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    I dedicate this book to my wife Sarah Akurut. She has been with me through thick and thin. 
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Dedication

To my late father, whom I lost when I was five. To my late Aunt Cissy, who raised me as her own. And to my elder brother, Japusito Bonny, who carried my bills and school fees when he had every reason to carry only his own.

To every young Ugandan sitting in a lecture hall, wondering if the life they imagine is allowed for someone like them. It is.





Author’s Note

This is the story of how a campus student became a millionaire at twenty-three. It is not a story about luck, although luck visited me more than once. It is a story about showing up, learning to sell, and saying yes to opportunities that looked far too big for me.

I made money fast. I also spent it fast, and some of my decisions still make me laugh, and some still make me wince. I have written both kinds down here, because a success story that hides its mistakes is not useful to anyone.

If you take one thing from these pages, let it be this: your first job is your real university. Treat it that way, and it will pay you more than any degree.

I have written this book for three reasons.

The first is gratitude. My life has been carried by other people: by a father I barely knew, by an aunt who raised me as her own, by an elder brother who paid my bills when he had his own life to build, by a government scholarship funded by Ugandan taxpayers, and by clients, craftsmen and colleagues who trusted me when I had given them very little reason to. A book is a small way of saying thank you, in public, to all of them.

The second is honesty. When people hear that someone became a millionaire young, they often imagine a shortcut: a rich parent, a lucky connection, something hidden. I want to show the real path, with the long days, the humiliations, the late nights and the mistakes. If you can see the path clearly, you can walk it too.

The third is responsibility. I was helped, so I must help. This book is one way of passing on what I have learned to young people who are standing where I once stood, in a lecture hall or on a showroom floor, wondering whether their lives can be bigger than their beginnings.

The events in these pages are told as I remember them and as I lived them. Other people may remember some moments differently. Where I describe my beliefs, especially about the election in Busiro South, they are exactly that: my honest beliefs, held in good faith.





Prologue: The Notification

It was 2015. I remember the sound before I remember the number. A short buzz from my phone, the kind I had heard a thousand times for airtime top-ups and mobile money from home.

I was sitting in a small rented office in Kampala, with one desk, two plastic chairs and a fan that only worked when it felt like it. I glanced at the screen, expecting nothing. Then I read it again. And again.

The deposit was more than one and a half million US dollars.

I put the phone face down on the desk, as if the money might disappear if I kept staring at it. My hands were shaking. I was twenty-three years old. Four years earlier, in 2011, I had been a first-year student counting coins for a boda boda ride to lectures.

That money was not a gift, and it was not yet mine. It was the advance payment on a five-million-dollar contract to design and build shop interiors for SMS2bet / Betin Uganda across the country. It came with deadlines, workers to pay, materials to import and a reputation that could be destroyed in a single failed handover.

But in that moment, I did not think about any of that. I thought about the boy in the lecture hall. I thought about the long days walking clients around a furniture showroom. I thought, quietly, we made it.

I picked up the phone again and scrolled to one name. Japusito Bonny. My elder brother. The man who had paid my school fees when nobody else would, who had sent me money for books and transport, who had never once asked me when I would pay him back.

I pressed call. It rang twice.

“Paul?”

I opened my mouth and nothing came out. For a few seconds I just breathed into the phone like a fool. He thought something was wrong. “Paul, are you okay? Where are you?”

“I’m fine,” I said finally. “Bonny, the money has come. The Betin money. It’s in the account.”

There was a pause on the other end. Then I heard him laugh, a deep, slow laugh that I had not heard from him in a long time. “You see?” he said. “I told you. I told you that boy would do something.”

We did not talk for long. He had work, and I had a hundred things to plan. When I put the phone down, I sat back in that plastic chair.

Outside my office window, Kampala carried on as usual. Boda bodas weaved through traffic. A street vendor walked past with a tray of roasted groundnuts on her head. Someone was shouting into a phone in Luganda. The world had no idea that, in a small room above the street, a young man’s life had just changed. I found that strangely comforting. It reminded me that, whatever the number on the screen said, I was still the same person. The test now was whether I could stay that way.

Then I let myself think about the people who were not there to receive a call. I thought first about my father, whose face I can hardly remember. I was five when he died. I have spent my whole life imagining what he would say to me at moments like this, and I always imagine the same thing: a quiet nod, the kind of approval that does not need words.

I thought about Aunt Cissy, who raised me after he was gone. She used to tell me, “Paul, work as if somebody is watching you, because one day somebody will be.” She died in 2006, long before she could see anything I built. I wished, more than anything, that I could have driven to her house that afternoon and put the bank statement in her hands.

And I thought about Sam, my old boss at Nile House, who once cut my commission because, in his words, I was too young to earn that much money. I was still young. I was twenty-three. And I had just received an advance bigger than anything that showroom had ever seen.

I did not feel like gloating. I felt something closer to responsibility. A great deal of money had arrived, and with it the trust of a company that was betting its national expansion on a contractor most people had never heard of. Shinrai means trust in Japanese. That afternoon, I understood for the first time how heavy that word could be.

I stood up, switched off the fan that never worked properly anyway, locked the office and drove home to Bweyogerere through the Kampala evening traffic. Every boda boda, every taxi, every hawker at the traffic lights looked exactly the same as the day before. Nothing in the world had changed except me.

This book is about how I got to that desk, and everything that happened after the phone stopped buzzing.
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