eaten in my entire life.

Unfortunately, I didn’t realize what eating a large meal in 
a swaying bus along bumpy dirt roads with diesel exhaust 
streaming in the window would do to me until my stomach 
started gurgling. I tried to hold the food in, but the more 
the bus swayed, the sicker I felt until I stuck my head out 
the window and lost it. Yet not even throwing up could take 
away the satisfaction I felt over being able to buy a meal for 
myself. No one had the power to keep food away from me any 
longer. For the first time in my short life, I started to feel free.

The bus trip dragged on. The land became flat, which, 
for a boy growing up in the mountains, was something I’d 
never seen. Short grass and acacia trees stretched out forever 
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in every direction. All at once a woman a couple of rows 
in front of me yelled, “Oh my! Look at that!” Everyone in 
the bus stood up and stared out the window. What are they 
looking at? I wondered. I stuck my head up. A giraffe stood 
right next to the bus. I gasped. In school, we sang songs about 
giraffes and read about them in books, but now one was so 
close I felt like I could reach out and touch it. Am I dreaming?

“Over there!” a man yelled. I whipped my head around, 
but I could not see a thing. Other people began oohing and 
aahing. What do they see? More people jumped up and 
pointed out the window. “Can you believe that?” someone 
said.

“What?” I said.
“I hope they don’t charge the bus,” a kid said.
“Nah, they’re too far away,” a man replied.
What is it? I wondered. I kept looking around until finally I 

looked out farther from the bus and I saw it, a bull elephant. 
My eyes grew wide. Even though it was nearly a mile from 
the bus, it was still huge. Then the elephant began moving, 
and I saw a herd of maybe seven or ten or twelve elephants 
moving along behind it. I was too excited to count the exact 
number.

I stared off into the distance, wondering what else I might 
see. Gazelles pranced along like they were moving from one 
acacia tree to another. I caught a glimpse of a zebra. Right 
then I did not care about my father or my village or where 
I was going. All I wanted to do was stay here and take in 
these incredible sights I never knew existed in the real world. 
For the first time, I was glad the bus had to crawl along 
the pothole- covered road. “What is this place?” I asked the 
woman next to me.
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“The national park,” she replied.
“Wow. I wish we could stay here.”
The woman laughed. “I’m sure you do.”
Eventually, the animals disappeared as the bus kept mov-

ing closer to the next village. The sun started back down in 
the sky. My father had to be home from work by now. He 
always came home before heading to the bar. Once the sky 
grew black, I knew he’d probably left the house to go out 
drinking. One time I happened to see my father in his fa-
vorite bar with his friends. I did not recognize this man. He 
had a huge smile on his face, and he was actually laughing. 
I didn’t know he could be anything but angry. But the sight 
of him happy and enjoying himself made me hate him more.

Staring out into the night from the bus window, I also 
thought about my mother. My heart broke. My mother loved 
me so much, and she had to be very worried about me. I 
hated putting her through more pain when she already lived 
with so much. Most days I helped her around the house. By 
the age of seven, I could run the household like an adult. My 
happiest times came when I got to work in the garden with 
her. While digging sweet potatoes or picking beans and peas, 
she told me stories of her village and her life before she met 
my father. I wished I could have known her then, back when 
she was filled with happiness and optimism about her life. 
But she did not have that option any longer. In small villages 
of Uganda in those days, women were less than second- class 
citizens. My siblings and I belonged to our father, and he 
could do whatever he wanted to us. And to her. When my 
father erupted in anger toward me, my mother could not stop 
him. However, many times she put herself between him and 
me, taking my beating for me. I longed for the day when I 
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would be big enough to protect her from him, but I doubted 
I would survive long enough. Enduring a beating myself was 
bad enough, but watching him abuse the one person I loved 
the most in this world was more than I could take.

Kampala

The scenery outside the bus changed again. Lit-up shops and 
houses lined both sides of the road. The bus slowed down 
again, but instead of crawling over potholes, we crept along 
with the traffic that surrounded us. In Nyabikoni, a car or 
two might come through our town in a day. Here, cars filled 
the streets, pushing their way through crowds of people who 
spilled off the sidewalks into the road. Horns honked, people 
yelled, chaos ruled. I had attended elementary school for only 
three years, and even then I rarely went every day or even 
every week, but I had enough schooling to know that Kam-
pala was the capital of Uganda and our largest city. This had 
to be it. Where else on earth could there be a city this large?

The bus turned down one road, then another. I looked out 
the window and saw kids racing after us, yelling, waving their 
hands. Why are they out so late? It has to be close to mid-
night. The bus pulled into a crowded station. We stopped. 
The kids who had been chasing the bus jumped up and down 
outside, calling to people through the windows. I had no idea 
what they were saying. Every once in a while I heard a few 
words of English that I recognized from school.

Everyone on the bus got up and gathered their posses-
sions. No one stayed seated, no one but me. People began to 
exit. As they did, kids rushed on and helped carry the bags 
of grain and bunches of bananas. I stayed stuck in my seat, 
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wide- eyed. I noticed one kid helping a man with a bunch of 
bananas pull one off the bunch and toss it back on the seat 
without the man noticing. When the kid saw me staring at 
him, he gave me a quick nod like he knew exactly what he 
was doing.

The last passenger left the bus. The bus driver came back 
to me. “This is it, kid. Time to get off.”

“To where?” For the past fourteen hours, I’d thought 
about nothing but getting as far away as I could from my 
father. Not once did I think about where I was going, only 
where I had been.

“I don’t know, but it can’t be here,” he said.
I hesitated.
“Now, kid.”
I got up and slowly started walking to the door of the 

bus. This was the end of the line. I had no idea what to do 
or where to go, but I knew one thing: having nowhere to 
go was better than going back to my father. I took one last 
look back at my seat and stepped out into the chaos of the 
bus station. As I did, I felt something I had never felt before. 
It would be decades before I could identify that feeling—a 
sense of freedom and power. I had survived a nightmare. I 
no longer had to sleep with one eye open or one ear open. 
I somehow had mustered up the courage to forge my own 
path, less fearful of whatever lay ahead for me than what I 
had left behind.

Catching that bus to Kampala was my ticket to hope, and 
it was the beginning of learning to see myself differently. 
I no longer see myself as useless, worthless, or a burden; 
although, I do require the occasional reminder. Many of us 
do. We have traumas or heartaches that have stunted our 
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emotional development and capacity to heal. We carry the 
injustice throughout our lives, never achieving our full po-
tential. We settle for surviving. I wanted more for myself, just 
as I want more for my children and foster children and for 
everyone reading my story. Sometimes that first step is seek-
ing freedom in the midst of fear. For me, it meant leaving that 
toxic environment in order to get a view of what a true and 
hope- filled future could look like. Before you can be known 
by others, you have to leave places, patterns, and ideas that 
lie about and devalue who you are. My hope is that you will 
find the power within yourself to take that first, brave step.
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