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-1955- 

Belgian Congo  

The sun hit Beni’s sky that morning as if it had been thrown there, absent one moment and 

hovering low on the horizon in the next. Edie’s eyelids fluttered in the sudden light—until now she’d 

kept them clenched tight against the spasms of pain riding through her body. She’d been lying on this 

narrow trundle bed for what felt like a good fifteen hours, helpless as the dull, intermittent ache grew 

stronger and more constant with the waning night. It seemed to her now that she would stay in this 

dingy excuse for a hospital forever. She wanted her mother. 

“Vous devez bouger, Madame. Il est l’heure.” 

Must move. It’s time. 

 Edie summoned her angriest glare for the calm, smooth-skinned woman beside her bed. She 

did not want to sit up. She had changed her mind about the baby. She wanted to die. 

 The nurse moved to the head of her bed and began pressing insistently at Edie’s shoulder 

blades, raising her slowly to a sitting position.  

Why, why had she come here? The question punctuated each stab and she leaned forward, 

moaning. She hated this place, hated dark women and French and red dirt and rain that pounded with 

vengeance as though everything else wasn’t already bad enough. California rain was kinder. 

Everything was brutish here. The new sun shot in through the hospital’s grimy, barred window in 

confirmation of her thoughts. 

Even through the haze of pain and pushing she was a little startled by her own ugliness, and 

she wondered for a moment if she’d be able to call these thoughts back when this was over, all these 

forbidden things she usually never even told herself, and certainly not her husband. That would be 
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worse than telling God. 

The nurse was rubbing circles into the small of Edie’s back and mumbling things in French that 

Edie didn’t have the energy to understand. She groaned and tried to keep pushing, but she didn’t 

know if she was doing it right. She was nettled by the other woman’s calm, testament to the hundreds 

and hundreds of births she had probably witnessed. She hated the nurse’s schoolgirl French and her 

little uniform… 

As though sensing her ill-will, the nurse bore down on Edie’s shoulders and their eyes met. Edie 

stilled for a moment in shame, seeing kindness and patience in the quiet woman’s gaze, but then 

another wave crested and she stopped thinking.   

 

John was on the other side of the compound, having tea, when the nurse came and told him 

that he had a daughter. Throughout the evening, night, and early morning he had tried to occupy 

himself as productively as possible, though he had forgotten his Bible in the rush to get to Beni 

yesterday. He paced the hallway, sat outside and looked at the stars, ran figures for the new boys’ 

school in his head. He had always found waiting unbearably tedious, but he did not consider himself 

an impatient man. He never made demands the power of the Kingdom couldn’t accomplish. No one 

would want to wait for the first arrow in their quiver; it had been a long nine months for more than 

one reason. 

He had known, somehow, that he would be having a daughter. Edie had not wanted to discuss 

it; she seemed to have an almost superstitious fear of making assumptions. So John had thought 

about it on his own, especially the name. The naming of this first daughter was significant; it needed 

to be considered carefully. He thought of Rachel, maybe, or Hannah, a woman devoted to the 
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purposes of the Lord. Sacrificially devoted. It was the most important quality in a woman and he 

wanted her very name to reflect it. 

The nurse, the one who had been with his wife all night, asked him if he wanted to see his 

child. He set a half-drunk cup of chai on the floor and followed her through the cement blocks of the 

hospital to his wife’s little room. She was lying in a bed barely raised from the floor, shoved over next 

to a small window set near the ceiling. The tiny, purple baby was attached to her left breast; he 

supposed that meant he couldn’t hold it yet. 

Edie looked terrible. She was deathly pale, with unkempt hair sticking to her forehead and blue 

eyes red from lack of sleep. She wasn’t smiling. John sat down on the floor beside his wife and 

daughter and placed a hand on Edith’s hair, bowing his head. He began a prayer of thanksgiving in his 

God-addressing voice. He didn’t notice that his wife did not close her eyes. 

With a resounding “Amen,” he removed his hand from the crown of his wife’s head and 

reached out to touch the baby, who was still sucking vigorously. 

“We should discuss a name, Edith. I’ve had several ideas, but I think that Hannah might be…” 

“Nancy,” she said. There was iron in her voice, and it unsettled him more than being 

interrupted. Nancy. In the farthest reaches of this black continent there couldn’t be a less appropriate, 

more wildly ridiculous name. Thoroughly American, thoroughly unbiblical. Frivolous. He knew without 

asking that this was exactly why his wife had chosen it—as an act of defiance. His stomach clenched as 

he studied the set countenance of his usually compliant wife. 

“Hannah Nancy,” he said with finality. 

Edie turned her face to the wall. 
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About one hundred miles to the north, there was another woman giving birth in the hours of 

the early morning. The child had made its intentions known to her well before sunrise, so Apiyo rose 

from her mat and stepped over sleeping children and women to the door of her hut, a length of 

kitenge hanging loosely from her right hand. The night was calm; only a light breeze stirred the coffee 

trees on the other side of the road. Apiyo let her feet guide her in the darkness, stopping to snap a 

stalk of elephant grass from a waving clump at the edge of the path. She pressed the jagged tip of the 

grass fragment to her forefinger until her skin broke, smearing the wetness of a small drop of blood 

with her thumb. Satisfied, she continued down the edge of the ravine to the stream. She pressed her 

back against the smooth trunk of a eucalyptus tree and sank slowly to the ground. 

It did not take very long, not as long as some of the others. Apiyo had done this many times—

she had five children and she’d birthed two more who never lived. Her body worked for her, clenching 

and releasing as she rode the waves of pain and the stars went out and then, just before the sky 

turned pink, the baby came wailing from between her legs. She let her head fall back against the tree, 

and a few moments later everything else came, too. The baby continued to scream on the ground as 

Apiyo breathed through her mouth, waiting for her body to come back to itself and stop shaking.  

She reached out for the squalling child and lifted it to her chest, feeling around in the dirt with 

her other hand for her blade of elephant grass. When her fingers closed around it, she brought it up to 

the cord coming out of the child’s belly and cut through it as close and straight as she could. She was 

better at this now than she used to be—some of her older children had bellies with bits that didn’t 

look quite right.  She wiped the crying baby down with her kitenge—it was a girl, she realized—and 

reached around to tie it to her back so she could dig a small hole with a stick and bury the mess she’d 

made. She bounced her upper body up and down to calm the baby as she worked. It seemed strong 
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enough and healthy, and was probably hungry, too. She waded into the cold, swiftly running stream by 

the trees and washed her hands and legs, still bouncing up and down and murmuring nonsense at the 

child on her back who was so bewildered by its sudden change in circumstances. 

The sun was still not up when she made her way back to the ridge of the ravine and started 

dragging firewood to the packed earth at the center of their little cluster of homes. Only her eldest 

daughter, who woke first to fetch water, had noticed she was missing. Apiyo saw her coming now, 

huge clay pot balanced perfectly on her head. 

“You had the baby, mama?” Kayen set the clay pot down and dipped the cooking pot beneath 

its lip, filling it with fresh, cold water.  

Apiyo nodded. Kayen reached for the knot below Apiyo’s breasts and undid the kitenge so she 

could take the infant and hold it herself. She lifted it in the rising sun and cooed at it. The baby’s 

screaming intensified. 

“Give her back, girl. She is hungry and she’ll wake everyone.” 

Kayen made a face, but did as she was told. Apiyo took the baby in one hand and a pendulous 

breast in the other, propping a nipple up to the tiny, ravenous mouth. The child quieted immediately. 

Apiyo closed her eyes and focused on the familiar sensation of a tiny mouth and gums pulling at her 

breast. She was glad to have a girl, and not just for the cows they would get when they married her. All 

her daughters would do this very thing, someday—feed their children with their own bodies.  

A few moments later, Apiyo’s other children began to wake and shove their way out of 

doorways in the sunlight, shouting and giggling and beginning their chores. Apiyo felt the rising of a 

deep, familiar weariness as she prodded the fire to heat her husband’s bathing water, a heavy fatigue 

that she knew she would bequeath to her daughters as well as the ability to give milk to a baby. It 
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belonged to all women. She shifted one arm so she could start the fire, holding her new baby tight to 

her chest with the other. 

 

The Andrews family stayed in the hospital for the rest of that day and the next night, and then 

John drove his wife and new daughter home to the mission station early the next morning. The baby 

cried most of the way, and Edith patted her ineffectively on the back and cooed in her ear while John's 

hands grew tighter around the steering wheel. 

“I don't think she likes the car,” said Edie, bouncing the screaming, foreign bundle on her 

shoulder. 

John didn't respond. 

Edie hurt. She tried delicately to rearrange herself against the sweaty green seat, but she still 

felt every dip and bump in the dusty red road. She winced as John took a huge divot at an angle, and 

gasped in pain as the car righted itself with a jolt. 

“I'm sorry,” John said. “I'm doing the best I can.” 

“I know,” she said. 

The baby was snuffling now, rubbing its tiny nose against the fabric covering Edie's collarbone. 

She unbuttoned her shirt with one hand and glanced sideways at her husband. It felt very strange to 

be undressing, exposing herself in the light of day with him sitting right next to her. But this was how it 

was done, she supposed. She winced again as the baby latched on—it really, really hurt. Was it 

supposed to hurt this much? The car bounced again and the baby’s mouth broke free. It started to cry 

again.  

“I don’t think it’s going to work, doing it like this,” said Edie. 
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“Well, we have to get home, and this is the way we get home, Edith. You’re going to have to 

make do until we get there.” 

“I know.” She pressed her nipple back against the baby’s mouth. 

When they arrived home late that afternoon, John insisted that Edie rest for the entirety of the 

first three weeks they were back. They had a maid, he said, and a cook. There was no reason for Edith 

to be doing housework while recovering from the birth and dealing with a new baby.  

Edie was exhausted enough that she didn’t think of disobeying John’s wishes. Nights weren’t 

terribly useful for sleep anymore, so she tried to rest on the front room couch during the day while the 

baby took naps. Something would always wake her after a few minutes, though. A villager would walk 

past the front door singing at the top of his lungs, or the maid would bang pots together in the kitchen 

or try to sweep under the couch with a rasping handful of twigs. The baby always slept peacefully 

through such disturbances, bundled with blankets in the little bassinet they’d bought in Leopoldville 

when they first arrived in the Congo and Edie’s pregnancy had been so theoretical she wasn’t quite 

sure it could really be true. 

Hannah Nancy’s real, insistent presence sometimes managed to seem just as unlikely. She was 

there, every moment, crying or sleeping or nursing, and yet just days ago she hadn’t been there, 

hadn’t been in the world at all. Once Edie gave up on daytime sleeping, she began writing letters to 

her mother while the baby napped, describing every feature of the baby’s face and exactly what 

sounds she had made that morning and what it looked like when she raised her little hand and waved 

her half-balled fist in the air. She handed these letters to John whenever he walked through the open 

front door to pick up something he needed or have lunch before returning to his work. At first he took 

the letters back with him and, she assumed, posted all of them from the office at the Force Publique 
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outpost.  

About a week after she’d begun her prolific writing, John began to object. 

“We can't afford to be doing this every day, Edie.” 

“We've just had a baby my mother won't see for years. This is her first grandchild. The least I 

can do is write her about it.” 

 “You don't need to be writing her every day. It's an indefensible waste of money. Do you know 

how many sick children are sitting in the station clinic right now? Do you know how many more 

antibiotics we're going to have to purchase to treat them? The spines of all the hymnals are coming 

unglued already in this humid climate and I'll need to order a new shipment. You can write your 

mother once a week. That's four times as often as normal.” 

 Edie sighed and took John’s empty plate to the kitchen. She stood at the washbin with idle 

hands, staring out the window at the sloping green valley below her house. There were so many times 

when she wished she could spit out whatever was inside her, the way the Lord spit out the lukewarm. 

Her every desire was wayward, her every thought self-interested. Nothing in her mind did what she 

told it to do—it made her feel almost crazy sometimes. She raised her hands to her hair and tugged, 

then started and jumped back as a gray tarantula scuttled out from underneath the basin and across 

the counter. 

 “Nana!” she called. A heavyset black woman with scar-patterned brows appeared through the 

back door almost immediately, armed with a piece of wood. It hadn’t taken many of these incidents 

for Nana to begin to recognize the unusually high tenor of Madame’s voice for what it was—a plea to 

kill something. She made short work of the spider, as usual, and Edie stood facing the other direction 

until she heard Nana go outside and come back in again. When she turned around, Nana was already 



9 
 

stacking the cooking implements to take them outside to wash. 

“Have you eaten?” Edie asked in French. 

“Non, Madame.”  

“Eat first, then do the dishes.” 

Nana nodded. She gathered a bowl of nuts and a few bananas and went to sit outside with the 

maid, where they both always ate lunch on the back steps after the family had finished their meal. 

Edie walked back into the main room to see that her husband had already gone back down the 

hill to work. The baby was still sleeping in her bassinet, and Edie had a sudden impulse to go and wake 

her up, just to have something to do, someone to look at. What had she done before the baby?  

Her house wasn’t big enough for all the hours she spent in it. She could walk from the front 

room to the kitchen to the bedroom to the office to the guest room and out to the back porch in a 

matter of minutes. She’d spent her time trying to bake cakes or pies or banana breads with whatever 

ingredients she could get her hands on in the market. Nothing ever came out right. She painstakingly 

tended to the bit of yogurt a missionary wife in Leopoldville had given her. “We all share it, around 

here,” the woman had said. “Every family’s yogurt comes from the same ancestor.” 

Edie had scrubbed down the kitchen each morning to counteract the greasy, smoky effects of 

Nana’s strange cooking practices. She stripped the bed every few days and set the linens out for the 

maid. She walked the few meters to town to go to the market or visit the post office at the Force 

Publique outpost. “Town” was barely worthy of the name—just a dusty, dirt road like everywhere else, 

with wooden shacks lining a few meters along the way. The market was a large, flat field in the middle 

of all these hills where women came with their vegetables and spread them out in little piles. Walking 

through rows of beans and limes and fruit, Edie felt all the eyes on her, all the unctuous, expectant 
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smiles. Buy mine, white woman. Buy mine. And pay triple for it. Whenever possible, Edie sent the maid 

down with money instead of going herself, but sometimes staying in the house for another moment 

seemed so terrible that she would forget just how much she hated the market until she got there. 

Then she would buy less than half the things she needed and go home again, to an unchanged, empty 

house. 

She tried starting her own garden with some seeds she’d brought over, and kept a close eye on 

its progress. Many of the vegetables, like the bell peppers, didn’t seem to take, but there were carrots 

in abundance. They had trees, too—two mango trees and a papaya in front of their house and a 

purple jackfruit tree at the side. She brought a dining room chair outside and picked the mangoes the 

first time she saw them ripen, her face flaming as a small crowd gathered to watch her do it, elbowing 

each other and laughing. She made jam they’d have to use immediately, because she didn’t have seals 

or lids for her glass jars. It wasn’t even really jam, in that case, but nothing here was “really” what it 

was supposed to be. Nothing. She did everything, everything that presented itself as possible to be 

done, but none of it was enough to make her forget where she was.  

She was on another planet. There was a short iron fence built all the way around the mission 

station, forming a compound out of their house, the church, and the clinic. Around it and below, huts 

ranged out as naturally as trees on the landscape, full to bursting with the natives. She was 

surrounded on all sides by dark people in bright clothes who sometimes seemed too friendly and 

sometimes seemed to hate her. It made all the friendliness seem false and suffocating. Every smile 

asked for something, even the smiles of people her husband worked most closely with in the church, 

even the longest-standing of the believers. She didn’t want to talk to any of them. Most of them didn’t 

speak French, and she didn’t speak Swahili. John was the only other person in the whole world from 
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whom she ever heard English, and he often insisted on speaking French so that she’d get better at it. 

He was right, of course, but on the French evenings she would go to bed wanting to cry, or to shake 

John and scream at him. Shame at her own failures and holy fear of her husband prevented her from 

doing either of those things. 

Now, at least, she had the baby, a whole new reason for living, a whole new way to fill her 

days. She stood over her now and watched her sleeping, reassuring herself that the child was indeed 

still breathing. Sometimes, when Nancy was so quiet and still, it was hard to tell. Edie picked up her 

book and sat down on the couch to wait until Nancy woke and reminded her that life, thank God, was 

finally livable again.  

 She had wanted to do this. She had married John knowing she would end up here and thinking 

it was the most noble and righteous thing she could possibly do with her life. Right after they were 

married (just a year ago, now), they were vetted by the mission agency and she’d come through with a 

glowing recommendation, fully prepared to serve on the field. It only took arriving here to make her 

realize that she was not righteous at all, though her husband had managed to be everything he 

seemed. He was always so serious, with his mind always on what was holy. If he had a single 

reservation about their life here or the people they were serving, he never let it show. Who was she 

kidding? He had no reservations. He’d taken every step in his life since she met him with an assurance 

she knew she’d never feel. She had thought it would rub off on her, if she married him, that she would 

be as sure of herself and her choices as he was of his. He had certainly been sure of her, when he’d 

asked her to marry him. They had known each other for most of their childhoods, having grown up in 

the same church, and once he decided she could do this with him, he wasted no time. She married 

him at ten o’clock in the morning two months later, and she’d worn a pink silk dress. Emily Post said 
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pink was all right. A month later they were in Belgium for colonial training, learning to speak French, 

and two months after that she was pregnant and they were in Leopoldville, on their way to John’s 

posting all the way across the massive, massive country. She wished she hadn’t made friends in 

Leopoldville in the weeks they were there, because she felt so much more alone now. But she couldn’t 

help it at the time. Anyone who understood, anyone who could talk to her about home or speak the 

language that was still really the only one she’d mastered—she leaned toward them like a sun-starved 

plant. The woman who’d given her yogurt had been one of her favorites, and she and all the others 

were so far away now they might as well have been in Europe or America. Edith had never in her 

entire life been so lonely. 

She didn’t even care that she couldn’t buy cake mix or pancake syrup when she ran out. 

Everything that she thought would matter didn’t. Instead, she found herself crushed like a bug under 

all these things she didn’t even know how to talk about—the way everyone looked at her, the way 

they did everything so slowly, how unbelievably lonely she was, how infrequently letters actually 

came. No one had prepared her for those things, but maybe no one had thought they would need to. 

She’d never heard of anyone else reacting this way, and she’d been reading stories about missionaries 

and martyrs since she was a girl. Failure like hers was not something she’d ever encountered, either in 

conversations with the missionaries who visited her church or the biographies her parents read. No 

matter where in the world they went, they crusaded fearlessly, just as her husband was doing. He was 

the missionary—she was the wife who couldn’t make it work, who went insane for no reason. And she 

had three more years. Three more years until she’d leave this place and see her home again. By then 

the baby would be walking, talking. That would be the first time her mother saw the baby—when she 

wasn’t even a baby anymore. 
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 She looked down again at her baby, her lifeline. There was a fierceness to her love for Nancy 

that already felt like it might be too much—like if something happened to her, Edie’s heart would stop 

beating. She knew what her husband would say about that, what God would say. But she couldn’t help 

it. She didn’t have anything or anyone else.  

 “Hodi!” 

 Edie closed her eyes to gather patience and set down her book. The baby grunted and shifted 

in the bassinet beside her, but continued sleeping. She stood and went to the door, where a woman 

with a green dress and one tooth was waiting with a simpering smile. She started speaking as soon as 

she and Edie made eye contact, though Edie shook her head and put her hands out to try to stop the 

flow of words. She went to get Nana and dragged her back to translate. 

 “What does she want?” 

 Nana turned and addressed the woman, raising her eyebrows and nodding at the animated 

response. 

 “She says she needs sugar.” 

 “What for?” 

 “For chai. Hers is finished and she has visitors.” 

 Edie had sugar. It was always there in the kitchen, sitting in a flowered tin she’d brought from 

home. Nana was looking at her, waiting for a response. 

 “Go get her a handful.” 

 Nana turned for the kitchen and came back with a pile of sugar nestled in a large leaf. The 

woman in the green dress shook her head and started talking again. Nana turned away again but Edie 

laid a hand on her arm. “What’s the problem?” she asked. 
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 “She says this is not enough.” 

 “It is enough. It’s all we can give her. You tell her that we need all the rest today.” They didn’t, 

and Nana knew it. Edie held her gaze for a moment and then looked away, uncomfortable with having 

a witness to this necessary falsehood. Edie knew already, even after less than a year here, to never 

give as much as people said they needed, ever. They would ask and take until there was nothing left. 

The idea of increasing that small pile of sugar even by a few grams made Edie’s chest tight. The 

woman was probably lying about why she needed it, anyway. She would have gone to one of the 

other natives, otherwise. No, she wanted whatever she could get from the white woman. Nana said 

nothing to Edie, but held out the pile of sugar with a few words to the woman, who bowed her head 

and smiled and turned to walk back down the hill. Edie busied herself with trying to shut the door, 

which got stuck and gave a loud, protesting screech against the floor. The baby woke up and started to 

cry. Edie set her teeth and kicked the doorjamb, then went to pick up the baby, her heart pounding 

with adrenaline. She left the door as it was—half-open, half-closed in the oppressive sunshine. 

  

 It did not take long after her newest baby’s birth for Apiyo to realize that something was 

wrong. She was still bleeding days later, going through more cloths to stay clean than she did in the 

months when she wasn’t pregnant. She was exhausted, too, and took to watching life and work go on 

around her rather than participating. The infant spent most of her time strapped to one of Apiyo’s 

older daughters, only brought to her mother’s mat when she was wailing from hunger. The girls 

cooked and did the cleaning, and the boys walked the family’s few goats up and down the road on 

frayed ropes, two in each hand. It was lucky they were in the middle of the rains—there was no 

planting or harvesting to be done now, only those small things that got them from the beginning of a 
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day to the end of it. 

 None of the children had ever really seen their mother still, at least not while she was awake. If 

nothing else, her hands were always moving, shucking nuts, stirring beans, or gesturing violently when 

she scolded someone. Now her husband was hearing jokes about his manly wife who sat in the sun all 

day and told everyone else what to do. He ignored it and let things continue as they were until five 

days after the baby was born, when he was walking down the road after lunch to visit his brother. 

 “Oliver, my friend,” called Jawar Charles from the door of his hut. Jawar was a tall, good 

looking man with two wives and an elderly father from another place who had no hands—the 

Belgians had chopped them off years ago. Jawar was barefoot, his grass-colored shirt slashed a little at 

the collar to reveal his chest. Oliver stepped off the road to greet him, pleased to be noticed. 

 “You are visiting your brother?” asked Jawar. 

 “Yes, I’ve come to speak with him.” 

 “Good, good. I just wanted to let you know I have something for you if you need it.” 

 “What’s that?” 

 Jawar ducked into the darkness of his hut and came back up holding his best goatskin mat for 

Oliver to see. Oliver was momentarily confused—surely he was not an important enough visitor to sit 

on it…?  

 “I hear your wife is a very grand gentleman these days, and I thought she might need 

something to sit on.” His mouth held straight for just a moment, and then he burst out laughing. A 

rush of fury filled Oliver’s head and his fists clenched, but he didn’t know what to do. He wanted to kill 

the man, but instead he found himself smiling weakly and turning back to the road with measured 

steps, Jawar still cackling hysterically behind him. 
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 That night Oliver hit Apiyo, and told her to go to the clinic in Mahagi if she really was that sick. 

She just looked down at the ground, holding her cheek, and said there wasn’t any money and she 

couldn’t walk that far, anyway. He clenched his fists impotently again, and went to sleep that night 

without speaking another word to her. 

 In a few weeks Apiyo did start to get better, to feel a little less like everything in front of her 

was fog, like all her limbs were as heavy as tree trunks. The bleeding eased off and she could cook and 

haul and dig in the garden and remonstrate with everyone once again, but the one thing she seemed 

unable to do was have another baby. It was a strange and decided sadness, because Apiyo had 

managed to have a child each year or so since her marriage. But this one, this tiny child who stayed so 

small even as she grew and years went by, this girl they had named Ayorwoth Jenet, had closed 

Apiyo’s womb. Apiyo wished she could take the name back. She did not want to call her daughter “Yes, 

Lord,” now that it was so clear to what exactly she had said yes.  

 It would be many years before she would conceive another child, and that in a new country 

altogether. In the years between, Apiyo could not help but resent her youngest daughter just a little, 

even as she loved her. She measured the child as she hadn't any of the others, wondering if Jenet had 

been worth losing the chance for any more. Sometimes, when Jenet giggled or used words the wrong 

way with her eyes as earnest as a grown woman’s, Apiyo felt the “yes” of things in her chest. Other 

times, when Jenet was stubborn or dropped things or got sick, Apiyo would think differently. “There 

was much trouble for you, you know,” she often said. “There will be no more children for me now 

because of all the trouble that came with you, and you cannot even carry a pot on your head without 

breaking it.” 

The child had originally been called Janet, after a white nun in Mahagi who had given the 
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family their rosaries. The ‘a’ in Janet’s name had smoothed itself out to an ‘e’ in the speech of her 

mother and sisters before Jenet had been able to say it herself, and years later in that different 

country when she began to learn to write, she inscribed the change in her primary exercise book, and 

made it truly permanent. 

Apiyo scolded Jenet to a degree she regretted on the day they were putting walls on a new hut. 

The unfinished house had been standing there for almost a month while Apiyo directed her children in 

mixing enough sand and water to cover the reed-strung poles they’d coaxed into the ground. Oliver 

hadn’t been there to help them—he was doing work he wouldn’t explain for some Belgian in another 

village, and he didn’t harvest the cassava or help them build the new house. If there was money 

coming in from this mysterious new work of his, Apiyo hadn’t seen it, but Oliver insisted it was 

important work, an honor. 

So she oversaw the work herself, and maybe it was just her imagination but all the children 

seemed even more unruly than usual. None of the boys were doing what they were told and the walls 

weren’t setting right and the girls were all screaming and laughing in the sun and not listening to a 

word Apiyo said. One of her sons was piling hunks of mud like cow dung with great concentration, and 

even Kayen, her oldest, was dancing in circles around the half-finished house with mud smeared 

underneath her eyes. In the earlier phases of building, several of her relatives had come to help, but 

today no one else was there and she was worried that all the sand and water was going to spoil and 

dry before they could use it, and they’d have to start all over in the morning. If her husband were 

here, the children would do as they were told immediately—Oliver wouldn’t even have to raise his 

voice. But she had to yell and scream and beat them to get them to do what she wanted when they 

were like this—they had no respect for her. She ground her teeth and took a deep breath for another 
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good yell. 

That was the point at which she saw Jenet dive and slide through the middle of the mud they 

had mixed, leaving a girl-shaped trough in her wake that quickly filled with water, covering her dress 

and hands and legs and face in sticky mud. Apiyo grabbed her by the ear and hauled her to her feet, 

screaming at her to go all the way into the valley and wash herself off and not come back until she was 

clean and willing to be something other than completely useless.  

Jenet stumbled off, crying, and Apiyo shook her head and decided it was time to give up and 

make dinner. They would work on the walls again tomorrow. And the next day.  

She was heating water when Jenet came back up the hill from the valley, clean and subdued. 

Apiyo felt an uncomfortable sensation in her gut and didn’t acknowledge the girl, turning instead to 

Kayen to tell her to go get the kadatona for their sauce. Kayen got up from the fire, which she’d been 

watching with her chin on her hand, face still streaked with mud, and went inside. When she came out 

again carrying the small yellow container she wiggled her hips and winked at Jenet, who shrieked a 

giggle and clapped her hand over her mouth. Apiyo looked up to see her oldest daughter’s lips and 

cheeks gray with kadatona. Her first impulse was to scold her daughter for such wastefulness, but 

something about Jenet’s giggle gave her pause, and instead she chuckled and brushed the ashes off 

Kayen’s cheekbones. Jenet dropped her hand from her mouth and ran to her older sister, pressing 

Kayen’s cheeks together to pucker her stained, gray lips. Kayen laughed and pulled her head out of 

reach, grabbing Jenet’s wrists and holding them together. 

Apiyo decided in that moment that she wanted her girls to have an avocado tonight. She would 

send one of them to the market to find one, and then she’d slice it and put it on a plate and let them 

choose first, before any of the others, the pieces they wanted. She stood up from the fire and went to 
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find the money box she kept beside her mat. There had been some coins in it the last time she looked, 

but the night before her husband must have taken it to use for something, because now it was empty 

and hollow as a skeleton, yawning at her. She clapped it shut and went back outside to tend to the 

cooking, thinking that she would just ask Oliver for some money if he came home in time before they 

ate. 

He didn’t, and they ate without him, leaving a large lump of kwin and a pot of Kayen’s sauce in 

the corner for him, whenever he came home. This happened more and more often now that he was 

working for the Belgian in the next village. Apiyo didn’t know what he was doing—moving boxes of 

things, she thought he had said. Usually she left his food out and went to sleep, if he didn’t come 

home. If he stayed out very late, he was usually drinking with friends and would wake her up when he 

came home, anyway. Tonight she waited for him. She was hoping he might come back with a little bit 

of money and would give her some so she could buy an avocado tomorrow. She lit the small tin can 

she used as an oil lamp from the embers of the fire, sat down in the door of the house with his supper, 

and waited. 

Inside, she could hear some of the children whispering. Outside, the night was quiet. They had 

many neighbors close by on the road and down the path to the valley, but in the hours when the sun 

went down it grew so silent that her family might as well have been the only one for miles. 

They had lived here, on this plot of land, since the very beginning of her marriage, when she 

was first introduced here. Her home was twenty miles north, further from Mahagi. She’d been here 

now, if she counted by her children and the space she knew between them, for seven years. She 

hadn’t gone back very often in that time, back to her home. Only when someone was sick or dead or 

getting married. She hadn’t been afraid to leave when it was time to get married; she’d wanted to, in 
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fact. She’d been so young when the women in her family had begun to make her beautiful, and it had 

hurt so much that she knew it had to have a purpose—that she was going to make a good marriage, a 

good family. 

It was a very old woman, one of her mother’s aunts, who had raised the ugol to Apiyo’s face 

and so carefully laid cuts to what felt like every inch of it. Apiyo’s eyes screwed almost entirely shut 

with the pain as she felt blood start to flow, but through her small sliver of vision she could see the old 

woman’s tongue set between her lips in concentration, the ridges and bumps of her own faded beauty 

still visible despite the leathering and wrinkling of her skin. This kind of beauty would last, if she could 

bear it. And so she had, as much as she had wanted to scream and shove the woman’s hands away. 

She had sat on her own hands and let her tears leak silently and slowly instead. A few of her sisters, 

when their turns came, had screeched like dying animals.  

It wasn’t long after her face was marked and her two front teeth removed so they wouldn’t 

grow to cover her mouth that Oliver’s father came to ask about her. She didn’t see Oliver at all for 

most of the conversations, so whenever she thought of her husband she would think of Oliver’s tall, 

gray-haired father as though it were him she were marrying, and she didn’t mind. When she finally did 

meet Oliver, the day the bride price was brought to their village by all his relatives, she thought he was 

quiet, but liked his smile, and she didn’t regret that he’d been chosen. How could she, when she saw 

all the cows and goats led in by his brothers and uncles and cousins, saw how much she was worth? 

Her wedding had been perfect. She was sent to stay at the convent a few weeks before, like a 

proper Catholic lady, and a white priest had married them. That next day was the first she had spent 

here, in this very house she was sitting in. Oliver’s family had built it before she arrived, and someone 

(at the time she had assumed it was Oliver himself) had taken great care with it—the floor had been 
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smoothed with stones so thoroughly that it felt like concrete. 

It had not taken her long to realize that Oliver was probably not the person who had put so 

much work into their house. Today, for instance, building this whole new third house by herself. It 

wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. Her husband didn’t really seem to do much of anything, beyond the 

farming work they all had to do.  

In those early days of their marriage he did sit for hours each day in the sun fashioning arrows, 

which Apiyo knew enough to appreciate as very difficult work. He hammered the metal tips into sharp 

points with three barbs down each side, to catch deep. He strung and re-strung his bow, never 

satisfied with how tight he had gotten it. Over time he amassed quite a number of weapons that he 

kept in a growing pile in one corner of their house. So many arrows, and three or four bows before 

they had been married one year. 

At first, she thought nothing of it. Every man needed weapons, and all these multiple sets 

might bring in some money if he decided to sell them, though he was nowhere close to being one of 

the best craftsmen in the area. Someone might still want to buy them, and he could be hoping for 

that. Also, she knew, sometimes arrows got lost and bows got broken. She had never seen one person 

make so many, but it seemed like it might be a practical idea. 

But he never hunted anything. He pounded away at his arrows and perfected their points and 

dotted them with poisons, but he never slung a set across his back to go out looking for so much as a 

wild goat. Apiyo was completely bewildered by this, but she never asked him about it and continued 

to prepare the food that was available. When there were celebrations he would go and there he 

would eat meat, and when Apiyo had a little bit of money to keep she would sometimes buy some for 

him, or if it was absolutely necessary, kill a goat or one of the chickens. They didn’t have many of 
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these, though, and Oliver was not a man who had cows, so she only planned to do this on days when 

it couldn’t be avoided, like Christmas. He never complained to her that there wasn’t meat more often, 

and she never complained about the unused weapons gradually filling the corners of their home. But 

she did begin to see that she had married a man who did not do things.  

 And so tonight was not an unusual night. Even before he was working for this Belgian she’d 

never seen, he did not help throw mud or lay thatch for a new house. Just like he didn’t do any 

hunting.  

 Apiyo watched the flame from her lamp dip and shudder in the breeze. The stars were rising—

Oliver usually did not stay out working this late. She wondered if he had gone visiting, or drinking. She 

got her answer just a few minutes later when she heard him stumbling up the lane to their house, 

singing softly to himself. She had expected he might be drunk, but her heart fell a little all the same. It 

was much more difficult to make requests of him when he was drunk. 

“Wife,” he said, lurching up to her and collapsing on the ground with his knees pulled to his 

chest. “You have waited for me. I have been to the market.” Apiyo saw that his right hand was closed 

around something small. His eyes were red and his breath was sharp. 

“Yes,” she said, having no other response to his obvious falsehood. “Here is your food.” 

Oliver pulled the pot of sauce and kwin toward himself and began to eat, silent now save for 

the slurping of his lips against his fingers. 

She decided to speak. “Today I wanted to buy an avocado,” she said, “but there was no 

money.” 

He dropped the tin lid back onto the sauce pot with a clang. “You don't need avocados.” 

“I wanted to buy one, and yesterday there was money but today there isn't any. You give me 
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some, just a little bit, and I will buy an avocado tomorrow.” 

Oliver stood up, and she craned her neck to follow his eyes. “Why are you always asking me for 

money? You think I always have it? Well I don't.” He leaned down unsteadily so that his face was right 

in front of hers. “I don't have any. Does that answer your request?” 

“There was some yesterday.” 

“You have no respect for me. You did not greet me even now, when I came home after such a 

long day.” His voice began to rise to a level that might wake everyone who was sleeping. 

“Good evening, my husband.”  

“Ah!” he yelled. “Now you greet me, when I tell you that you must!” The hand he’d kept closed 

around something she couldn’t see drew back and rushed toward her. She flinched, expecting him to 

strike her, but his hand never touched her face and when she opened her eyes he was stomping away. 

She was covered in fresh greens, she realized, as she plucked a small piece from her shoulder, and saw 

more of them wafting to the ground in the light of the candle by her foot.  

He wasn't lying, then—he had gone to the market this evening. She brushed the wasted 

vegetable off her chest and shoulders, blew out her lamp, and followed her husband inside. 
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-1983- 

Hema, Uganda 

“You be the sick one and I will bring you medicine.” 

“Ngo! Not fair. Today I am doctor.” 

The little girls’ voices drifted faintly to the porch at the bottom of the steep brown hill where 

Nancy was sitting with a cup of tea, lost in thought. They played together like this most afternoons 

during dry season, summoning every adult role their thirteen years of combined experience had 

shown them and trying each one on like dresses, twirling before the mirror of their world. 

Mercy was slightly taller and a year older, shaved bald and barefoot. Her black skin shone 

almost purple in the sunlight and her flashing smile stretched to cover most of the lower half of her 

face. She stood solid in the rolling landscape behind her, one of countless children running up and 

down the roads of their small town.  

Beside her, the paleness of Susan’s skin named her at once alien and fragile. She was lathered 

in sunblock and laced into sneakers, but she ran through the dry grass with a confidence matching her 

companion's, blonde hair winking at the equatorial sun as though it didn't have the power to blister 

her vulnerable skin in moments. 

Most everyone who lived near the church in Hema shook their heads or smiled when they saw 

Mercy and Susan together. Mercy's father, Rev. Crispin, had a piglet that had taken to running with the 

town pack of dogs, roaming overland in canine fashion and squealing at the moon in the middle of the 

night in strange accompaniment to the barks and baying of the strays. The townspeople had 

collectively named this pig Susan, after the one tiny mundo who was always trailing Jenet and Crispin 

Onen's children through the roads and hills with no idea what she was. 
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 “I will be doctor,” Mercy said resolutely. “Look at all the cups I have! I will use them to make 

your medicine. Now, you tell me you have ulcer.” 

Susan crossed her arms. “Not ulcer! Malaria. We will say I have malaria. Then you have to be a 

very good doctor.”  

“Who will be your good doctor when you leave?” asked Mercy, arms across her chest and eyes 

on the ground. 

Susan shrugged. “If I get sick when I come home again, you can be my doctor.” 

Mercy agreed to this, and the two girls continued to chatter as they diagnosed Susan’s illness 

and gathered ingredients for her medicine. This was a game they were not supposed to play anymore. 

Last week, they left all the cups and leaves lined up in front of Mercy’s house, and Mama Jenet had 

gotten angry. She said they made her look like a witch doctor, which was a very bad thing for the wife 

of a priest. Today, they set up their hospital on the slope of the hill, placing the cups and stick 

instruments in an orderly row. Piles of vegetation grew slowly, grass and banana fronds and waxy 

mango leaves that would heal the ubiquitous sickness Susan had never actually suffered from, though 

it had been running in Mercy’s blood for years. 

Down below, Nancy sat in the shade and watched her daughter’s curls bouncing, catching light 

as she scampered up their hill and down again with the Onen girl. They were babbling in that strange 

combination of Alur and English Nancy never understood and shrieking at the tops of their girlish 

lungs as though nothing could be more thrilling than whatever it was they were doing. 

Their young language reminded her that she herself was six years old in Swahili. If she opened 

her mouth this moment and spoke it, her words would be those of a little girl—colors, numbers for 

hide-and-seek, simple wonder. When she left for boarding school it had fixed there in her mind, never 
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changing while her English grew and flourished with the rest of her. She rocked herself slowly in the 

porch swing, pressing her sandaled feet to the cement, and saw her tiny self—frozen like a 

photograph in pigtails and saddle shoes—mouth open, eyes careful, hand resting on a leather trunk 

holding everything she owned. 

She stood and retreated into her turquoise house, needing something else to think about. 

Susan would be fine—she wouldn’t leave the compound, and it was past time to start making dinner. 

Nancy had spent her Friday afternoon mucking out the chicken coop and she found that most of the 

new chicks were missing, probably snatched up by eagles while their stupid parents strutted around 

the back yard. She was tired of the chickens, thought perhaps she should start killing them off and 

serving them for dinner, but she knew it would upset her daughter. 

No chicken tonight, then, just rice and vegetables and some of her yogurt. Nancy tied back her 

hair and headed to the back of the house. The kitchen was small, but more than adequate compared 

to the way she had grown up. A large, two-basin metal sink was installed on one wall, piped out to the 

water tank behind the house. A set of white cabinets ran top and bottom along most of the rest of the 

space, but they stained easily with dirt and dust during dry season and she didn’t do a very good job 

of keeping them clean. A battered stove stood in the corner by the back door, and Nancy had shoved a 

small refrigerator against the opposite wall for whenever the power was working. It was austere, 

efficient. Perfect. 

She dragged a basin full of rice out from the pantry and measured a quantity of it into a 

saucepan, annoyed at her lack of mental discipline. She didn’t like thinking of her six-year-old self. 

When she indulged in thoughts about her past it was usually about herself at twenty—that brief, 

delicious time when her body had looked like it was supposed to, when she had been willowy and 



27 
 

slender and more than one man had wanted to touch her, to reach out and casually put an arm over 

her shoulder or around her waist. 

Such thoughts were vain and petty and easily repented of. She didn’t mind them, she decided, 

as she turned the spigot and drowned the rice, measuring the water level with a finger. Her early days 

in Congo and Burundi, however, were tainted with a deep and disturbing bitterness, an envy of her 

own daughter that unsettled her. The water sputtered, reminding her that they were nearing the end 

of dry season and the tank that had filled with last May’s rains was probably almost empty.  

She lit the stove and reached down into a cabinet to grab a lid for the saucepan, noticing a few 

of her daughter’s handprints along the dusty face of the wood. She set down the lid and watched the 

steam gather and grow until the pot rattled in protest, and then turned down the flame just before 

the half-cooked rice could spill over onto the stove and create a crusty mess she’d have to clean up 

later. 

As a girl she had been nothing like her daughter, who was carefree friends with every dark-

skinned, barefoot little child in town. Nancy had somehow missed that period of confusion where you 

have no idea how the world works and you can believe or pretend there's no difference there. She and 

her little brother had known of the gulf that existed between themselves and the huts all around them 

from their very earliest memories. She wasn't sure why her daughter didn't. 

She stood there for a few moments more than was her habit and watched steam creep out 

from under the edges of the saucepan’s lid. There wouldn’t be holes in the surface of the rice for at 

least another ten minutes. She should go do something else. She walked back over to the sink and 

turned the spigot to see the water gush and then sputter a bit, once again. She was going to have to 

do something about that, after she cleaned the cabinets. And finished ironing the last of Susan’s 
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clothes, because she didn’t trust the maid with the iron anymore, not after the hole in her fitted 

sheet. And after she’d driven all the way to Kampala and come back again the very next day. She 

pressed the palm of her hand to her forehead. 

The day after tomorrow, Susan would leave for her first year of school in the capital. Nancy had 

managed to homeschool her through kindergarten without entirely neglecting work at the church, but 

there was no way she could run all the children’s programs and continue to educate her daughter at 

the same time, not now that Susan was learning to read and getting old enough to spend all day on 

schoolwork instead of the half days they’d been doing. Besides, Susan needed international friends, 

American friends. American teachers, too. Nancy was lucky the missionary academy was in-country, 

only a day’s drive away; she knew so many people whose children’s trips to school involved border 

crossings or plane flights. She couldn’t imagine how expensive that would end up being, especially 

considering she seemed to be the only missionary alive who had just one child. All she had to do was 

pay for the gas to get there and back, and even that was a significant line item in this month’s budget. 

Susan, so far, didn’t seem to mind the idea of leaving, which was a relief. But Nancy knew that 

Susan simply didn’t understand what it was all going to mean. She was a little too young to 

understand just how far away she’d be or how long she’d be there before she came home again. 

Months didn’t pass for little children the way they passed for normal people, who can think about the 

time that’s gone by and then project it forward and think about how long parts of the future are going 

to be. But as soon as they actually got there, and Nancy helped Susan unpack her things and kissed 

her goodbye and walked back out to the car and drove away…  

 She took a deep breath. It would be lonely in Hema without Susan's infectious laugh and tiny 

hands and endless questions, Nancy could admit that. But what kind of life would she be giving her 



29 
 

daughter if she did otherwise? Keep her in this town until she went to college? Or keep her in Hema 

until furlough came around, and then set her loose in the public American school system for a year 

out of every five to be eaten alive for her strange clothes and conversation topics and her inability to 

properly work a light switch? This was how it had to be, how it always was. You couldn’t live this life, 

out here, without sacrifice, and that included the sacrifice of your children. Demanded it. You gave 

them into God’s hands and then you trusted. It was what they’d all always done. It was not in Susan’s 

own best interests to stay here, however homesick she might come to feel in Kampala. There wasn’t 

anything more for her here than there was for the natives, whose lives were a slow, unhappy circle of 

everything everyone had ever done before them. 

She reminded herself of this as she called Susan in for dinner, leaving the Onen girl to trudge 

reluctantly up the hill to her own home. She thought it as she brushed back Susan’s tangled blonde 

hair, oversaw her bedtime prayers. No kind of life. No life at all. 

 

That night after prayers Susan lay on her back with her hands hovering invisible above her face 

in the absolute darkness of her bedroom. Dancing insects beat a soft, familiar lullaby against her 

window with their bodies as her eyes adjusted to the vision of her fingers waving slowly; she could 

only make them out when they were moving. She made fists and lifted one finger at a time, mouthing 

the names of every child in the house down the hill as she did so. 

Mercy. 

Upiyo. Udongo. 

Mungupara Grace. 

Pimer Sarah. 
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Baby William. 

She stared for a moment at her hands, full of another family's riches. Then she closed her eyes 

and pressed her knuckles to her lids until it hurt and she saw the fiery outline of a technicolor Jesus 

with thorns blooming from the back of his head. 

 

At the top of the hill where all five of those children were sleeping, Mama Jenet Onen sat 

alone in her bedroom, head bent over a piece of notebook paper by the light of a plastic, battery-

powered lantern Nancy Mitchum had given her for Christmas. She read the letter over carefully, and 

not for the first time. 

Jenet, 

 I greet you in Jesus' name. Thank you for your letter. We are well, and Okelo has reached A-

levels, for which we are very thankful. You should know you do not need to worry how your husband is 

kept when he stays here. His second woman here is not his best because that is you always, but she 

cares for him well and she does his washing before he comes home. 

 Jesus walk with you, 

 Eunice Kadonga 

She shoved the crumpled piece of paper under her mat and turned off the lantern, but she 

didn’t lie down. 

 

“I have four grandparents,” said Susan the next day. 

 Mercy didn't look up from the grass she was braiding when Susan spoke, but she recognized 

the challenge. 
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“I do too.” 

“No, you don't.” 

“Yes, I do.” 

“Where are they?” 

“I used to have four! It's just that they died already, I think.” 

 “Well, mine are still alive and I’m going to see them next year on furlough. They send presents 

to me for Christmas and my birthday, and when we go to the States I’ll get to go and visit them in 

California. Two of them are my dad's parents, so my mother won't come with me when I visit, but I’ll 

get to go. She told me.” 

 “Why doesn't your mother go with you? Is it because your parents are divorced?” 

Susan shrugged. “I don't know. I think so.” 

 This was usually the reason for any strange or unexplainable behavior in Susan or her mother. 

Whenever Susan told her something that seemed a little odd or fantastic Mercy would ask “Is it 

because they are divorced?” and Susan would usually say that yes, she thought so. 

 “I have three aunts and two uncles, too,” Susan continued. “You only have Kayen.” 

 “Ngo! I do have more family. My father has brothers and sisters and they are all big people. My 

auntie lives in Arua and she is married to a school principal, and my mother has family, too. Kayen isn't 

her only sister. She has two others but they are somewhere else.” 

 “Do you know them?” 

 “No, but I know they are there.” 

 They braided in silence for a few moments, until Grace's voice echoed down the hill. “Mercy! 

Ishidi shamu kwin!” 
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Mercy turned her back to the top of the hill and pursed her lips. 

“Grace called you,” said Susan. 

“I know. I don’t want to go. Mama has been so angry, I want to stay here.” 

“What did you do?” 

“I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. I don’t get to go away tomorrow like you do.”  

“Mercy!” came Grace’s voice again, more insistently. Mercy made a face and jumped up from 

the ground, dusting off her skirt. “You come up when lunch is over,” she said, before she ran off. 

 An hour later Susan dragged her Christmas box out from beneath her bed. Her mother had 

brought it home from the post office in June, torn open and missing most of the bag of grape candy 

her grandmother had put inside. Susan's green-handled jump rope had arrived intact, however, and 

she took it out now and wandered up the hill, whipping it back and forth across the grass and sending 

panicked grasshoppers flying to the trees at the edge of the compound. 

She stopped short at the Onens’ front door when she saw Mercy’s twin brothers, Upiyo and 

Udongo, leaning against the outside wall with their tall friend Samson, the one Mercy said she was 

going to marry. All three of them were ten years old, much bigger than she was. Susan shifted her feet 

and peered through the doorway for Mercy. 

“The girls are still cleaning,” said Udongo in Alur. “What's that?” 

Susan gathered up the length of rope and held it to her chest. “Nothing,” she said. 

“What do you do with it, mundo? Hit people?” asked Samson in English. He grinned and 

reached to take it from her. 

Susan backed up a few steps. “You jump over it. But I'm not showing you how.” 

Samson laughed and plucked it easily from between her hands. He threw it to Upiyo and it 
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snaked out in the air, landing on the ground with a dusty thump a moment before everyone dove for it 

at once. Udongo and Susan each ended up with one handle, Udongo stronger but Susan much more 

indignant, and neither had conceded when Mercy finally came outside looking grumpy.  She smacked 

Udongo on the back of the head and he let go, frowning at his sister as she ran with Susan and the 

rope to the back of the house. 

“What is it?” Mercy asked, catching her breath. 

“It's a jump rope. My grandmother gave it to me. Look, you just...” and Susan hopped it twice 

before her feet came down too early and the rope smacked her in the shins. 

“Let me try.” 

Mercy swung the rope up and galloped through it one foot at a time. It worked for a moment, 

until she tripped over her left foot and landed chin first on the ground. She rolled over, wincing and 

holding her knee, and saw her two twin brothers watching from around the side of the house, the boy 

she wanted to marry standing behind them. 

“I don't want to do this anymore.” 

“Why not? You just weren't doing it right. You have to do both feet at once.” 

“I don't want to try it while they watch me.” She pointed at the boys. 

“They can't do it any better... Ishido kani?” But Mercy was already walking back inside. 

  

 She didn't stay there long. Her mother was in a temper with everyone—she'd swatted Mercy 

twice already for stirring the beans the wrong way, yelled at Upiyo before morning tea because his 

shirt was buttoned incorrectly, and grabbed Udongo by the ear when he came home from school 

yesterday saying he was hungry and wanted a potato. As soon as she saw Mercy in the kitchen 
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doorway, she started again. 

“Ah! What have you been doing? Do you expect me to give you a new dress every day? You 

want to roll around in the dirt like a boy because your father gives you all the clothes you want? I say 

you go down to the borehole and you get water and you wash that dress right now and you don't 

come back inside until it's clean.” 

Mercy let all the breath out of her nose and backed away from her mother's waving arms to 

get a jerry can. As she passed the large tin drum of water they kept beside the house she peered down 

and saw her own face staring back—it was almost full. She thought about dipping the jerry can in right 

there and circling around to the front of the house ten minutes later but her mother came outside, 

put her hands on her hips, and frowned in Mercy's direction. Grumbling, Mercy picked up her yellow 

jerry can, pushed open the compound gate, and walked the few hundred meters down the road to the 

borehole. 

There weren't many girls waiting in line in the middle of the afternoon, and they all took turns 

jumping up and down on the pump to coax fresh water from the ground. On Mercy's turn she held her 

can beneath the intermittent jet until it was half full, then said goodbye and walked home backwards 

with the jerry can perched on her head, feeling her way with her heels. She stumbled in a pothole in 

front of the church compound but righted herself before any water sloshed over, and when she turned 

around she saw Susan and Samson behind the latrine, standing a little apart and leaning toward each 

other like trees, connected just at the lips with their eyes closed. 

Mercy's stomach felt like it had gone away. She drew a sharp breath and turned around again, 

staring down the road she'd just come from. She stood there, indecisive, watching two of the day 

school teacher's sons catching grasshoppers, and when she glanced back at the latrine again Susan 
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was gone, and Samson was back at the front of the house with her brothers like nothing had 

happened. 

Mercy marched around the long way to the gate at the far end of the compound and pushed it 

open with one hand—it wasn't latched. She dragged an empty basin over from beside the trash pit 

and set it down under the plumeria tree to wash her dress. She turned her jerry can upside down and 

watched the water glug into the basin, splashing lukewarm on her shins. When it was full she set 

down the can and got the Omo box from the kitchen. She sprinkled the powder into the basin and 

stared down at the frothing, grainy water, then furiously unzipped her dress and tugged it over her 

head. She threw it in the basin and knelt naked, scrubbing at the dress with a long-practiced friction 

that would render the bright orange fabric both clean and threadbare. 

When her hands were sore she pulled the dress out and tossed the dirty, soapy water out onto 

the grass with one great heave. She placed the dress in the empty basin and filled it again, not caring 

that she wasted most of the water turning the can over so violently. She squeezed at the dress and 

wound it up in knots as tightly as she could, to remove every trace of soap. When she was finished she 

pulled it out and laid it neatly on the ground so that it looked like an invisible girl was lying there, 

wearing it. She left it there, instead of hanging it on the line. 

When she came back into the kitchen Grace looked up from the shallot she was peeling and 

dropped her knife. “Ah! Mercy, what are you doing? Put your clothes on!” 

“I had to wash my dress...” 

“Then you put on a new one first! Bin.” She shoved Mercy into the sleeping room and threw a 

kitenge and a t-shirt at her from the pile of clothing in the corner. “Your father comes back today. You 

want to greet him naked?” 
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Grace always did that, said your father and your mother, because they weren't her parents. She 

was older than any of the other children and her origins were a mystery, but no one had ever 

questioned her presence as a fixture in their family. If Rev. Crispin or Mama Jenet or Auntie Kayen 

knew who Grace's parents had been, they didn't talk about it. They never said, “Oh, your mother was 

from this or that village and your father was my oldest brother. They died when you were very young,” 

or even, “We are sorry, we do not know who your parents were.” Mercy had tried once to ask who 

Grace belonged to, but a curtain came down in her mother's face and she told Mercy that people 

didn't ask questions like that. 

Grace was Mercy's favorite out of everyone she knew. Sarah was Mercy's closest elder but 

Grace had always been the one to take care of her. She'd spent more time on Grace's back as a baby 

than her own mother's (or so people told her), and whenever Mercy had hair Grace was the one who 

braided it for her. As she tied up a new skirt around her waist, Mercy thought about telling Grace what 

she had seen Susan doing behind the latrine, but her stomach went away again and she decided she 

didn't want to. She only told things to Grace and Susan, and she had nothing to tell Susan anymore. 

“Papa is really coming home today?” 

“Yes, I think so. That was what your mother said when she wasn't trying to beat me.” 

“What did you do?” 

“I don't know. This week she is ever angry with me. Now,” she said, seeing Mercy decently 

clothed, “you come help me. Udongo killed a chicken for tonight and Kayen is going to cook it, so we 

have to do everything else.” 

Mercy followed Grace back to the kitchen, where the fire was already going for kwin. Her aunt 

Kayen was kneeling in the corner with a chicken, its neck jiggling and dripping on the floor as she 
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pulled out its feathers. The tufts already scattered at Kayen's feet were all gray, and Mercy clapped her 

hands when she realized it was the evil chicken that bit her feet. No one listened when Mercy said it 

was mean and she was afraid of it, but a few days ago it scattered all the beans Kayen had spent an 

entire morning sorting into neat little piles, and now its head was gone. 

“Are you going to stare all night or do something?” snapped Kayen. “Go start the kwin so I can 

put the chicken on the fire.” 

 Kayen was always this way—living to make everyone else do chores. She was much older than 

their mother, and her face was lined above her eyebrows and across her cheek with little dots of 

raised, cut skin like all traditional ladies; to her nieces and nephews she always looked a little bit wild. 

Her incisors were missing. 

 The girls couldn't figure out why Kayen had never gotten married and still lived with her 

youngest sister. As they began to enter the strange world of womanhood they were worried that 

perhaps what had happened inexplicably to their aunt might happen to them. They did not know the 

secrets of how to get married, how to make sure that you became a wife and had many children. If it 

were not for their aunt they would never have worried much for their futures, but her existence made 

them more nervous the older they grew. They did not know what she had done wrong, and therefore 

couldn't figure out how to avoid it. 

They wondered if she was barren. She wasn't ugly, and she worked as hard as anyone else. She 

could cook just fine. The only thing the girls knew with any degree of certainty was that she was so 

very, very mean. That must be as undesirable to grown men as it is to children. Any man's parents 

would probably put a stop to a betrothal as soon as they spent more than a few days in Kayen's 

company, and ask for their bride price back. The girls knew that saying this last thing was a bit cruel, 
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but it was whispered late one evening while they were all lying on their stomachs and still feeling the 

sting of Kayen's palm on their bottoms. 

Mercy watched the drifting flurry of gray feathers mixing in the small pool of blood for another 

moment before she went to check the water. When she'd been smaller, making kwin had frightened 

her. There was a girl in her day school who had one eye and a stretch of angry pink skin from the side 

of her face down to her chest—she'd pulled a pot of kwin over on herself while she was stirring it. If 

you weren't yet a full-grown woman the huge, blackened bowl that hung over the fire was almost as 

big as you were, and the stirring stick almost as tall. 

The water in the pot was making those small, quickly rising bubbles that precede a boil, so 

Mercy hauled a sack of ground cassava across the kitchen, trailing empty shallot skins along the floor 

as she went. She sat next to the fire with the open sack and let sweat gather on her forehead as steam 

began to rise and mix with the smoke that hung like a hazy cloud around their heads. Before the water 

could come to full boil and she could toss in all the flour, Mercy's mother walked in and told her that 

her father was home and needed water for bathing.    

She picked up her yellow jerry can and dipped it lightly into the steaming water, trying not to 

burn her fingers. When it was full she wound a length of cloth into a loose nest and set it on the crown 

of her head, with the hot water nestled on top. She carried it out to her father's bath hut, craning her 

neck as she passed the window to spy her father sitting inside with his tea in a square of lantern light, 

his silver-framed glasses on his nose and his long fingers holding steady a white sheet of paper that 

fluttered in the evening breeze. He was reading a letter. She left the jug on the ground beside his 

plastic basin and his soap and went back to the kitchen. 

 The rest of the dinner preparations were hectic. Jenet's plan to welcome her husband back 
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from Arua with a special meal was in danger of disaster. There were no small fish in the market that 

afternoon for the sauce, though Sarah waited until long after she'd gotten back from her trip there to 

say so, and the chicken was taking longer to cook than Kayen had expected. Jenet was stirring the 

kwin herself, because Mercy couldn't do it fast enough. The boys, as always, were lucky. They didn't 

have to be in the kitchen. They were sent to the market to get a jackfruit and pedaled off down the 

road together on the bicycle, Udongo on the seat and Upiyo on the handlebars. Baby William 

wandered in and out of the kitchen with his pants off, mucous dripping down his nose.  

 When the sauce without fish was finished and the chicken parts all in a bowl, Jenet slapped the 

fresh kwin onto a tray and ran a plate around its edges until it was piled into one smooth, brown 

mound, ready for eating. She sent Sarah ahead to Crispin with the handwashing basin. When the rest 

of the family came out carrying the food and the dinner mats, Sarah was still on her knees before their 

father's chair. Crispin was drying his hands. 

 “This is a feast, a good thing to come home to,” he said. 

 His wife didn't respond. Her lips stayed tight together as she set down her tray and shoved 

things around so they were in the right places. Everyone sat on the mats and took plates, and Crispin 

nodded at Upiyo who bowed his head and muttered, “In jalarma Yesu Kriso, amen,” so softly they 

could barely hear it. Then they all started pulling at the lump of kwin and Jenet tapped at Mercy's 

hand as she reached for the chicken, inclining her head toward Crispin's chair, and Mercy got up a little 

clumsily and carried the bowl to her father, who took out the kidneys and the heart and set them on 

his plate. 

  The meal was unusually silent. Neither parent was talking, and no child was bold enough to 

break the silence. Everyone simply ate, their eyes on the kwin and sauce in front of them. Mercy's 
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stomach, which had returned, was now hurting her. She didn't like the way the room was feeling, like 

there were cords running from her mother on one end to her father on the other through all the food 

and people in between, cords that were too tight. She had hoped her mother would be happier when 

her father came home. 

 Only a few minutes later, long before anyone was finished, Jenet stood and began clearing 

away the tin plates, scraping the leftover food into the chicken bowl to throw out behind the house. 

Mercy saw that her brothers looked disappointed; they often tried to eat whatever was left when 

their father and all the girls were finished. Jenet walked briskly through their midst, collecting plates, 

and she lifted Crispin's from the arm of his chair just as he had a piece of kwin halfway to his mouth. 

He swallowed it and laid a hand on her arm. “Wait, I am not finished yet.” 

 The plate hit the ground with a startling clatter, and bits of food flew and spattered all over the 

mat and onto their father's pants and their mother's ankles. Mercy felt that a little bit of it had gotten 

on her face but she was frozen, and did not try to remove it. She looked back and forth between the 

irritated shock on her father's face and the burning rage on her mother's. 

 “You want more food? Does your second wife usually feed you better?” 

 Her father didn't blink or open his mouth. The only movement in the room was the heaving of 

her mother's chest. Mercy thought for a moment that her mother looked like she was breathing for all 

of them. 

 Crispin was looking at his wife. He seemed to be deciding what to say, but he wasn't panicked 

or worried or angry. He was just thinking. 

 “There is no reason for this to upset you,” he finally said. 

 “No reason for it to upset me?” she shrieked. “Then why did you never tell me?” 
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 “You did not need to know it...” 

 “I might be the only person in this town who does not know it! Your sister thought I knew it, 

when she wrote to me. All the priests know it, don't they, and everyone at the diocese in Arua? And 

what about their wives? You think they can all keep secrets like you do?” 

 Crispin opened his mouth, but his wife kept yelling. “I have never been made so ashamed as I 

am now, to know that you had another wife and that others knew but I did not. You expose me to 

that!” 

 No one else made a sound. Mercy's stomach was tightening even further. She had never 

witnessed her parents' anger like this, directed toward each other instead of at her or one of her 

siblings. Her father had another wife? He had closed his mouth and was now just listening. 

 “A lady is supposed to know such things. I should know if you have another wife. I need to 

know. How foolish have you made me look, do you think? Does she at least know she is not the first? 

Did you tell her that you already have a first wife, and a full set of children? Or is she gliding around 

whatever little house you have for her, thinking she is queen of your life? Thinking she is your only 

one? How could you do that to me, let another woman think she has first place with you?” 

 “Children, out. All of you.” Mercy's father had recovered his voice, and it resonated deep and 

commanding in the small room. They all knew immediately that they were not to contradict, and 

Mercy stood with the others and fled the room as quickly as she could, stepping in a puddle of sauce 

on her way. Kayen followed slowly, her lips turned down in a disapproving frown. 

 “Go, all of you. Go to bed, and don't you dare go running anywhere else. You especially, twins. 

If I see you sneaking out to listen I will box your ears until you're deaf and can't listen to anything 

anymore. You,” she said, pointing at Grace, “make sure they all stay in bed or it will be your fault as 
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well.” She turned without another word and went back into the front room to get the plates and do all 

the cleaning. She would have a lot of work tonight, Mercy thought, if she was doing all of it herself. It 

seemed for a moment that they were all getting off easy, and then she remembered that being in the 

kitchen, she would hear her parents talking. That was why they had no chores tonight.  

 Jenet thought of sneaking out and running down the hill to tap on Susan’s window, which 

opened with a lever from inside so they could whisper through the bars. But Susan was going away, 

and the other thing had happened, too. Jenet wouldn’t have talked to her again if she stayed in Hema 

forever. 

 

 Two hours later Jenet lay alone on her mat in the bedroom, as she did every evening when her 

husband was away. Tonight, though, he was here, sleeping on his chair, filling her house. She rolled 

over. 

 She might never have told him she knew. She might have let their marriage continue as it was 

and smiled when he came home and heated his water without ever giving a hint that she knew what 

he had been keeping from her, but her anger had gotten louder inside her head every day he'd been 

gone. 

 He had been leaving regularly for many months now. The diocese always needed him in 

another village, for a conference or a consecration or a budget meeting or something else just as 

important. She'd been happy about it. It meant that her husband was becoming a big man, that he 

was important in the church and might be hired to work at the diocese in Goli or even, if His Grace 

decided to retire, considered for bishop five or ten years from now. There was no higher woman in the 

whole district than the wife of the bishop. They would move into the bishop's residence and every 
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single one of her children would go all the way through school. They could maybe even send some of 

them away. 

 Jenet tried to keep these thoughts inside her head when her husband was away for a week or 

two or sometimes even three, visiting some other town Jenet had only heard of. He was a big, 

important man, and his going away was proof of that. It was a good thing. 

 But something did not feel right. She was being foolish and she did not like women like that, 

but if he were hiding something...would she know? Then her oldest daughter came home from school 

laughing herself sick about a story she'd been told by a friend, a story she couldn't wait to recite for all 

the church women gathered outside the house for tea. 

 “There is a woman in Nyapea who just got married!” she said. Some of the women tilted their 

heads politely, unsure why this story was supposed to be so funny. “Her husband kept telling her he 

needed to go to the next town to work every few weeks, and she started thinking that he had another 

wife he was keeping in the town he kept visiting. Whenever he would leave she would cry and cry and 

try to get him to stay.” Everyone but Jenet was laughing. 

 “So one of these times she started to get desperate because she was sure that he had another 

wife, and that the working was just an excuse to go be with her. So she poured water over all of his 

clothes the afternoon he was to go.” 

 “What? Why did she do that?” asked Beatrice, the curate's wife. She was wiping a tear from 

the corner of her eye. 

 “Because she wanted to make him stay. He couldn't go if all of his clothes were soaked through 

with cold water!” Another burst of laughter. Jenet laughed too, this time. 

 “What did her husband do when he was ready to leave and wanted his clothes?” someone 
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asked. 

 “That is the best part! He came and found them all wet, and he said, 'Ah, what is this? What 

has happened to all of my clothes?' and his wife said, 'Oh, it was terrible! It was the rats! They peed all 

over everything while I was outside. Now all your clothes are wet and I will have to wash them and 

you cannot go today. I am so sorry.” Her daughter was now laughing with the rest of them, unable to 

relate anything further. The curate's wife was clutching at her stomach. 

 “What did he do to her?” she asked, eyes streaming. 

 “He beat her, of course!” crowed Sarah, as they all gave over to fresh laughter. 

  Jenet knew that most men had other wives, especially the men who traveled to other places. 

They needed a woman to be with everywhere, and it was always best to have more than one wife if 

you wanted to be sure you had enough children. 

 But the Christians were not supposed to. If it was true, perhaps she was supposed to think that 

it was fine, but the idea made her so angry she wanted to throw a pot at the wall. The thought of him 

giving her love to some other woman made her furious, because she knew it was wrong. The Church 

said so. They said that one woman was enough, was all a man should need or want. 

 And if it was true she worried for her children. There was never much money, though of course 

there was more now than she'd ever had in her life. There was always a little bit, a bill or two that she 

could do something with if she needed to, and her life had not been like that before. But there was 

nowhere near enough for all the things they needed. The children couldn't all finish school and if one 

of them got sick Jenet had no idea what they would do. 

 If he had another wife, she would be able to tell, wouldn't she? He would seem different when 

he came home. Things would be different when he touched her and when he wanted to be together 
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the way they were supposed to be. Wouldn't he do that less? If there was another woman who gave it 

to him, too? But whenever he came home he seemed the same as ever. He came for her just as often 

and every time she did what she was supposed to do. He was not altered at all, even in the most 

intimate times. 

 Then a day came when he told her he was going back to Arua for another meeting. He went to 

Arua more often than anywhere else, and if he did have another woman, Jenet reasoned, he probably 

kept her there. Crispin's sister lived in Arua also, and the day before Crispin left Jenet finally realized 

how she might have all her questions answered. She would write Crispin's sister a letter and ask what 

he did and where he really stayed during the times that he came to work there. 

 Writing a letter was a complicated endeavor, because she knew she would probably not be 

able to write it herself. Her writing would not be good enough. She had to find someone who would 

write it for her, but then she had to be very careful about what she said, so that no one would really 

know what she was asking. She also did not want to offend Crispin's sister, who had become a rather 

important lady in the next district. 

 In the end, she had Grace write the letter for her. 

 “Dearest Eunice,” she began, watching Grace’s head bent over the lined paper in her school 

workbook, her hand slowly carving out the words Jenet could say but not set down. 

 Greetings and blessings to you in the name of our great Lord Jesus. The whole family greets 

you, my siblings and all of my children. We hope very much that you are well and remain in the Lord's 

good favor. I write to ask that you inform me of how my husband is kept when he comes to stay in 

Arua for all his meetings. Is he well taken care of while he is there? I know you, but I do not trust most 

people so far away to take care of my husband. Please write. 
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Jenet Onen 

 The reply was simple enough, and came by way of a niece who came to stay a few days on her 

way to a new term at boarding school. The girl handed Jenet the letter when she arrived, and Jenet 

ran into the kitchen to open it as quickly as her shaking fingers would allow, hoping that the words 

would be simple enough that she could read them. If it said what she feared, she did not want anyone 

else to have to read it and tell her what it said. The shame would be unbearable. 

 In the end, she could read it without help, but the shame was still unbearable. 

 It was not that he had another wife. Many men did this and Jenet understood that it was the 

way things were. Her own father might have found a second or a third if he had been able to and her 

mother would have borne it with good grace, though she would have made her standing as first wife 

very clear and not taken any lack of respect for her orders or her children. 

 No, what Jenet had discovered in this letter was that this second wife of her husband's was 

common knowledge, at least in Arua. It might even be common knowledge here. Surely everyone at 

the diocese who kept sending him up there knew that he had a wife there and that they didn't need to 

arrange for a place for him to stay... and if they knew, their wives knew also. 

 The humiliation cut her deeply and filled her with what she felt was a very justifiable rage. He 

had lied to her and left her open to all the shame that accompanied such a situation. She was the 

woman who didn't know her husband had another wife, and possibly (she thought with another jolt 

of anger) more children. 

 And what of this second wife? Did they laugh together about foolish, fat Jenet who didn't 

know she wasn't the only woman he had? Did they laugh at her ridiculous position? Was this other 

wife, perhaps, his favorite? She had not known she was competing. She had certainly not tried very 
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hard, nowhere near as hard as she would have tried if she had known she wasn't the only one. He 

hadn't even given her a chance to be his favorite. What if this wife's children were his favorite, as 

well? What if he decided to spend his money sending them to school instead of hers? 

 He had no right not to give her a chance, to not give her warning that she was going to have to 

fight for her children. She would have, if she had known she needed to. What sort of husband did not 

pay his first wife that courtesy? 

 And now, because she had not been able to hold her tongue, all her children and her sister 

knew about this, as well. 

 Through the normal night sounds she heard her husband shifting in his chair. He was not 

sleeping, either. She would have to let him back into this room, let him come and go and have her and 

someone else and know she was only getting some of his money for her children, but tonight she 

could be angry and he could sleep in his chair. 

 In the other room, Mercy decided she would stay on her mat until after the sun was up in the 

morning and Susan was gone. She pressed her mouth against the cold, dusty floor imprinted with all 

the leaves that fell before the roof was built, and thought of kissing. 
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-1996- 

Kampala 

 Grace hated it when they didn't roll off. The man above her seemed to have passed out, which 

didn't surprise her. He was quite drunk when he stumbled up to her an hour ago and smiled in the way 

men do when they're trying to be pleasing but know they don't have to be. Now, he was done making 

false efforts. His breath fell heavy on the side of her neck, his blunt weight pinning her to the floor. She 

lifted her hands to shove at his chest and push him slowly out and off. He rolled onto his side, still 

breathing heavily. Grace arched her stiff neck and rolled her shoulders, then sat up and grabbed a 

dirty towel to press between her legs. She stood unsteadily and shook out her feet, dancing a little bit 

on pins and needles as she tried to find her skirt. It was balled up by his feet, so she snatched it up and 

shimmied to get the faded denim back in place. Her pink tube top was lying beside it, but she'd 

already found a man tonight and the top made her itch, so she pulled on her t-shirt instead and 

shoved aside the torn blue fabric hanging limp in her doorway. 

 She felt sticky, and not because of what she'd just been doing. These days at the very 

beginning of the rainy season were always the worst. It was still wickedly hot but wet with the promise 

of a downpour, and every time she breathed it felt like she was almost drinking. A mosquito landed on 

her forearm and she swatted it—a tiny burst of blood hit her fingers with its tangled body, and she 

wiped it off on her skirt. 

 Fiona was standing by the water pump, smoking a cigarette. “Ay, Grace!” she called. “You 

found yourself a tall one, yes? Very nice; I saw him going in.” She pursed her lips. “He loud, too.” 

 Grace smiled. “Yah, ten thousand for twenty minutes. He didn't make me suck him, either.” 
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 Fiona clucked her tongue. “You always getting lucky, girl. I suck them every time.” 

 “That's because you want to.” 

 “Bitch! You go home and tell your uncle the minister what you doing here and then maybe you 

talk to me that way.” 

 Grace just laughed and went back inside, leaving Fiona at the pump with the dwindling ash of 

her cigarette. She had never seen Fiona smoking before—the cigarette was probably a gift from a 

customer. She held two fingers to her lips for a moment and sucked in a slow gust of air, but she felt 

foolish and dropped her hand without completing the pantomime. She toed at the man on her floor—

he moaned and rolled onto his back. He had paid good money and she should let him stay a little 

longer, but tonight she wasn't in the mood. 

 “Get up,” she said. He batted at his nose, but otherwise didn't move. He looked ridiculous lying 

there, pants still around his ankles, cock shriveled. She poked his shoulder with her foot again. “I said 

get up! I'm your sex, not your hotel.” This time he groaned and grabbed his head. He really had been 

drinking—it looked like he had no idea where he was. She wondered for a moment how much money 

he had wasted tonight, and what he was supposed to do with it, if he was going home to a wife with 

none of what he made while he'd been gone. He was trying to sit up. She gave him a helpful push and 

tossed him his shirt. “You get dressed and I will make you chai,” she told him. He grunted, shifting to 

pull up his pants. 

 She picked up her thermos and emptied what was left of her water over a pile of tea leaves. It 

was lukewarm from sitting in the thermos all day and most of the night, but she didn’t think he was 

really in a position to notice or care. She picked up her tin of sugar and saw that there was only about 

a spoonful left inside; she shook it all out over the cup and passed it to him where he sat on the floor. 
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  A little while later, when his clothes were on and his cup was empty, he stood to leave. “You 

were very good, girl,” he said. “Next time I come through Kampala I find you again, yes? You want to 

see me, let me make you feel good?” 

 “Of course I want to see you,” she said, smiling. “You were good, too. Better than most of 

them.” 

 “I go many places, driving for business. Tanzania, sometimes. I will bring you something...a 

necklace.” 

 “Yes. I want a necklace.” She shook her hips at him. 

 “Then we make love for free next time.” 

 Grace barked out a laugh. “Only if you bring me real pearls, yah. I make love with you plenty, 

then.” 

 He swatted at her once and left without another word, the fabric in the doorway fluttering 

with his passing. Grace yawned and wiggled back out of her tight denim skirt. She shook out her 

blanket, trying to get the presence of man off of it before she went to sleep. 

 She lived in a mabaati with a dirt floor and a roof made from slabs of sheet metal that leaked 

spectacularly when it rained. Bright blue paint flaked off the walls and made a star-like pattern at the 

edges of the floor. It was one of the first things she'd done when she moved in—bought a can of paint 

from the men who did all of the Uganda Telecom buildings and turned the rusting metal blue inside. 

This was not just where she slept; it was a place of business. That was what she said when people 

asked her about it, but really she just liked blue. 

 When she first came to Kampala she had found a job as a hotel waitress and lived in a 

cramped, dirty building with a number of other young women who did the same thing. She hadn’t 
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know, when she started, that hotel waitresses were essentially expected to do the same sort of work 

that she did now, but enough heavy glances and strange arms snaking around her waist or down over 

her hips and she figured it out. It had been an easy transition, when she made it. She made more 

money this way, just working without waitressing—her house, she thought, was proof of this. 

 She extinguished her lantern and lay down on the floor without trying to scrub off any of her 

makeup. She fell asleep almost instantly, just a few minutes before dawn, as the family she no longer 

belonged to was waking several hundred miles away. She slept until the light and the noises of the city 

around her grew so pronounced she could no longer ignore them. There was a car idling outside the 

MTN booth across the road, and the driver was honking loudly enough to set Grace cursing as she 

rolled over and gave in to the fact that she wouldn't be going back to sleep again. Every muscle in her 

body still felt tired, and she was chilly even in the heat. Her head hurt and felt like it was hovering 

above the rest of her body, but today it was worth waking up. She finally had enough money and she 

was going to buy a proper dress today. She was invited to a wedding tonight. At least, she thought she 

was. She still had to make sure. 

 She stretched and rubbed at her eyes, caked thick with make-up. She picked up her basin and 

pushed aside her front curtain, blinking in the full force of the late morning sun and shivering a little 

bit. She'd slept longer than she realized. Agnes and Beatrice, who worked the same part of the slum, 

were both at the pump, talking with their heads close together. They were much younger than Grace, 

still girls, with long skinny legs and no breasts to speak of. Some men liked that better. Agnes and 

Beatrice were always strutting around like they were women, thrusting out their chins and their hips 

and laughing behind their hands at people while their eyelashes fluttered, sweet-talking their way into 

food and money from anyone who would give it to them. Grace thought they were ridiculous. 
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 “Good morning, Grace,” said Beatrice, giggling. 

 Grace raised her eyebrows as she set down her basin. “You two are looking like trouble.” 

 “No, no trouble,” said Agnes, smiling too widely at Grace. “We just want to know if we can be 

staying with you from tomorrow. We have no place.” 

 Grace laughed. “Oh, no. Do not be asking me. I know you both live with your families, anyway.” 

 Beatrice and Agnes weren't giggling anymore. “No, not now,” said Beatrice, following Grace as 

she left the pump. “They still take my money but they not letting me live there.” 

 “Yeah,” said Agnes. “Now we have no place. You let us come and stay with you, just a few 

days.” 

 Grace turned around in front of her curtain. “Go work on someone else,” she said. 

When she turned her back and went inside they switched from English to Luganda and got 

unpleasant. Grace had never learned a lot of Luganda, but these were words she knew. 

 “Nice little girls, with such terrible mouths! I hope those aren't the same ones you use to get 

your money!” she yelled. They continued to curse her in low, angry voices and she shivered again, 

feeling uneasy. She ignored them and they eventually left her alone, though it still felt to Grace like 

there were bad words hanging in the air after they were gone. 

 Grace took her time washing up. She had never been to a wedding in the city before, and she 

didn't know how nice she was supposed to look. Her hands fluttered above her head, patting at her 

braids. They were nothing special, but she had no time to get them changed. New dress, new shoes. It 

would be enough. 

 Luoro had only asked her to come to his wedding last week. He worked at the petrol station at 

the edge of the slum where she sometimes stood around looking for customers in the evenings, and 
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she hadn't even known he was getting married. 

 “You come,” he said, eyes over-bright under his greasy baseball cap. “It is going to be the 

biggest party in Kampala next weekend. My father, he knows the Zone Minister. Many, many 

government men are coming. Beautiful ladies should be there, too.” 

 At the time she had said yes, been flattered. In daylight, though, she wondered about the way 

his words ran together a little bit, about how close he stood and how many times his eyes had 

wandered other places than her face while he talked about government men. He had always been 

that way when she talked to him, but it made her wonder if the invitation was real or not. Still, nobody 

could stop her from going if she wanted to. He had invited her, whether he meant it or not. There 

would be so many people there, it wouldn’t matter anyway. 

 She had wanted to get a new dress before now, but she hadn’t had enough money. Now, she 

was pretty sure she had enough for a dress and the taxi fare to go find it. It wasn’t quite enough for 

what she really wanted, or for any new jewelry, but she would find something. She filled her tin pot 

with some of the water in her basin and made her way down the back alley, stepping carefully along 

the edge of the drainage ditch. It was steep, and little children who weren't careful were always falling 

in and being pulled out crying, covered in sewage. She had a secret fear that it might happen to her, 

no matter how careful she was. In the months when it rained the mud ran thick and slippery and 

made the sewage and the street look similar. 

 Katanga was a close maze of clay and crumbling brick and rusting metal. The alleys were 

narrow and strung across with drying laundry hung at eye level above the muddy paths and ditches 

that crisscrossed all the buildings, almost too narrow to be streets. Trash swam and gathered in 

corners and ditches and up against the back walls of buildings, and people and boda bodas inched 



54 
 

past each other, horns blaring.  

 Grace passed the end of the ditch and saw her destination at the other end of the alley, a few 

buildings down from where it had been set up yesterday, under a scrap of metal supported by two 

poles in the ground—a group of men around a small charcoal fire. 

 “Ah, the whores are ever sleeping late,” said a bent-backed man with a beard and few teeth. 

He wheezed a cackle at Grace, and she smiled back at him. 

 “I am busy, mzee. Much business.” She set her pot over the coals to boil. 

 “Grace, why do you never take tea with us? Every day you use our fire and you take your water 

and you scurry back inside like a little mouse and we don't get to speak with you,” said another man. 

 She smiled again. “Business.” 

 The men laughed. They were fond of her in the best of ways, all too old to want whores for 

themselves but still men, always interested. Most women weren't smart enough to be friendly with 

them. She was the only young woman on the street who paid them any mind, and she hadn't paid for 

charcoal in months. 

 The heavy air around them was unmoving, the sharp scent of charcoal filling Grace's lungs and 

overpowering the smells of trash and sewage that had made her ill when she first came here, though 

she almost couldn't smell it anymore. A dust-colored dog with a broken tail stood paws-deep in the 

garbage, nosing through it for scraps as roaring engines and screaming babies colored the advancing 

day. 

 Grace kept her eyes on her pot and pulled it up from the coals by its skinny handle when it 

bubbled, waving her hand in acknowledgment to a chorus of goodbyes as she went back to her house 

to make chai. She opened her dented tin of leaves and shook them into the bottom of her cup, then 
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poured until they were swimming in the steaming water. She reached for her box of sugar and 

suddenly remembered that she had run out last night and the tin was empty—it seemed like she 

always needed more sugar. She sighed and decided she would drink it anyway, bitter as it would be. 

When she lifted the tea to her lips it burned her tongue. She grimaced and set it back down on the 

ground.  

 She looked at a hole in the wall for a moment, thinking. She needed all her money for her 

dress, and she couldn't make any more tonight because she would be at the wedding, not working. 

She reached an arm under her mat and swept all her money out from underneath it—coins rolled 

across the ground and plinked against the wall. She scooped it all into a kabela that didn't have any 

holes and stood up. She would ask for sugar and pay for it later, and then she could use all the money 

on her dress and taxi fare. She’d go get the sugar first, at the stand on Gideon Street. 

 “No. No credit,” said the man at the window. 

 “What, you won't trust me? You aren't going to take my word? I live right down there. You 

want to insult me?” 

 “No cash, no sugar. My children, they have not eaten today,” he said. He was wearing a t-shirt 

that said “phat” across the front. 

 “You are a selfish, lying bastard. I have credit everywhere.” Grace's face felt hot. There were so 

many people out on the street and leaning in doorways. All of them could be listening while this man 

shamed her. “I will go somewhere else where I am treated as I should be and I will never buy anything 

here again.” She left before he could say anything else, trying not to make eye contact with anyone. It 

felt like they were all looking at her. She tripped over a drunk sleeping on the ground and cursed 

under her breath. 
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 She had been bluffing. If the man on Gideon Street wouldn't give her any sugar no one else 

would, either. She could get her tea in the morning from the men by the fire. They were always 

offering. But if she didn’t buy sugar now, she couldn’t make any tea for her customers, and they 

expected it. She was going to have to go to the next shop and pay for it.  

 Her stomach was rolling and rising as she walked, and she was shivering more than she had 

been this morning. She walked a few streets over to a different shop and bought the smallest quantity 

of sugar the man there would sell her, pointing at the tiniest measuring cup in his lineup. She dropped 

the little bag of sugar at her house and continued on to the paved road at the edge of the slum where 

a group of people were standing, waiting for a taxi. She stood with them, trying to count in her head 

how much money she had left and what all the different things she needed were going to cost. She 

didn’t take taxis very often, but the shops she wanted to visit to get the right kind of dress were much 

too far for her to walk in one day. She’d never been there, but other people had told here where all 

the best places were in this part of the city and if she was going to spend money she wanted 

something with good fashion, and not made with the cheap fabric they sold in Katanga that faded and 

fell apart when you washed it. 

 Five thousand for heels, twenty five for a dress, five hundred for the taxi… 

 In the midst of all the expectant silence, someone started talking. Grace turned her head to 

see a man standing on a rickety wooden crate, gesturing for their attention and smacking a 

tambourine against his thigh. He had only one arm—a dirty sleeve dangled uselessly from the right 

side of his body. He was drenched in sweat. 

 “People! People of Katanga!” he yelled. His voice was deep and practiced, like a preacher in a 

very big church. “Den of hunger, and suffering, plagued with alcohol and vices of every kind! Come 
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and listen to me. I have good news for you.” The tambourine crashed twice to punctuate this 

statement. Heads turned, a low murmur began. 

 “Nothing,” he said, dragging out each syllable, “Nothing you find here will satisfy you. Nothing 

in this place can bring you happiness.” His eyes rolled and he spit a little bit when he spoke. He gave 

the tambourine a long, menacing shake. “Feel the weight of it, my people! Feel the weight of your 

sorrow. You cannot escape it,” and he began to sing in a reedy voice, smacking the tambourine against 

his chest. 

 “Jesus love is like a rainbow, a rainbow colorful...” 

 People were raising their eyebrows at each other. Grace was mesmerized by the empty, 

fluttering sleeve on his lopsided body. She tried to look away and go back to adding her sums, but her 

head felt sluggish and fuzzy. Her stomach heaved again and a wave of nausea threatened her throat. 

The singing man locked eyes with her and raised his one hand in her direction, the tambourine 

quivering in his fingers. 

 “You, woman,” he pronounced, his bulging eyes hypnotic. “Are you? Are you satisfied?” 

 She drew a breath to bite back at him but sickness welled up and she ducked for the alley and 

vomited into the mud. She leaned back against the wall and tried to take a deep breath. She was so, 

so tired, and still shivering as though it were much colder than it was. She could hear the one-armed 

man’s tambourine rattling out on the street, his screeching starting to draw a bigger crowd, who were 

calling out enthusiastic responses to him.  

 She needed to think. Why couldn’t she think? She raised a hand to her brow and all the 

muscles in her arm protested. 

 Five hundred for the taxi… the taxi… 



58 
 

 She had completely forgotten that she would probably need to take a taxi to get to the 

wedding tonight. She didn’t know where it was, but no one threw good parties anywhere within 

walking distance from here. Even if the church part was somewhere she could walk (and she didn’t 

think it would be) she would have no way to get to the party afterwards. She had already spent too 

much money on sugar and was short to begin with, but now that she was going to need at least 

another one thousand to get there… there was no way she could by a twenty thousand shilling dress, 

and that was the cheapest she could get. She blinked back a few unwanted tears as she realized she 

would have to get a dress here, one for something more like ten thousand, several years outdated and 

as cheap-looking as everything else she owned. She pushed off from the wall and plodded back the 

way she came, looking for the shop where she bought most of her clothes for working. There wasn’t 

much in the shop that would be good for a wedding, but she didn’t know where else to go. She pawed 

through the stacks of skirts and dresses until she found a bright green dress with a high collar and a 

sash at the waist. The skirt came all the way down to her ankles and the sleeves had a slight puff at 

the shoulder. She lifted it and pulled it taut at both shoulders to get a better look at it. It wasn’t 

anything like what she’d had in mind but the yellow flowers on it were pretty, and her brain felt like 

cotton and she just wanted to buy it and get to the petrol station so she could find out where she was 

supposed to go. Then she could go and rest until evening, and when it was time to leave she would 

feel fine. She stepped over the baby sitting on the floor and held the dress out to woman who ran the 

shop.  

 “Twelve thousand,” said the woman. 

 Grace just shook her head. 

 “Twelve thousand,” said the woman again, setting her hands on her hips. 



59 
 

 Grace blinked at her. 

 “Are you all right?” asked the woman. “You look terrible.” 

 Grace shook her head again. 

 “Fine,” sighed the woman. “Ten.” 

 Grace handed over the ten thousand note she’d gotten from the customer who sometimes 

went to Tanzania and stepped down onto the street without waiting for the woman to give her a 

kabela for the dress. 

 The petrol station was only a short walk down the road, but it seemed to Grace like several 

kilometers, as tired as she was. She knew what she was feeling, had felt it too many times before to be 

completely ignorant, but she didn’t want to acknowledge it. It didn’t matter if she was this sick (and 

she wasn’t sure she was, it might just be a bit of flu), she was still going to the wedding.  

 Luoro wasn’t there at the pumps when she reached the station, but she hadn’t expected him 

to be, not on his wedding day. She found one of the other men she knew and asked him where Luoro’s 

wedding was going to be. He narrowed his eyes at her for a moment and then burst out laughing. 

“Hey!” he called to the man at the next pump. “Come listen to this! This lady wants to know where 

Luoro’s wedding is tonight.” 

 Grace turned her head to see the other man grinning fiercely and shaking his head. “Are you 

going to tell me or not?” she asked, crossing her arms and giving the man her angriest face. 

 He was still laughing at her. “Well, last month,” he said, “he got married at St. Paul’s Cathedral. 

This week will probably be a mansion out at Entebbe, or maybe the President’s residence.” 

 Grace’s head was pounding with blood, the same tears she’d conquered before hovering in her 

eyes. She hated this man. She wanted to strangle the smile off his face. She was going to be sick again. 
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She turned for home and staggered back up the road into the slum, clutching her new dress to her 

chest. Halfway to her house she dropped to all fours to retch bile. She crawled into her room and fell 

onto her mat, clutching her stomach, sweating and shivering at the same time and hurting 

everywhere. She let her misery out on one long groan as she thought back to the beginning of this 

wrong, terrible day and where it had begun. Beatrice and Agnes had put witchcraft on her, and there 

would be no wedding to go to tonight. Mad, protuberant eyes swam in her vision and tambourines 

crashed behind her eyes as she retched again. 

 

 Samson spilled tea all over his letter when Peter slammed the door. It was not the first time 

this had happened—Peter did everything with a flourish and their desk faced the wall opposite the 

hallway, so if Samson was sitting there he never knew when someone had walked in. He hated it. Loud 

noises made him feel like he should be running from something. He placed one hand against his 

pounding heart as lukewarm tea dripped slowly down his pants and onto the floor. 

 “Brother, we are going out tonight! You come, this time. Enjoy life today.” 

 Samson didn't move, except to shrug his shoulders, forcing them to unclench. 

 “What is wrong with you? All the time you are doing this, having heart attacks when doors 

close.” 

 Samson lifted his letter at the corner with two fingers. It was splotched with brown, but the ink 

hadn't run. He shook the paper a little and folded it into fourths, then eights. He thought for a 

moment that he ought to be using better paper for these letters—something thicker, without blue 

lines on it, but it was all he had and if he was going to keep staining them with tea every time Peter 

came home, it probably didn't matter. 
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 “Oh, more love notes to Nebbi district,” said Peter, looking over his shoulder. “Now you have to 

come with me tonight. You cannot just sit here.” 

 “Where are you going?” 

 “Saas, where we went last time,” he said, waving an arm in the direction of their open window. 

“Arsenal tonight.” 

 “You support Manchester.” 

 “What, so you think I don't watch any other matches? It's a big match, lots of people coming, 

so I go. You come, too. No choice for you.” 

 Samson hesitated. “Ben, is he coming?” 

 “He is already there! I passed him. I only came all the way here to bring you back with me.” 

 Samson looked down at his pants, spotted with tea like his letter. At least they were dark. He 

reached into his desk drawer and grabbed a fistful of change and one 1000 shilling bill. It was all he 

had until next week when the church paid him again. Last week they hadn't given him anything, even 

though he swept the cathedral every Saturday for two months. 

 “I can't go watch the match with you, but I have to buy a stamp, so we walk together.” 

 Peter clapped him on the back and laughed. “Okay, you come buy a stamp. We'll see if you end 

up back here after that or not.” His laugh was loud, distinct and obnoxious. He could be laughing three 

buildings away and Samson and Ben would both know it was him. 

 He was at Makerere to study zoology. His father was a doctor and he'd grown up here in 

Kampala, going to good schools and knowing everyone. He swaggered through the capital every day 

with an effortless confidence Samson envied. When Samson first arrived in Kampala in September, he 

was nearly run over by a careening, over-filled taxi the moment he stepped off the bus. Even now he 
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knew that he did a thousand unconscious things every day that spoke to everyone around him, telling 

them he'd been raised in a village in the middle of the bush. 

 Peter had taken one look at him and seen a man in need. That first week Peter took him on a 

personal tour of the city before classes even started, through the diplomatic district where everyone 

lived behind ten foot concrete walls with broken glass bottles embedded on top like sharp, colorful 

teeth. All the avenues were wide and paved and the flowering trees threw shade on every stretch of 

pavement. 

 They climbed Namirembe hill to see St. Paul's cathedral, where Peter and his family went to 

church. It had been awkward for a moment—Samson knew enough to be aware that he would have to 

go to All Saints because St. Paul's was for the Buganda and All Saints for everyone else. Peter 

smoothed it over by turning Samson around for a panoramic view of the skyscrapers and hotels 

punctuated by the rivers of rust that made up the slums. 

 “Kampala,” Peter told him with a grand wave of his hand, like the whole city was his personal 

possession. “Seven hills, like Rome. You will love it here, brother.” 

 Now it was December, but Samson would never belong here the way Peter did. He was here 

because of his uncle, the uncle he had shamed so deeply when his time at boarding school had gone 

so wrong. His childless uncle Valente had chosen Samson when Samson was still a very young boy, and 

decided to make him the success that would give their family a new name. That was why Valente had 

always given him the best of everything within his power—to see Samson become the biggest 

businessman in Nebbi. Samson probably owed the man more than four years in a business course at 

Makerere, but he would start there, and he would do well. If his uncle had decided to once again have 

enough faith in him to pay for all his expenses outside his government scholarship, even after he’d 
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come home from Gulu years before in disgrace, he would stay up all night revising if he had to. 

He was taking Statistics, English, and History. The English was easy—he had been slow to learn 

it as a child but when he went to school in Gulu no one understood him when he spoke anything else, 

so he grew fluent by necessity. It served him well in the capital, because he still couldn't speak a word 

of Luganda. He’d never thought he would be grateful for anything about Gulu. 

 Statistics wasn’t going quite so well, but he would pass it. He had to. His side of the desk in 

their prison cell of a bedroom was full of stacks of paper covered in notes and formulas, all written in 

dull pencil and peppered with dark rubber smudges of frustration. 

 The room he shared with Peter and Ben was big enough for their three cots and the one desk 

with a wooden chair. They kept their clothes and books in small piles on the floor wherever there was 

space, and gave one corner over for Peter’s guitar. They hung wet clothes from the window and 

stacked their water basins by the door. There wasn’t much room to move around. 

 Samson addressed his tea-stained envelope and shoved the drawer shut again, slipping the 

money into his pocket with the letter. He was still feeling anxious. He wanted to get out of his room 

and walk around. He moved to pass Peter and go downstairs, but Peter held up a finger. 

 “No, sir,” he said. “What is the best use of our educational resources?” 

 Samson grinned and reached to turn on the light, illuminating their room in an electric glow 

that matched the sun setting behind their window. 

 “The power is working, then. Smart men, very smart,” said Peter. 

  It was Ben who started this tradition in their room. His father had fought in Amin's war and 

then never gotten his pension, so he raised his son to believe it was his duty to cost the government 

something. Samson had been confused the first time Ben turned all the lights on in the middle of the 
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day, and then casually left for class. 

 “The government is footing everything for all of us, yes?” he said. “Let's give them something 

to pay for.” 

 Samson and Peter had quickly gotten into the spirit, and they turned on the lights whenever 

they went anywhere. There was something about fattening their utility fees for the government to pay 

that made them all feel a little older than they were, a little smarter. That was how Samson felt, at 

least. Peter looked like he had been cheating important people out of money since the day he was 

born. For him, it was probably no more or less fun than any other thoughtless thing he did. 

 He was the sort of man who always seemed to have more friends than anyone else, but he was 

kind enough to want to share them—especially with Samson, who didn’t have very many of his own 

this far south. Peter never gave up on forcing Samson out of their room and into the city. As frustrating 

as it sometimes was when he wanted to study, Samson was grateful to have a roommate whose effort 

and enthusiasm he couldn’t conquer with his own silent stubbornness. 

Peter turned the lock on their now brightly lit room and the two of them walked down three 

flights of stairs to the street. They were walking up Bombo Road when the sky turned dark, and 

Samson realized that the post office would be closed by now. He wanted to turn around and walk 

home, but Peter threw an arm around his shoulders and started telling him about a girl in his biology 

class whose dress had a broken zipper, and Samson couldn't really do anything but laugh and keep 

walking. He would walk Peter to the bar and then go home, and mail his letter tomorrow. 

 The streets around the university were full of traffic, the jam at such a standstill that Peter and 

Samson could walk between the idling cars. Swarms of boda bodas pressed forward in small jolts, 

seeping into the cracks between cars to move ahead. On the pavement were throngs of 
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schoolchildren that had never quite found their way home after class was over, and women carrying 

heavy loads of food or washing clucking at them to move out of the way. University students were 

loitering in doorways, passing paper bowls of mandazis back and forth. Samson realized he was a little 

bit hungry. 

 As they rounded Nkiizi Road they ran directly into a thick knot of people and honking cars 

blocking the path across the street. “Ay!” said Peter. “What are you fools doing? Get out of the way.”  

He grabbed Samson's bicep and they pushed their way through all the people and down the 

pavement toward Saas. Samson felt something crunch beneath his shoes, and looked down to see 

shards of glass, ground to shimmering powder by the passage of hundreds of feet. In the very middle 

of the road, where cars were inching along the outer edge of the street one by one, there was a boda 

boda lying with its handlebars twisted like scrap metal, and a dented, green VW with its door open. 

The driver was standing next to his car, arguing with three men who were yelling at him. A few feet 

away there was another man lying on his side, his eyes and mouth wide open and a growing pool of 

blood around his head that the pedestrians were all trying to avoid. 

 Samson stood frozen as the blood fanned further into the crowded street. He felt himself 

getting lost as he hadn't in several years, disappearing in a green tangle of jungle. He could hear 

bullets, the dull whack of machetes, screaming. His breath was too shallow. He stared at the open-

mouthed man and all the blood and felt old panic as pathways twisted open in his mind, until Peter's 

hand came down on his shoulder and steered him away.  Once Samson started walking again he sped 

up until he overtook Peter entirely and he found himself in front of the bar five minutes later. The 

dusty chalkboard propped by the door advertised Arsenal's match against Aston Villa in slanted, half 

erased letters. 
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 He dug a hand into his pocket and pulled out the coins, the bill, and the little square of folded 

letter. He could get someone to take the letter. Someone would come down from Nebbi and he could 

just give it to them, and they would take it back to her. He didn't have to buy a stamp. He walked 

inside, ordered a wagari, and drank as though it were water. He was half finished with it when Peter 

came in and gave him a puzzled glance. Peter pointed a finger at Ben, who was leaning against a 

rickety table and watching the match on the screen. Samson hadn't noticed him. 

 The bar was dim, crowded, and noisy. The commentary on the television mixed with tinny 

music from Kenya that was playing on a battered radio propped on the bar, colored lights flickering 

and moths swooping in as it grew darker. Samson kept drinking. The place was mostly full of university 

students and when he ran out of money he managed to talk his way into three more drinks and then 

something in a smaller glass that Ben gave him. By the time Aston had scored their first goal Samson 

was drunker than he'd ever been in his life. 

 “Red card!” he screamed with his roommates, without knowing why. He hadn't been watching. 

It was wonderful, being there. Ben had his arm around a woman with huge gold earrings. She was 

wearing lipstick and there was a beautiful curve to her tight skirt. Samson couldn't help looking at her.  

 Around the 60th minute the power went out and the bar man brought out some lanterns. Peter 

was cheering and waving his drink in the air. Without thinking, Samson grabbed it from his hand and 

downed it in five gulps. Peter stared at him for a moment, his mouth hanging open. Then he threw 

back his head and laughed so hard he stumbled into their table and knocked it sideways. Ben just 

shook his head and pulled the woman with the earrings tighter against his side. 

 Peter righted himself (and the table) and smacked Samson on the arm. Samson turned to look 

at him slowly, everything else in the room moving with him. 
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 “What?” 

 “We need to find some women like that.” He pointed one finger at Ben. 

 “Huh,” was all Samson could manage. 

 “You come with me, see something I haven't shown you yet... my good secret.” 

 Samson followed him out of the bar and into the half-lit city darkness without saying goodbye 

to Ben, back down the street the way they came. He had to try very hard not to trip on the uneven 

ground. It took so much concentration that he passed the spot where the dead man had lain without 

noticing the deep brown stain still covering the pavement. He walked into an idling car and backed 

away, apologizing. 

 Instead of turning left back toward the University Peter went right, off the pavement and onto 

the muddy track of the slum that straddled the foot of Mulago Hill in a sea of reddened metal. Samson 

had never really come in this way. Plastic kabelas and other unidentifiable clumps of trash stuck to his 

feet in the mud, and a human smell rose around him that a corner of his mind acknowledged as very 

unpleasant. 

 “Katanga,” said Peter, as proudly as he'd said Kampala that first week on top of Namirembe. 

“Come with me, Samson. This is the best place...” 

 Samson followed through the tight, winding dirt streets teeming with people, no longer caring 

what happened to his evening. There was something behind him, something green and leafy and 

menacing, and he had to stay in front of it. He watched Peter list back and forth in front of him, and 

then turn right, stumbling a bit in the sludge. 

 “Fiona!” he yelled as he wandered back and forth down the side street. “Fiona!” After a few 

more steps women materialized before them like ghosts, eyes dark and lips bright, skin everywhere. It 
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felt to Samson like all of them were touching him at once, pressing up against him and smiling. He 

turned and tried to tug himself free, but in every direction there was another smiling face, another 

pair of hands. Someone was pulling on his shirt. They were all speaking in low, inviting voices, their 

eyes and smiles blurring and blending together in his head with things he knew couldn’t be happening 

right now because they had happened in Gulu and he had said he’d never think about them again. He 

blinked twice and a few sets of bright teeth came into focus. He knew who these women were, but he 

didn't have any money. Should he tell them? Peter pushed him in the direction of a woman in a denim 

skirt who smelled too sweet. She caught him under his arms, trembling a bit beneath his weight. He 

liked it. 

 His face was so close to hers—her eyes were half open, like she was sleepy, her breath a bit 

sour. Her breasts were pressing into his chest. 

 He hesitated, looked back to see Peter disappearing behind a curtain with the woman he’d 

been looking for, the one called Fiona. “No money,” he mumbled, but she didn't hear him. She was 

pulling him behind a curtain into the water—blue everywhere. 

 

 Grace collapsed with the boy still clinging to her shoulders, her body too weak to prop him in 

the doorway. She hadn't wanted to work tonight. She was supposed to be going to a wedding. The boy 

pulled up her tube top to expose her breasts and she shivered. She moved to help him with her skirt, 

but the fever made her sluggish. She didn't have the strength to press her hips off the mat and pull it 

down, so she shoved it up around her waist. The boy was fumbling with his zipper. 

 He mumbled into her neck as he pressed himself against her, clammy hands wandering her 

hips. “I've done this before...” 
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 Grace tried not to snort. 

 “Not like this... they put a padlock through her lips and then they made me.” 

 His words rattled unpleasantly in her head but didn't stay there—she was delirious, nightmares 

flitting in and out behind her eyes. She tried to keep her arms around him until it was over, but they 

felt so heavy and didn't want to obey her. The boy was trembling almost as much as she was. 

 It didn’t take him too long to finish, and she used the last reserve of her energy to wiggle out 

from beneath him. His eyes were closed and his breathing even. His pants hung open, pockets gaping. 

With her mind working so slowly, she had forgotten to get money from him beforehand. It didn’t look 

like she would be able to wake him up now. She saw a promising gleam on the ground beside him, but 

when she grabbed it she saw that it was only a five shilling coin. She unhooked his watch and reached 

delicately into both his pockets, but all she pulled out was a folded piece of paper, stained and dirty. 

No bills. 

 She turned the paper over in her hand. At the same moment that she read the name written 

carefully across the folded page he shifted and mumbled in his stupor. 

 “Nindi ma ber.” 

 The words rolled strangely over her, words she hadn’t heard in so many years—her language. 

Alur. 

 She traced the letters written on the envelope with a finger. Onen Mercy. More of what she 

hadn’t heard in years, hadn’t thought of in almost that long. As she watched the boy beside her, his 

eyelids twitching and his breathing even, an outline began to emerge, the outline of a boy with feet 

too big for his body, kicking a football with her little twin brothers. She scooted away and shook her 

head. She had to be imagining.  



70 
 

 But he had spoken her language. And this was Mercy’s letter. And his face, now that she looked 

closely, was so familiar.  

 She left. She went next door and tore Fiona's fabric from her doorway. She was still in the 

middle of it with the other man, and yelped when her curtain came down. 

 “Your stupid, small-pricked friend has no money!” Grace screamed, the ruined fabric hanging 

from her right hand. “You pay me for him now or you both go home naked!” 

 Fiona blinked up at her, startled into seriousness. The man didn't seem to notice anything had 

happened. Fiona smacked him on the back of the head and they stumbled upright in a half-dressed 

heap. 

 “You have money?” Fiona asked him. 

 “Of course I do!” he roared. “What is this? I won't pay for this. You give me what I came for.” 

 “Let me see it then, if you have so much!” Fiona snatched the fabric out of Grace's hand as she 

and the man continued to yell at each other. Grace went back to her house. Samson was still there, 

lying on his side, looking innocent, younger than he probably was. Grace felt like she’d been stung by a 

scorpion. She shoved his letter back into his pocket without reading it and shook his shoulders. 

 “Get out! Get out right now. None of this is free, you bastard.” She kicked and shoved and 

screamed in his ear until he and his friend were gone, stumbling up the alley with their clothes still 

hanging lose and undone on their lanky frames. Grace fell down on top of her blanket and pressed her 

fingers to her temples. She was drenched in sweat, still sore all over, horrified at how powerful the 

curse from those terrible girls had really been.  

 A few days later, when the witchcraft had begun to pass and she began to feel like herself 

again, Grace took precautions for the first time. It was something other whores had always told her 
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about—leaves from a plant that made sure you never had a baby. When she ate them her stomach 

cramped up and she bled a little, but the bad magic must not have been done because it didn't work. 

She started getting bigger and she knew what was happening. She would never know which one of 

the men in those weeks had been the reason for it, but less than a year later she stumbled into 

Mulago Hospital and had a son in the hallway. The boy was much too small and almost didn’t live—

they told her something about “gestational malaria.” He should have stayed longer in the hospital but 

she couldn’t pay the fees, so she went home and tried to take care of him herself. He was always 

small, but he lived. She gave him an Alur name, Komakec—“everyone is speaking badly of me.” 
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-1961- 

Kampala 

 No one spoke when the door swung shut, though there was a bit of sniffling. Nancy groped 

with one hand for Miss Rabbit and pulled her off the floor by her right ear. She pressed the bunny up 

beneath her chin and breathed in that hard gust of air that discourages outright crying. 

 To her right and left small beds ranged out in silent, white symmetry. There was a girl in each 

of them—a stranger. She had not really seen other white girls before, just her mother. Here there 

were twelve of them (she had counted the beds) chattering away in the language that, before today, 

had only belonged to her family. 

 Now they were quiet, if not sleeping, and the noises of the city drifting in through the barred 

window on the other side of the room seemed all the louder. Engines rumbled and horns blared so 

persistently that Nancy couldn't tell if there were crickets here like at home. Already the world 

seemed different—warmer, bigger. 

 On the train, Uganda had not looked very different from Burundi. She had spent most of her 

time looking out the window, because her father told her before she waved him goodbye with her 

face pressed to the glass that she was not allowed to leave her compartment until her porter came in 

and told her the ride was over. 

 She obeyed, but the ride went on for hours. The train heaved through steep green hills until 

she fell asleep, and it was still going when the porter awakened her with chai and a biscuit on a little 

white doily. She ate it and wished he had brought her another one, but he was gone and she couldn't 

leave the compartment to find him. She probably wouldn't have had the courage to ask for a second 
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biscuit, anyway. 

 She rubbed at her eyes and realized that she had to go to the bathroom. There was a little 

closet in her compartment that had an African toilet she had to squat over, and right in the middle the 

train gave a lurch and she got her dress wet. She gathered her skirt up higher and braced her arms 

against the wall. 

 When she was finished she shook her dress out and went back to her seat. The train was 

beginning to slow—roads were appearing, buildings coming closer together as the ground flattened 

out.  Not much later the porter shuffled into her compartment and bowed. 

 “Kampala, mademoiselle. Vous debarquez ici.” 

 She got up from her seat and followed him; he helped her down the train steps and onto the 

platform and then told her in halting French to wait while he got her trunk from the luggage car. She 

nodded and looked down at her feet, shuffling them around in the dirt of another country. Uganda 

had a different flag and everyone spoke English because Uganda belonged to England. Burundi didn't 

belong to France, but people there spoke French because Belgium spoke French, and Burundi did 

belong to Belgium. Belgium was very far away. You couldn't get there on the train, but her mother and 

father had been there once. It was closer than America, which was very, very far away, over an ocean. 

Nancy was going there next year, to see her grandparents. She was going to ride in a trolley in 

California. 

 She looked around the platform at the people roaming back and forth or sitting with their 

luggage. There was a fat woman with a charcoal stove who was selling chapati; Nancy wished she had 

some money. The porter was taking a long time. What if he didn't come back? She didn't know 

anybody here but everyone was looking at her. She turned on the spot and pulled at a pigtail, biting 
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her lip. He had told her to stay where she was. She wouldn't go anywhere. But what if he didn't come 

back? 

 A few minutes later she saw him marching back through the crowd, her black trunk perched on 

his shoulder. 

 “Thank you,” she told him in Swahili as he set it at her feet. A huge grin broke out on his face as 

he realized she could understand him and he started talking with relish. He was only able to tell her 

where he came from and how long he had worked on the train before a tall, dark woman in a bright 

blue skirt strode right up to her and said, “Nancy Andrews? Pearl of Africa?” in an English so heavily 

accented Nancy barely understood her. She nodded all the same, and the porter bowed again and 

backed away without speaking. He may not have known much of French, but he didn't speak a word 

of English. 

 “Come with me please, Miss Nancy. I take you to school.” The woman lifted Nancy's trunk and 

placed it on her head, swaying through the doors of the station to the paved road beyond. Nancy 

trotted after her, not noticing that her saddle shoes were already turning red with Ugandan dust. 

Nothing she owned stayed pristine for very long, but only her mother was bothered by this. Edith 

fought the invasion of dirt on her children's clothing the way she fought everything else in Africa—

doggedly but with increasing weariness. When Nancy would come home that Christmas, Edith would 

discover all the new clothes she sent in Nancy's trunk dulled to the hues of the land. She would set 

about washing and scrubbing them for Nancy's return to school as though something much greater 

could be achieved from the endeavor than their temporary restoration to cleanliness. 

 The car that took Nancy to POA looked like her father's—green with black seats. The blue-

skirted woman put Nancy's trunk in the back seat and then sat up front with the driver, speaking lowly 
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to him in a language Nancy didn't understand. She rested her palm on her trunk and looked out at the 

street, where people were weaving through traffic with platters in their hands and baskets on their 

heads—laughing, yelling, gesturing hugely at each other. Nancy leaned her forehead on the window, 

glad for the glass that kept her inside. 

 Her school sat behind high walls at the bottom of a hill, its gate lined on both sides by bushes 

with big purple flowers. The blue-skirted woman took her to a swing set and told her to play for a 

while, so Nancy sat down in a swing and pressed the balls of her feet to the gravel, swaying slightly as 

she watched more cars come through the gate. Whole families got out, unstrapped trunks, smoothed 

hair, hugged, cried, parted. Nancy wondered why her parents had not brought her all the way here in 

their own car. 

 Not much later it began to grow dark, and the dozen or so children Nancy's age were herded 

into Mrs. Kirkin's assembly room after being fed stew and potatoes in the cafeteria. The windows were 

open and yellow curtains were lifting and falling with the breeze, the room lit dimly with three gas 

lamps because the generator had died. 

 Mrs. Kirkin was a short woman with straight brown hair and a round middle cinched with a 

tightly buttoned skirt that fell almost to the floor. She squinted even when she lifted the glasses on a 

tarnished silver chain around her neck, and her hands found a resting place in fists on her hips 

whenever she stopped moving. She raised her eyebrows at the six and seven-year-old children 

fidgeting before her, all here for the first time. 

 “Welcome to Pearl of Africa Academy,” she said. “Tonight we will have a brief chapel service 

and then you will all go to bed, but before we do that there are some very important things we need 

to discuss. I hope you are all listening carefully.” She paused for effect and looked around the room. 
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 “We have rules here at Pearl of Africa that every single student must follow. Your parents have 

sent you here because you are models of Christian behavior, and we expect the best of you at all 

times. There will be no lying, no stealing, no speaking out of turn, no tardiness for chapel or breakfast. 

A first infraction will result in extra chores, a second in being sent to bed that night without supper. 

Sinful and disobedient behavior of any kind is not tolerated here. Do I make myself clear?” A few 

children nodded. 

 “Now, your things have all been placed by your individual beds in your dorm rooms. First grade 

students will all be sharing a room, as will second grade. There will be no noises, talking, or running 

about after lights out because everyone needs their sleep, myself included. If I find myself awakened 

from sleep for any reason, you will all suffer the consequences. I don't like to have my sleep 

interrupted.” She graced them with her first brief smile, and the children all leaned toward her as one 

desperate organism, hungry. 

 “You will be awakened in the morning at six-thirty, and will get yourselves dressed and make 

your beds within the half hour. Breakfast is at seven, followed by an hour of chapel and the beginning 

of your school day. I will make sure you all get from place to place at first, until you know where your 

classrooms are. I expect you all to learn your way around here very quickly, as I have many more 

important things to do than shepherd you about. 

 “One more thing before Service—I would like to say a few words about homesickness.  I know 

you are all very good children. You have the best and the bravest of parents who are serving the Lord. 

If you stayed at home, you would prevent them from serving God, and none of you want that, do 

you?” 

 Several children shook their heads. 
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 “Their work for the Lord is very important, and leaving home so that your parents can devote 

themselves to their calling is a sacrifice that even you small children can make. The homesickness you 

are feeling right now is a blessing, because it means you are doing God's will and suffering for the 

Kingdom.  If you are sad in these next few weeks, you must remember that. This is the sacrifice you 

make for the work of the Lord, and Christians are called to make sacrifices.” 

 After this Mrs. Kirkin went to the piano in the corner of the room and led them through 

“Victory in Jesus” before offering a prayer of Thanksgiving and sending them off. 

 “Time to go to bed and be brave for your parents and for the Lord, children. Remember that 

you have been greatly, greatly blessed. We will take good care of you here, of course. You have 

nothing to worry about and a great deal to look forward to.” 

 With that, she clapped her hands and motioned for all of them to rise and form a line. This was 

a skill they would become proficient at eventually, though they performed badly on their first attempt. 

Very few of them remembered their alphabetical places and most of them were interested in being at 

the front, so Mrs. Kirkin raised her voice and put on her sternest expression, which up to that moment 

they had not seen. They fell silent immediately, and before long they stood in perfect single file. She 

led them out the door and around the sidewalk, skirting the darkened courtyard. 

 She stopped them at an open door. “First grade girls in here. Please unpack your pajamas and 

wait quietly for me to return.” The girls filed in, and Mrs. Kirkin shut the door and left to take the boys 

to their dorm rooms. 

 The girls stood for a minute, taking in the two rows of beds against each wall and the barred 

windows at the other end, covered in heavy curtains. They broke as one for their trunks, all knowing 

their own—they had clutched them in train stations and hired cars as though they could carry their 
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whole lives with them like turtles. Nancy spotted hers beside the bed closest to the door, her mother's 

handwriting scrawling across the large label tied to the handle. Her sheets and pillow were white, her 

blanket blue. All the beds were the same. 

 Nancy opened her trunk and dug her way through all the clothes her mother had pressed and 

folded, trying to find her nightdress. When she pulled it out from under her stack of panties she 

realized that she had no idea how to put it on in front of everyone else. She looked around and saw 

that a few girls were also holding their pajamas in confusion, while some had thrown off their clothes 

and were pulling nightgowns over their heads, naked chests and legs on full display. In the end Nancy 

settled for climbing into her bed and changing under the covers, though it took longer. 

 Mrs. Kirkin returned to find them all in pajamas, sitting on the beds. The more adventurous 

had climbed into each other's and started talking about how far they had come, while the shy ones 

like Nancy looked on with their faces peeking out of blankets, fascinated with the others' 

conversations. When Mrs. Kirkin cleared her throat, everyone scrambled for their own beds. 

 “Good night, young ladies. School begins bright and early in the morning, so do go to sleep 

immediately, please.” And she extinguished the lamp, shut the door, and left them in darkness. Nancy 

couldn’t fall asleep until she covered her head with a pillow. 

 

Hema 

Jenet tugged at the fraying edge of her blue skirt, trying to break free the hanging threads that 

were tickling her calves. She pulled roughly and the skirt unraveled further. She stopped walking and 

stooped to take the threads in her teeth but they wouldn't snap. Her brother was leaving her behind. 

 “Aimé, wait for me!” 
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 Her brother didn’t listen, but quickened his pace to a slight jog. She let the ever-lengthening 

strings drop and ran down the crowded road flanked on either side with wooden shops to catch up 

with him, afraid she would lose him in this unfamiliar part of their new town. From behind and far 

away he looked a lot like all the other children his age walking to school. Bald head, white shirt, bare 

feet. Jenet and Aimé didn't have uniforms, but their mother had done a good job of finding them 

things that looked almost right. No one would notice, as long as Jenet's skirt didn't fall apart. 

 “Aimé!” She slowed to a walk when she reached him, frowning. “Why don't you wait for me?” 

 “You're always slow. I didn't want you coming, anyway.” 

 Jenet stuck out her foot to trip him up, but he sidestepped her. 

 Aimé had been angry ever since he found out that Jenet was going to get to go to school with 

him. He had thought he was going to be the only one—here in their new town the British had a school 

that you could start for free if you were young enough, and all Aimé's older brothers were too big to 

begin primary for the first time. When Apiyo discovered that Jenet was the right age, too, and that the 

teacher took girls, she found Jenet a floppy gray composition book and told her to go to school with 

her brother. Apiyo knew Jenet probably wouldn’t be in school for long, because there was too much 

work to do at home for her to let a daughter be gone all day every year, but she could at least start, if 

all the other girls in this town were going, too. 

 Jenet employed her new composition book to smack Aimé on the shoulder. “The teacher said I 

could come! You just know I'll be better in school than you will.” 

 The only reason Aimé didn't retaliate was because they had arrived at the long, skinny school 

building, and his nerves got the better of him. Jenet stopped short, staring around her at the school—

the sign stuck in the ground, painted with a green picture of Africa with a yellow star in the middle, 
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the netball hoop, the grassless courtyard. There were a couple of goats wandering around the 

building, bleating and nuzzling the dusty ground. The classroom had open doors all up and down its 

length, with barred, glassless windows in between. Its lintels were trimmed in green. It didn’t look 

that different from the building where Jenet had gone for church instruction back in Congo. 

 Jenet and her brother clasped their free hands together, animosity dissolving, and followed 

everyone else inside. They sat down against one cement wall and watched all the other children 

shoving and laughing. There were more of them than Jenet had ever seen in one place, even including 

church, and some of them looked more like adults than children. No one looked smaller than she was. 

 The room was dim; it took some time for Jenet’s eyes to adjust, even with the light from all the 

open doorways. There were bits of crumpled paper and broken pencils in the corners and a 

blackboard on one wall with white writing all over it. Chalk dust hung visible in the sectioned rays of 

sunshine falling down on them all through the barred windows.  

 After a few minutes spent sitting and watching all the heads bobbing and blue shorts and skirts 

flashing all around them, a tinny bell clanged out at the front of the room and everyone fell silent, 

sitting immediately and turning their faces toward the noise. A short, stocky woman wearing a formal 

yellow dress with huge, puffy sleeves set the bell down on a table and clapped her hands, even 

though she already had everyone’s attention. She towered over the fifty or so students sitting on the 

ground, her expression stern. When she opened her mouth and started speaking, it was in a language 

Jenet didn’t know. Jenet shifted her legs a bit and looked over at her brother, who was staring out one 

of the windows, his face unreadable. She turned her eyes back to their teacher, who was pointing at 

one of the boys who looked much too big to be their age. He untangled himself from the floor and 

stood. Eyes on his feet, he started saying more words Jenet didn’t understand in a very soft voice she 
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almost couldn’t hear. The teacher nodded at him and he sat back down, rubbing at his legs below the 

knee of his blue shorts. 

 The teacher clapped again and said something else, and everyone around Jenet got to their 

feet without a word. Aimé grabbed her under the elbow and pulled her to stand up with him; she had 

hesitated a bit too long. When they all began singing a song Jenet babbled along tunelessly, hoping no 

one would notice she didn’t know the words. She could hear her brother to her right, mumbling out a 

few similar notes of nonsense. She leaned into him a bit, so their arms were touching. 

 When everyone sat down again and the teacher said something else, the students around 

them started opening their composition books. Jenet looked left, right, then did the same thing. She 

wasn’t close enough to anyone else to really see what they were doing, so she put her pencil to the 

paper and drew lines back and forth to give her hand something to do. The teacher stayed at the front 

of the room, pacing back and forth and talking to them. Jenet tugged her book a little closer so that 

there was no chance anyone else could see it. She was glad they had chosen to sit at the other end of 

the room—she imagined the teacher might not even be able to pick her out in the mass of blue-and-

white-clad children sitting on the floor, small as she was. 

 Every once in a while as she paced the teacher would look at someone in particular and say 

something and the student would leap to attention with their arms at their sides and look at the floor 

and  mumble a response, just like the first boy had done. Jenet watched this happen with mounting 

anxiety, knowing each time that she was bound to be next, but then the teacher said something and 

looked straight at Aimé. Jenet’s head whipped around to see his mouth make a blank “o” for a 

moment, but he stood and looked at the ground like everyone else had done. 

 There was a long pause. 
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 The teacher said something again, her voice rising toward the end and her eyebrows climbing 

higher on her forehead. 

 Aimé continued to look at the floor. Jenet stared between him and the teacher and willed him 

to do something, anything other than just stand there. The teacher spoke louder, waving her arms. 

Aimé shook his head once, just to the side and back again. Jenet had to look away when she saw his 

eyes, fathomless with shame. 

 “No English?” said the teacher finally, in Alur. Jenet swallowed. No one where they were from 

spoke any English at all. She’d barely even heard it before, and she knew Aimé hadn’t, either.   

 Aimé shook his head again. Everyone was looking at him, smirking and whispering to each 

other. Jenet bit a trembling lower lip and thought for a moment of shifting away from Aimé so that she 

might not look like she belonged with him, but she thought about the way he had reached for her 

hand when they first stepped into the building and instead she looked at her lap and tried to pretend 

that none of the other children were there.  

 “Only English,” said the teacher, pursing her lips and turning to point at an older girl at the 

front of the room instead. 

 Aimé sat back down next to Jenet, and she could feel his arm trembling against hers. She didn’t 

say anything and neither did he. They didn’t turn to look at each other, just sat while students sitting 

near them continued to sneak glances at them when the teacher wasn’t looking. Jenet thought she 

heard a low voice say Congo. One girl with hair braided down to her neck was staring right at Jenet 

while she whispered in a smaller girl’s ear. Jenet blinked hard and looked away.  

 Just as she was beginning to think that every single student in the room was laughing about 

her brother, the older girl stood to respond to the question Aimé hadn’t understood. She was a tall, 
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broad girl who looked like she could be the same age as some of Jenet’s older sisters. As she got to her 

feet the whole room got a view of the long stain of brownish red down the back of her blue skirt and a 

small, oval imprint of it on the cement floor beneath her. Shocked laughter rang out from all corners of 

the room, and the teacher started shouting at everyone as the students sitting closest to the girl 

squealed and tried to scoot away. Jenet watched the girl’s face as she turned on the spot, trying to see 

what had happened. The girl looked down behind her at the place she’d been sitting and then kicked 

her way through all her sitting classmates to the door. She didn’t come back, not that day or any of the 

other time Jenet spent going to school. 

Class went on like nothing had happened, and the teacher didn't point to Jenet or Aimé again. 

Neither of them understood a word of what was said all day long, and as she followed the clues of her 

classmates Jenet’s stomach grew tighter with each new pantomime that might somehow be seen and 

exposed for what it was. At teatime she and Aimé sat alone under the tree in the courtyard—home 

was too far for them to walk, even though they were both hungry. When they were finally free to 

leave they walked all the way home in silence. 

“I don’t want to go to school,” said Jenet to her mother that evening. 

Apiyo rounded on her with a tomato in her hand. “You don’t want to go to school?” she asked, 

and Jenet knew immediately from the way her mother said it that she was in trouble. “What is the 

matter with you?” 

Jenet kicked a pebble into the fire. “I don’t like it.” 

“You don’t like it? I buy you a book and a pencil and a uniform to wear and I tell you you can go 

to school like no other girls have gotten to do and you tell me you don’t like it? All your sisters have to 

work all day long and even your brothers don’t go and still you behave like I’ve given you a chore to 
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do. You are the most ungrateful of every child I have ever seen. Your brother has not said a word 

about not wanting to go back, but you, are you too good to be in school? Too good to be learning?”  

“No,” whispered Jenet. 

“Foolish,” said Apiyo, taking a knife to the tomato she was holding. “Now you sit and you 

pound what’s left of that flour and don’t say another word, or I will beat you and give your uniform to 

your sister and you can go to school in clothes that are all wrong until they send you home.” 

Jenet found the loose string beneath her skirt and tugged until she felt the hem unravel. 

Kampala 

Nancy's knees were bouncing double-time beneath her desk. She looked up at the clock on the 

wall and saw that her time was draining away. Everyone else had their heads down, scratching out 

answers, concentrating. 

 She was supposed to be finishing a quick addition drill, but there was something about having 

five minutes to answer all the problems that made her forget how to do them. She had written an 

answer to the first one, but after that she just chewed on her pencil and panicked, watching the 

clock’s second hand drift in a smooth circle. She’d only ever seen a clock like that at school, where the 

hand didn’t jerk a bit with each tick but just went around and around without ever stopping. Mr. Davis 

called time and she still hadn't written anything else. She stared down at her blank sheet, terrified. 

 “Now, I'll call out the answers. Check yourselves, please,” said Mr. Davis, standing and walking 

around to the front of his desk. “Number one: seven. Number two: four.” 

 Number two...four. Nancy looked up at Mr. Davis, who was looking at the answer sheet in his 

hand. She covered her paper with her left hand and wrote a small 4 next to the equal sign after 1+3. 

Number three was six, number five three.... 
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 Mr. Davis continued to call the answers, and Nancy continued to write them down, thrilled and 

nervous. The motions of her hand didn't look that different from the other students in the room as 

they made swoops for checks or x's. She gained confidence and shifted her hand a little when he 

walked past her desk on question 7. 

 “Nancy, show me your paper.” 

 Horror took over. She looked up at him, hoping he would just walk away. He continued to stare 

down at her and she had no choice but to hand over her worksheet. He looked at it, answers written 

up to the most recent number he'd called out, and said in what seemed to Nancy like an unnecessarily 

loud voice, “You did not do your quiz in the five minutes you were given, did you?” 

 “Yes, I did.” 

 “No, you did not. You just lied to me. Not only did you just lie to me, but you cheated, didn't 

you? You wrote down these answers as I gave them, after quiz taking time was over. Do you know how 

despicable dishonesty is?” 

 “Yes,” she whispered, turning red. 

 “I'm sorry, Nancy, I didn't hear you. I asked you if you knew how despicable dishonesty was.” 

 “Yes,” she said, a little louder. 

 “Cheating is absolutely not tolerated in my classroom, as you and every student in this school 

have known from the very first day. I cannot even tell you how disappointed I am.” 

 Nancy stared at her desk. Her classmates were silent. 

 “As disappointed as I may be, and as ashamed as you should be for deceiving your teacher and 

your fellow students, you should be most ashamed for having disappointed the Lord. You have broken 

a commandment today, Nancy. You are getting no marks on this quiz and you will see me after the 
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lesson is over for you punishment.” 

 He walked back to the front of the room, still holding the evidence of her duplicity in his right 

hand. Nancy's face was burning. 

 “Now, everyone, please take out a fresh piece of paper for today's lesson.” 

 Nancy remained paralyzed as class went on. She couldn't imagine ever looking Mr. Davis in the 

eye again. All the normal, familiar aspects of her classroom—the blackboard, the plywood shelf of 

picture books in the corner, the placement of all her classmates at their desks—began to take on the 

tinge of a nightmare, so that she almost felt that maybe it wasn’t really happening. Mr. Davis asked 

questions all through class, but never of her. 

 When the lesson was over, Nancy thought for a minute that she could just get up and go to 

lunch with everyone else. It had been a while; perhaps he had forgotten. 

 “Nancy,” he said, stopping her a few steps from the doorway, “I asked you to see me after the 

lesson. Are you going to disobey twice in one day?” 

 She turned around and walked to his desk, eyes on the floor. 

 “Can you tell me that you regret your reprehensible behavior today?” 

 “Yes, I do.” 

 “And do you mean that?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “You had better. The unrepentant are not forgiven—that is something you would do well to 

remember. You'll have no dinner tonight. Instead you will return to your dormitory early and think 

about what you've done. Take time to ask the Lord for forgiveness. I do not tolerate cheating, and 

neither does He. If I catch you doing anything dishonest again, your punishment will be much more 
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severe. Is that clear?” 

 “Yes, sir.” 

 That night, Nancy performed her first involuntary fast. The hunger wasn't so terrible. She 

would get to eat again in the morning. No, the bad part was the public shame. Everyone knew she had 

been cheating. Mr. Davis told all the other teachers. Everyone knew why she wasn't at dinner, and the 

entire first grade was sitting at the long dining tables this very minute, discussing her. Even some of 

the older students probably knew that she had cheated and gotten herself in trouble. It was all totally 

public, and Nancy had no way of knowing when it would ever be forgotten. At this particular moment 

it seemed like her teachers were going to remember forever, all the way until she graduated 

elementary school and moved over to the next complex. 

 And God—God knew everything. She asked Him to forgive her just as she would ask her father, 

tearful and earnest, hoping to catch Him in a soft moment.  

She could see her father, though. She could see his face and know immediately if he was 

feeling generous or if he would expect her to feel terrible for days. God was invisible. She went to 

sleep with her stomach rumbling, unable to tell from His persistent silence if she had succeeded in 

placating Him at all. 

 

Hema 

 Apiyo died on a Sunday morning. She didn't go to mass because she wasn't feeling well—there 

was another baby coming finally after so many years with a flat belly. That day she sent her husband 

and children to church without her and started early on lunch, trying not to let the silence in the hut 

make her feel strange. She got cramps in her belly and went to lie down while her beans stewed, and 
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she didn't get up again. 

 Jenet was the one who found her. She had left Mass partway through and no one had noticed; 

they were all sitting or standing around outside the cathedral while indistinct Latin floated out through 

the windows, drawing shapes in the dirt and spinning in their best dresses. They almost never actually 

sat down inside on the chapel’s long wood benches the way some families did and the way they had 

done back home in Congo—here, many people sat on rocks and logs all around the imposing building 

and chatted while their children played, rosary beads hanging limp from their fingers. Jenet left her 

father and siblings and started walking home because she wanted to see if she could—if she would get 

away with it or if one of her older sisters would catch her and scream at her while dragging her back to 

Mass by the elbow. 

 But no one did, and she walked all the way back down the road past the tailors' market, singing 

the words she knew from the independence song they had started singing in school to the brand new 

Ugandan flag the teacher had hung on the wall of their classroom. 

 The first thing she noticed when she reached her family's huts was that the beans were 

burning.  She could see smoke rising from the pot on the coals and smell a sharp crispness in the air 

that usually preceded a sister being scolded. Jenet didn't know how to fix the problem of burned 

beans, but she called for her mother, forgetting that she had no good reason for being home so early. 

 She got no response. 

 She ran to each of their three houses to look for her, and in the last one she found her mother 

lying on her side, taking a nap. 

 “Mama, there is something wrong with the beans. They smell like they're burning, mama.” 

 Apiyo didn't stir. Jenet stepped closer and called her name again, but stepped on something 
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sticky. She lifted her foot and saw that there was red everywhere, bright red blood all around her 

mother's legs. She stepped into it again and shook her mother by the shoulder. 

 “Mama!” 

 She leaned down to look into her mother's face, which was cradled in her hands as if she were 

sleeping. 

 “Mama, mama...” she called for Apiyo until it became very obvious that her mother was not 

going to wake up, and two of her sisters found her an hour later after Mass was over, curled up next to 

her mother's body with her hands and feet stained in the same blood that had accompanied her into 

the world, accompanied all of them.  

 The floor of the hut wouldn’t come clean without a great deal of work, and the sleeping mat 

was ruined. They left Apiyo lying there with what was left of the blood because they had nowhere else 

to put her before a funeral could be arranged. The small children cried or sat outside with their hands 

hugging their knees. The older girls walked back and forth in front of the hut with their wrists pressed 

against their foreheads, keening. Their voices rose and fell, propelled through the roads in this new 

place where they had so few friends, the sound a misery familiar to everyone who caught the echo. 

Many of the women nearby took the sounds as a summons, and they came to pat the children on the 

head and help, blessedly, with cleaning what was left of the blood from the floor.   

 Kayen took her mother's place in all the activity without hesitation, directing her sisters to 

scrape out the charred pot of beans and fix something new to eat, and sending her brothers to the 

cathedral to tell everyone who needed to know that someone had died. She heated everyone’s 

bathwater herself and made sure they were all clean before they went to sleep. None of them wanted 

to move Apiyo outside for fear of animals, so they all slept with their backs to the corpse in the corner 
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and their bodies curled up more tightly than usual. Kayen lay down between Jenet and Apiyo’s body, 

one arm around her smallest sister’s waist.  

 The priest came the next morning with his oil and his water. He said he could still perform last 

rites, even though Apiyo had been dead almost a whole day. Oliver shrugged like he didn't mind either 

way and took the priest to see the body. When the two men came out again Oliver sat the priest on 

their goat mat and called for chai, and they spent the rest of the time up to midday talking together. 

The priest stayed for lunch. 

 When he finally left, he told them that they could do a funeral the next day, and that it would 

cost five hundred shillings. Oliver didn't have that much, and he wasn’t at home anymore, where he 

could have counted on his neighbors to contribute whatever was necessary until there was enough. 

He didn’t know if the people here would give any money to a Congolese. He sent Jenet, with her huge 

eyes and newly-motherless demeanor, to go and ask. 

 She came back with a few coins, which Oliver added to the few he had himself, and then he 

sent his oldest son up to the Cathedral with the money to see if the priest would do the funeral. 

Charles came tramping back down the hill a few hours later to say that yes, the priest said the money 

was enough. Apiyo would only lie dead on her mat for one night more, and then be buried like a 

Catholic should be. 

 The funeral was held on a hill behind the Cathedral. Despite the fact that most of the town 

didn’t know the family or appreciate their presence, there were so many people that even some of 

the men didn't have chairs and were sharing ground space with the women. People here seemed to 

like an occasion, whether it was a Mass or a festival or a funeral—Jenet looked around her and only 

recognized a few people. The rest were strangers. Apiyo was in an open box on top of a wooden 
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platform, invisible from the ground where all of her children sat. None of them knew much Latin, so 

the words said over her body resonated like magic. Jenet watched the priest’s robes billow behind him 

in the breeze as he spoke, so that he looked like a holy version of the white-collared crows that 

bounced and scratched on the tin roof of the school building. He held his right hand out over her 

mother’s coffin, and something about his deep-voiced solemnity and confidence made Jenet begin to 

believe that being a woman meant death, and that when she grew up and got a husband and had 

babies she would die. 

 A group of parish men buried Apiyo's body at the corner of the family’s garden before the sun 

went down that evening, making her the first of either her family or her husband’s to be laid to rest in 

Uganda. The funeral-goers all went back to the family's house when the ceremony was over to eat and 

talk more and make Oliver and his children feel better, but really it just meant a lot of frantic work and 

Kayen yelling while Jenet and the rest of the girls tried to stir enough Kwin for all the people who had 

come. It took several hours for everyone to leave, and the next day broke on a family that still had no 

money, and now had no cassava flour and no mother, either.  

 Oliver began to sleep outside instead of sharing a mat with the boys, and Jenet stopped going 

to school more than once or twice a week. She had just started to enjoy it, but there was too much 

work to do, now, even for the littlest of them. 

 

Kampala 

 It always felt sort of like it had been Nancy's fault, because she hadn't needed to be there at 

all. It was free time and sunny and everyone else was outside, and she had just wandered in on them. 

She didn't know what they were doing but seeing them felt icky and made her insides squirm. 
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 Beth had looked frightened and unhappy, like she was about to cry. Mrs. Davis looked up at 

Nancy with no anger or surprise in her glance. She just looked curious, her hands hovering unmoving 

for a moment at the fourth button on Beth’s shirt. Nancy gave one quick gasp and darted from the 

doorway and down the hall as fast as she could go, forgetting all about the book she had wanted to 

get from her trunk. She winced at the noise each pounding foot made on the cement floor, wondering 

if her dorm mother was going to follow her and punish her for seeing whatever it was she had seen. 

 She waited for the consequences for the rest of that afternoon. Would she be kicked out of 

school for seeing? Her father would be so furious if she came home with her trunk and her books, 

expelled. How could she explain to him what she had done wrong? She had no idea how to even say 

out loud what had happened. 

 The very thought of Mrs. Davis, now, caused cold ribbons to dance all over Nancy and made 

her want to jump out of her own skin, or vomit. She expected to see her every moment. She watched 

the door all through class, just waiting for Mrs. Davis to come into her husband's classroom and ask to 

take Nancy away for discipline. 

 She did see Beth, but Beth was closed like an untouched wind-up toy and wouldn't look at 

Nancy. How long had Beth been doing this...thing? She did not know if she and Beth would ever talk 

about anything again, now that this gigantic secret loomed between them, bigger than any 

commonality or shared love of contraband dolls. 

 At dinnertime that night Nancy knew Mrs. Davis would be there. The ribbons started again, 

and sweat broke out on her forehead. She didn't think she was going to be able to eat, so after she’d 

gotten her tray and sat down at the first grade table she shoved her mashed potatoes around and 

looked at them as though they mattered more than anything in the world, trying very hard not to look 
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up. She separated all the bits of brown skin from the fluffy white part, making a pile of them on one 

corner of her blue plastic plate. A few of her friends tried to talk to her but she didn’t answer. She 

knew her punishment was coming. 

 But it didn’t. Mrs. Davis never left her usual place between her husband and Mrs. Kirkin at the 

adults’ table. Nancy filed to the kitchen with all her classmates and scraped her tray into the bin and 

marched back to her dormitory and had free time and put on her pajamas for lights out, and still 

nothing had happened to her. This was almost worse. She couldn't sleep. She lay there thinking about 

Beth a few beds over. She thought about telling—but her lips were still sealed like an iron gate and she 

didn't even know why. She wasn't supposed to be a girl who kept secrets. Her mother didn't approve 

of them, said every single thing in the world ought to live in the light of day.   

 It took Nancy a very long time to sleep, and in the morning she was roused from the very 

depths of slumber when the bell rang, instead of lying awake for a few minutes while the sun came up 

like she usually did. For a moment she felt terrible and didn't know why, but then she remembered all 

the wisps of thought that had accompanied her to sleep and she didn't want to get out of bed. 

 At breakfast she saw Mrs. Davis at her place again and did the same thing she had done last 

night, pushing oatmeal around in her bowl, dipping and swirling her crumbling bread in the mixture 

until it was so soggy she wouldn’t have wanted to eat it even if she had an appetite. She knew she 

would be hungry later, but she couldn’t help it. She wondered whether Mrs. Davis had decided not to 

punish her, if she was free and nothing would happen. The suspense of this ensured that she would 

not eat her lunch, either, and that she would burst into tears during the penmanship lesson while 

making capital “G”s because her pencil broke. 

 There were two more days like this. Two days not really eating. Two days of her teachers 
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shaking their heads, thinking she had become inexcusably histrionic. On the fourth day after she had 

stumbled across Beth and Mrs. Davis in the empty dormitory she was sitting alone there herself during 

afternoon free time. She had said she was not feeling well and was told she could go lie down. She 

was sitting on her bed, looking at the wall, when Mrs. Davis came in and shut the door.  

 “Aren't you curious about what you saw me and Beth doing the other day? I thought you 

would have come to ask me about it.” 

 Nancy didn't say anything. Mrs. Davis didn't sound angry. She wanted to know if Nancy was 

curious, had thought she would come ask...it didn't sound like she was going to be punished, but for 

some reason she didn't feel better. She suddenly felt worse. She wanted to leave but Mrs. Davis’s feet 

were right in the middle of the doorway, the hem of her dress drooping down to cover the top half of 

her brown sandals, white socks underneath. 

 “Beth is very special. There are not many little girls I like to spend time with that way. There 

aren't many little girls who get special attention and get to have secrets with me.” 

 Nancy sat on her hands and started rocking back and forth. She didn't know why she was 

upset, exactly, but she wanted her mother. 

 “I think you're a special little girl, Nancy. I think you might be special enough for me to teach 

you things, to have fun with you that no one else knows about.” 

 Nancy was confused. Mrs. Davis read them all stories at bedtime, taught them songs, checked 

their temperatures when they were sick. She shouldn’t feel bad like she did. Mrs. Davis pushed herself 

away from the door and came to sit by Nancy on her bed, the new leather of her sandals squeaking as 

she walked. Nancy almost got up but something stopped her, and that moment would be worse than 

all her other memories—the moment that first time when she should have tried to run away and she 
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didn't. 

 “Now, Nancy, we're going to have a good time, but other people aren't going to like it. You 

would get in a lot of trouble if anyone knew all our secrets, and I don't want you to get in any trouble. I 

promise I won't tell anyone if you promise, too. Can you do that?” she asked, her head tipped so that 

she was looking right into Nancy’s eyes. “Can you promise me? There are things big people don't 

understand and they would be very angry with you. The other teachers, your parents especially. I 

don't want them to be angry with you, so you had better not tell them. Do you think you can do that 

for me?” 

 Nancy nodded. This was her punishment. She did not understand it but she knew she did not 

like it. She knew Beth had not liked it. 

 Mrs. Davis touched her hair. Nancy flinched away as boldly as she dared, which meant that she 

barely moved at all. The hand left her hair and moved up her leg. Nancy grabbed the edges of her skirt 

in her fists and pulled the fabric down as far as it would go, but Mrs. Davis pushed Nancy's hands away 

and she felt fingers gliding slowly higher. She started to cry. 

 “Don't be sad, sweet girl. This will be fun.” 
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-1989- 

Nebbi District 

The power was out. The girls’ room was illuminated by two tiny tin-drummed oil wick candles, 

one on the wooden shelf pegged into the wall and the other on the floor beside Mercy’s mat. Grace 

tilted Mercy’s head down closer to the circle of light at her feet, trying to get a better look at what she 

was doing. She separated out a small clump of Mercy’s hair and twisted it, working it into the braided 

coil that would spiral Mercy’s whole head. It was the fanciest thing she knew how to do.  

 They were the only two people in the house that evening. There had been a wedding that 

afternoon and everyone else was at the party. Grace had gone to the ceremony and the dinner 

afterward that was set up under a huge orange tarp outside the church, but she had come back long 

before the party was over because Mercy had never left home that day, saying her head was hurting. 

Grace knew better, of course—her younger sister had been quiet and sullen for almost the past two 

weeks, since the day the twins’ best friend left town. So, she came home and did the one thing she 

thought might help—she braided Mercy’s hair. 

 Mercy was quiet, watching the mat weave dancing in and out of the light at her feet. 

“You will not hear him talk about marrying the mundo anymore,” said Grace, tugging 

insistently at a square of Mercy's scalp. 

 Mercy frowned. “That would be better than nothing at all.”  

 Samson was gone. He had gotten onto a bus at the town center ten days ago with a suitcase 

and he wasn’t going to come back until Christmas. His uncle Valente, who was raising him, had 

decided to send him away to boarding school now that he was starting secondary, and he hadn’t sent 
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him to Nebbi Town or even Arua. He sent him all the way to Gulu. 

 The schools probably weren’t even any better over there. Valente had only done it because he 

wanted everyone in town to know that he could afford to, that he could pay all that ridiculous money 

to send his nephew so far away. Valente wasn’t the richest man in town but he owned a shop in Hema 

that backed up against the market, where he sold cooking oil, Omo powder, and Coke. He lived better 

than anyone else Mercy knew, and he only had Samson to look after, because he and his wife had no 

children. Valente had been boasting for months about the school he’d be sending Samson to, how it 

was a proper Catholic institution run by priests. The government schools and Anglican schools around 

Hema weren’t good enough for Samson, apparently. No, he had to go all the way to another district to 

go to school. The only other person Mercy had ever heard of who did that was Susan Mitchum. 

 She didn’t talk to Susan anymore. Susan and her mother had been gone for a whole year in the 

States, their windows boarded and padlocks secured on their garage and front door. It wasn’t like that 

really made much of a difference when it came to how often Mercy saw Susan or spoke to her, 

anyway. Susan only came home from the capital at Christmas and in June, July, and August, and she 

sat with her mother on the visitor’s bench at church and never came even halfway up the hill 

anymore. And Mercy certainly wasn’t about to go down. 

Still, every time Mercy passed the empty, silent Mitchum house that year they were gone she 

was reminded that Susan was farther away from her than ever. At least Sister Nancy had always been 

around, had spoken of Susan and what she was doing so that Mercy had things to think about, 

pictures to make in her head about Susan living in Kampala and going to a fancy school and making all 

sorts of new friends. Now there wasn’t even anything to imagine anymore. Mercy had no idea how to 

imagine America. She had no idea what Susan’s life would look like, but she compensated for this by 
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holding her breath and listening with all the force of her mind whenever America was mentioned on 

the radio, or whenever men came to visit her father and someone said something about politics. It 

was as close as she could get, all that was left to think about as she fell asleep. 

When Nancy and Susan came back a few months ago and took the boards off their windows, 

Susan was more inaccessible than ever. She’d gotten a bunch of new clothes and was always sitting on 

the front porch of her house reading a book. That was all she ever seemed to do. Mercy sometimes 

watched her from the top of the hill behind the latrine. 

“You need to stop being so sad,” said Grace, her tongue between her teeth as she 

concentrated. 

 “He is never going to look at me now.” 

 “I don't understand any of this. You are yet a child, and he is yet a boy. And he is only one. 

There are so, so many boys and so much time. Why all of this?” 

 Mercy crossed her arms over her chest. “He's the one I want. He's so tall, and his hands are so 

big, and he's very, very smart.” 

 Grace snorted. “You need to stop sulking. If you walk around looking like this all the time no 

boy is going to want you, and you will sit here by the kitchen fire until you shrivel, like Kayen.” 

 Despite herself, Mercy giggled. 

 “Think of all the boys you could be seeing right now at the wedding, if you were not in here 

pretending you were sick.” 

 Mercy clicked her tongue. “I don't care about any of them.” 

 “You just want to be unhappy. You think it makes you more interesting.” 

 “That's not true! I would be happy if he were still here.” 
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 “No, you wouldn't. You would be sitting in here telling me about how he was talking again 

about marrying that mundo, and there would be many, many tears.” 

Mercy didn’t respond, because Grace was right. 

She had decided to marry him when she was five years old and Samson, who was a year older, 

put a plumeria flower in her hair behind her right ear. He had picked it from the ground after a rain 

shower, when the tree was nearly bare and all the flowers lay on the ground facedown with their 

stems sticking up like the pointy ends of funnels. She had just tossed some dirty water from the 

handwashing basin and come over to see what he was holding in his hand, and he had looked up at 

her and put it behind her ear and smiled, and then gone back over to her brothers. A year later she 

saw him kiss Susan and from that moment on he never stopped bragging about the white girl he was 

going to marry, and how she had already said yes and they would live in a big house and go to the 

States every summer just to visit. 

Mercy had looked forward to Susan’s return from the states with an angry thrill, wondering 

what Samson would do. In the end, he seemed to be the only person more reluctant than Mercy to 

approach her, which earned him universal ridicule, considering the six years he had spent boasting 

about her. Mercy fumed over his cowardly fascination with the mundo in silent despair, but without 

surprise.  

 And now he was gone. And it wasn’t so much that she wouldn’t see him every day now. It was 

that whatever chance she might have had to get him to notice her was fading. He and Susan, off at 

school, seeing other districts, while she stayed here, left behind by both of them. Every day he spent 

at that fancy school he’d be a little closer to Susan’s level and a little farther from hers, the girl from 

his village too stupid and boring to ever want to marry. 
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 If he had just stayed here, if he’d gone to the secondary school in town, then maybe she could 

have kept working at things and had a chance. Now he was never going to look at her twice, not now 

that his world was getting so much bigger. She would spend the rest of her life in the dust the Gaa Gaa 

bus kicked up when it headed for Gulu. 

 “Even I, I am so much older, and I don’t cry for boys this way,” said Grace. 

 Mercy just shook her head. 

 “You know, the girls at school who are boarders, they say that if you sleep on your stomach 

with your arms above your head that you are missing your guy. Is that how you’re going to sleep 

tonight? If you do, I will know why.” 

 Mercy giggled. “Maybe.” Grace tied a braid down snug against her scalp and Mercy winced. 

“Do you think my hair would ever go long?” 

 “Mmm…” said Grace, “too much work.” 

Mercy sighed a little as her thoughts settled into a track so well-worn they marched along 

without much directive force, parading through Susan’s every mannerism and possession. Blonde hair. 

Green book bag. Beaded purple bracelet. Slanting, black-framed glasses. That lemonade her mother 

made her that she always brought out to the porch with her books. 

 Mercy had months to spend getting beautiful, getting interesting. When Samson came back, 

he wouldn’t recognize her. She would stop braiding her hair, and she would get some of the pomade 

that kept long hair nice. If she had pomade, it wouldn’t be too much work. She could comb it so it 

would go straight down her neck and then curl a bit right before it reached her shoulders.  

 A new, better self bloomed to life in her mind, sitting in the grass outside her house with her 

legs crossed the first time Samson would come to see Upiyo and Udongo when he came home for 
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Christmas. She wouldn’t notice him; her English would be so good that she would have borrowed a 

big, thick book and she’d be reading it, not paying any attention to him while he stood there and 

looked at her—her hair, her creamed skin, the sandal straps crossing her ankles. He would wonder if it 

was really her, and she would turn a page of her book like she had completely forgotten he was 

coming home.  

 Grace swatted lightly at the crown of Mercy’s head. “There,” she said. “You are finished.” 

 “Grace,” said Mercy, twisting around to see her sister’s barely illuminated face, “do you have 

any money?” 

 

Early the next evening, Nancy Mitchum decided to go for a two hour walk. She’d gotten in late 

the night before from Kampala, where she’d dropped off her daughter at school and gone to a 

meeting with three couples from her mission who were also working on the Young Leadership 

Development Initiative. Now she was home, again, alone for another three and a half months. 

It was good, really, because she had a lot of work to do. Being away on furlough for a year 

always left her feeling like she needed to start her life over when she came home, and through the 

summer she’d had her daughter around all day. Now, she was free of distractions and ready to get 

back to work in the church. The mission’s new Initiative was going to keep her busier than usual. 

Nancy had been going for evening walks like this almost every day since she first sent her 

daughter to school. She’d always heard it was a good time for praying—going for a walk or a jog or 

something like that. And jogging was most certainly not an option around here. She strapped on her 

thick, rubber-heeled black sandals and walked out onto her porch, locking the front door and 

dropping the key into her pocket. She took off with what looked to everyone around her like great 
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purpose, arms swinging and face set on the horizon at the end of the road. Fifteen or twenty little 

children left huts and houses up and down the road to follow her for a little while—this was one of 

their favorite things to do, follow the white lady down the road for as long as they could before they 

had to turn back. If she stopped and turned around, they would all freeze and giggle. They usually 

ended up giving up and going home long before she did, though some of them stuck around for an 

impressively long time. 

It had been raining heavily these last few weeks, just as it had in Kampala, but the rain here felt 

much more welcome, free of the thickening smog and dust of the city. The weather up here in the 

mountains was much cooler, the breezes ever-present. She had never liked Kampala—she’d always 

seen it as the necessary evil involved in getting from Hema to anywhere, and for big meetings and 

trips to drop off her daughter. One thing you could say—it was the only chance she ever got to buy 

salad dressing.  

Her daughter didn’t seem to like Kampala very much either, Nancy imagined for the same 

reasons. She’d been raised in the open country, just like Nancy had, and African cities were dirty and 

crowded and full of as much crime as trash.  

Nancy picked up her pace as she rounded the bend behind her house and started walking away 

from town. She wanted to believe that Susan’s general lack of enthusiasm for anything lately had to do 

with the fact that she just didn’t like the city, and she was unhappy that she had to go back. That was 

what she’d said, anyway, in the car. She was getting so difficult to read, now that she was almost a 

teenager. It was a part of her daughter’s development she’d never really looked forward to, all that 

sullenness and whining and refusal to communicate like a normal human being. It had started when 

they went back to the US, and continued all the way up to yesterday, when Nancy dropped her off at 
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school.  

On their last night together before leaving, Susan had barely spoken at all. Nancy used the last 

box of pasta she’d brought back from America to make spaghetti that night, and she and Susan sat 

down on either side of the little dining room table at the front of their house in silence to eat one last 

meal before term started. Between them, on a white patterned dish with yellow flowers, was a pile of 

sliced cucumber and tomato that Nancy had bleached in the sink that afternoon so they could have a 

fresh salad. 

They bowed their heads as Nancy said a prayer, and then Susan picked up her fork and started 

twirling her pasta, eyes firmly on her plate. 

“Are you looking forward to seeing all of your friends again tomorrow?” 

“Yes.” 

“What about your teachers? Are you looking forward to the sixth grade?” 

“Yeah, I guess so.” 

“I bet you'll be happy to be back in your real school again, after a year trying to get used to 

being somewhere else.” 

“Yeah.” 

It was at this point that Nancy usually gave up. Susan had grown taciturn and resentful with 

the onset of puberty, and most days Nancy didn't find the battles for civility and conversation worth 

fighting. But tonight, feeling in the back of her mind a kind of desperation at her daughter's impending 

departure, like this might be one of her only chances before her daughter was lost for a very, very long 

time, she pressed further. 

“Have you heard from anyone? Gotten any letters lately or anything?” 
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“Um, yeah,” said Susan, as though angry Nancy had dared to ask, “from Caroline.” 

“What does she say?” 

Susan shrugged her shoulders. 

“Has she been up to much this summer?” 

“She's been over to the school a few times. I think she's impatient for everyone to be there.” 

Caroline’s mother taught history in the high school at POA. Her father was a missionary with 

the Evangelical Free Church in Kampala, so they lived there all year and Caroline was a day student, 

not a boarder. Sometimes Susan went home with her on the weekends to get away from the 

dormitory, or on long weekends when there were public holidays. Caroline’s parents lived in a huge, 

beautiful house with columns in front, behind a cement wall with a gate and a guard of their own, or 

so Susan said in her letters. Nancy was glad for Susan having a bit of a second home in the city, but she 

couldn’t help but disapprove of that particular missionary lifestyle. Too many took advantage of the 

fact that money went so much farther over here. She wondered if all those people truly, honestly 

couldn’t feel the resentment seeping out at them from every native they encountered. 

Nancy pressed on. “Are all the teachers going to be there this year?” 

“Most of them, I think. Uncle Joe and Aunt Martha will be in America, though.” 

“Oh! Who will be dorm parents for elementary, then?” 

“Caroline said some new couple, just for the year. The Davises. They’re going to be there 

because Mr. Davis went to POA and his parents taught there, too. He and his wife said they’d help 

when Uncle Joe and Aunt Martha had to leave.” 

Nancy's chair gave a jarring scrape as she pushed back from the table and stood. Susan looked 

up at her, fork halfway to her mouth. “You aren’t even going to eat any of these, are you?” asked 
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Nancy, reaching for the plate of cucumbers and tomatoes. She turned and took them to the kitchen 

without waiting for Susan’s response. 

The next night, last night, after she’d dropped Susan off at school and kissed her goodbye and 

then gone to her full day of meetings, she drove to the mission’s guest house to get some sleep before 

driving all the way back to Hema. After she’d brushed her teeth and put on her nightgown in the 

shoebox-sized bathroom, she walked out into the bedroom and slammed her pillow on the bed over 

and over until there were feathers flying around her face and dust coating her hands. She’d bunched 

the blanket up to rest her head on so that she could fall asleep. 

Even this evening, her neck still felt sore from her night on that impromptu pillow. She turned 

her head from side to side as she walked, squeezing her shoulders up to her ears. As she rounded 

another bend in the muddy road she saw a group of middle-aged women chatting around a hot bed of 

coals, small pots full of water set around their feet, waiting for a chance to be boiled. They all smiled 

and lifted their hands in greeting when they saw her. Nancy raised her arm in return, knowing she 

should probably stop to speak with them but not wanting to, and she pressed on under their gazes 

with a tight smile until she’d passed them by.  

This often happened after a furlough year—she came back a little more resentful than usual. 

After a whole year of church visits, of parading out her daughter and dressing them both in their 

gaudy African finest, she was tired. She spread out stacks of photos in church lobbies so people could 

look at all the smiling African children she worked with and see the groundwork for the new church 

building she was trying to fund. She stood next to whatever booth at whatever missions fair had been 

prepared for her, with the photos and a little Ugandan harp and drum set out for children to play with. 

She gave the same speeches in congregation after congregation and travelled and travelled through 
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the whole of the summer just so that she could get enough money to come back. She smiled and 

shook hands and brought bright woven tablecloths to her faithful supporters who always sent her ten 

or twenty dollars each month. She attended prayer meeting after prayer meeting in people’s houses, 

where they set out vegetable platters and store-bought desserts and invited all their church friends to 

come listen to her, pray for her, and start supporting her financially. And all the time, she was 

reminded, whether intentionally or not, of the fact that she was living in sin and her position as a 

missionary was always a little bit precarious, and of course everyone always pitied her and her little 

blonde daughter, out there in the middle of the jungle on their own with no husband and father. 

She endured all of this for a year at a time so that she could continue to serve these people 

here, and then she would come back and they would just seem like they weren't quite worth it. 

 They were their own worst enemies—all the wars they couldn’t stop fighting after they had 

gained their fabulous independence, all the talk of progress while they all stole money from the 

organizations they worked for and then asked for more, all their determined backwardness whenever 

she tried to help them, all their charcoal fires. 

 It was only two years ago that she’d gotten the idea for the kerosene stoves. She handed out a 

portable, lightweight one to every woman in the Ladies’ Auxiliary, along with a small tin of fuel. She 

gathered every recipient together in the Sunday School building and held training sessions for them, 

where she showed them how to turn the stoves on, how to handle the fuel, how to use them to do all 

the daily cooking and washing. She did a demonstration and had a few of the women try it out. She 

made sure they all knew how important it was that they start using these stoves to cook all their 

food—it would be easier and faster and infinitely safer for their families. There would be no smoke 

clogging their huts and their babies’ lungs, and everyone would stay healthy much longer. The women 
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wouldn’t have to keep pulling their children out of school to go get more charcoal or firewood. The list 

of benefits was extensive. She told them all that she’d provide them with more fuel whenever they ran 

out, and they all smiled and laughed and seemed incredibly grateful. 

Nancy grew just a bit more angry every time she passed a hut and saw a miniature kerosene 

stove rusting outside, some of its parts missing, while the lady of the house tended a smoking 

charcoal fire. 

 She wanted to help them, and they wouldn't let her. They would rather continue to breathe 

smoke, expose their children to respiratory illness and keep them from going to school, than do 

something so simple and free, something she had used a good portion of her budget that year to get 

for them.  

She cared about these people. She didn't want them to live hard, cruel lives until they died too 

young without knowing God, but that seemed to be what most of them intended to do despite all her 

prayers and best efforts. There were so many times that she wanted to give up, kick the dirt off her 

feet and scream that fine, they could all go ahead and grace each other with their stupid, ignorant 

smiles all the way to hell about thirty years before they needed to go. She would go live somewhere 

people would actually listen to her and let the Alur go to the devil just as they liked. 

 She couldn’t give up, though. She knew it. Her failure to return to finish her parents' work 

haunted her agonizingly enough, as did the failure of her marriage and her position as the only single 

mother in her mission. She was tired of humiliation and consumed by fear of her standing with God, 

and she would not leave. She absolutely refused to fail at this. And with her personal stakes so high, 

these silly native women made her even angrier. 

It would be the same anywhere she went, anyway. People would still be stubborn and ignore 
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the open hand offered to them. They would smile and be polite and pretend that they were listening 

because that was their culture and they wouldn't say anything that might embarrass or offend her, but 

they would never do what she told them to do. They would refuse to save themselves. They would 

remain so narrow-minded that she would be unable to save them either. Just as her parents had been 

unable. You can’t do anything for people who just expect to sit back and let white people fix their 

world. 

 Another smiling woman with a baby on her breast called out when she saw Nancy pass by. 

“Good evening, Madame Mee-tum!” Her free arm was waving in the air with enthusiasm. Something 

about the way the woman couldn’t pronounce Nancy’s name made her face hot. She said a quick 

“good evening,” gritted her teeth, and turned around to walk home after only half an hour out on the 

road. 

 

 “Mercy!” 

 She was outside, taking all their things down from the clothesline as clouds solidified into a 

dark gray mass in the evening sky. Laundry piled high across her arms, she turned around to see Grace 

walking towards her from the back of the house, looking over her shoulder. Everyone else was inside 

making dinner. 

 “I got some money,” said Grace with a huge smile. 

 “What? How?” 

 “Mama Jenet sent me with money to get some of the boys’ things for school, and when I went 

to the tailor he had only made one uniform for Upiyo, not two. So he only made me pay for one, even 

though I had been sent with the money for both.” 
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 Mercy was breathing through an open mouth. “So there’s money?” 

 Grace smiled again. “Not anymore.” She reached into her shirt and pulled out a small white 

box with blue English writing: Clere Extra-Lightening. Mercy took it from her and fumbled to open it. 

The pot inside was round, about the size of her palm. She looked up at Grace. “Do you want to try it?” 

 “Later, after supper.” 

 “Where should we keep it?” 

 “Here, just give it back to me.”  

 Mercy had to admit that Grace had a place to keep the box in her shirt, while she most 

certainly did not. She tugged the rest of the laundry off the line and floated back to the house and 

through the rest of the evening with a manic, vibrating energy she tried to hide. She was going to be 

beautiful. She was going to look like Susan. 

 After evening prayers that night, when Mercy was sure she couldn’t stand waiting for another 

moment, she and Grace crept back outside behind the house and opened the small pot of lightening 

cream. They scooped the cold, goopy stuff out with their fingers and rubbed it into each other’s 

cheeks until it disappeared into their skin with a hopeful, tingling sensation.   

 

Jenet set out for the Diocesan Secretariat the next morning as soon as Crispin was at work. It 

was a long walk—ten kilometers, and she wanted to be back for supper. She didn’t tell her children or 

her sister where she was going, just that she would be out for most of the day, and she managed to 

say it with enough authority that no one asked her any questions. She would be home in time. She 

didn’t have many words to say, where she was going. 

The air that morning still felt a little moist from last night’s rain, and the road was full of 
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people, bicycles, and the occasional car ploughing its way through the mud. Jenet kept to the uneven 

ditch beside the road in an attempt to keep her dress clean. She’d worn one of her nicer ones, a 

visiting dress, and the passing cars were spraying mud in every direction.  

This would be the first time for her to see the new bishop. She wasn’t even sure if he would be 

in his office today, but he wasn’t supposed to be traveling anywhere just yet, so she had as good a 

chance to actually see him as she was ever going to get. And if he wasn’t in his office, she could always 

walk to the bishop’s residence and wait for him there, instead. She was interested to see if the big 

house with the courtyard looked different, now that it had new occupants. His Grace Bishop Albert 

had died very suddenly a few months ago, and many people were still shocked, including Bishop 

Albert’s own wife, who had been forced to clear out of the bishop’s residence with all of her 

belongings and move back to her home village when she least expected it.  

Everyone had grieved for Bishop Albert. Crispin had been absolutely devastated—he had told 

Jenet once or twice that the bishop had been good enough to him to almost be his father. If Bishop 

Albert had lived another few years, Crispin might have been in a position to be considered as his 

successor, but instead the man chosen was a priest from Pakwach in late middle age with three sons 

and four daughters. His consecration was the biggest party they had all year, and they’d had three or 

four fancy weddings. Shirts and tablecloths were made to commemorate the event. Families 

contributed goats and bulls and the women worked for days to cook and prepare. The party had 

lasted until past midnight. 

Bishop Francis installed himself at the Secretariat just a few days later, and rumors immediately 

began circulating that he was doing things very differently from the way they had always been done. 

He was displeased, it was said, with the level of piety and Christian morals he found in the men who 
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ran the churches. There were long morning meetings where he sat down his whole staff and chastised 

them for having ever visited a witch doctor or for neglecting to spend time each month fasting and 

praying to God for guidance. 

 “How can you lead a flock of hundreds if you do not take the moments needed for God to tell 

you how to do so? Do you think you can do it on your own? If that is the case, you do not belong here. 

I do not have the patience to allow you to fail and take the church with you for the ride. You have 

more need of prayer and solitude than anyone else in this diocese.” That was what someone said he 

had said. 

 Jenet had heard this news, when it reached her, with the same level of interest as everyone 

else whose lives were closely connected with the Church, but there was one bit of gossip that lit a 

dark fire of possibility in her heart and commanded her attention like no hearsay she had ever come 

across before. It came from the Diocesan Secretary's sister, Agnes. She came to visit one morning, 

mouth full of all sorts of stories straight from her sister-in-law at the Secretariat. 

 “He has an interesting family history, you know. He is so very against witchcraft because his 

own brother is a witch doctor in Pakwach. It's true!” She said, when Jenet raised her eyebrows. 

 “Also, his father had, I think, three wives. It was very bad for his family, he says, and he hates 

multiple marriages like he hates witchcraft. When he was the parish priest in Pakwach he would not 

let anyone marry a second woman, and if they did it anyway and he found out about it, they had his 

anger and sometimes they even had to give the wives up!” 

 The Diocesan Secretary's sister was, of course, oblivious to the import of this last bit of 

information. Somewhere in her mind she did know about Onen Crispin’s second wife (everyone did), 

but in the moment she had forgotten it, as it was never something that she thought much about on 
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any day of her life. The curate’s wife Beatrice, who was also taking tea with them, didn’t think much of 

it, either. Jenet, however, didn’t forget it, and barely a week later she was walking to the Secretariat in 

a Sunday dress with a light sweat on her forehead.  

When she reached the offices and gave her name, she had to wait for a few hours, because the 

bishop had not been expecting her and he had three meetings that day. When he finally came out of 

his office and ushered her inside, she had just begun to wonder if she was not important enough to 

see him and they were simply not willing to shame her enough to say so, and were going to let her sit 

on the bench all day until she gave up of her own volition and left them all alone. 

His office was tidy, painted bright yellow. The calendar from last year, with photographs of 

Africa’s archbishops spanning each different month, was hanging on one wall, and on the other was a 

shelf half-full of books. There were white lace doilies spread across the two tables under the window, 

and a large wooden desk full of papers. Bishop Francis motioned to a red upholstered chair and 

offered her tea. He had a kind face, but Jenet could see why so many people were rumored to be 

afraid of him. He radiated authority, dressed in his bright purple shirt and clerical collar.  

 “And you are the wife of Father Crispin at St. John’s?” he asked after she had sat down, 

handing her a blue plastic mug of tea. “I have met him many times, of course, but I am glad to finally 

have the opportunity to meet you, as well. How is your family?” 

 Jenet made conversation with great effort. For the first time in her life she felt she understood 

Sister Nancy and her impatience to have important points discussed immediately. Everyone knew that 

Sister Nancy would get angry if you tried to talk normally for an hour before asking a question or 

making a request. “What is it you want? Just tell me,” she would always say. Jenet answered questions 

about the ages of her children and the women's ministry at St. John's, but all she wanted to do was 
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say the few words she had come to say. 

 Finally, she broke in with them when he reached to refill his tea. 

 “My husband has another wife,” she said. 

 He set the teapot back down. 

 “In Arua.” 

 He sighed heavily and leaned back in his chair, which gave a loud creak. “How long has he had 

this second wife?” 

 “I do not know. He did not tell me at first. Four or five years, perhaps.” 

 “Why has he not told me of this? Is there a reason you came to me yourself without consulting 

him?” 

 Jenet began to wonder if she had gotten herself into a dangerous situation. “It is a bad thing 

between us. I am not happy about it and he is angry that I am unhappy. It has been this way for many 

years. I did not know what to do, and I heard that you were strict, and thought that perhaps it would 

be best that you knew as soon as possible. I could not ask him about it.” She was not lying, was she? 

 Of course she was. 

 His Grace was silent, turning his unfilled tea cup back and forth on its tray. “You realize, of 

course,” he finally said, “that this is an issue I must handle with your husband? That we must discuss it 

together, and that I will decide what is to be done and inform him myself? You will not be involved at 

all in this matter.” 

 “Yes, of course. I understand that. I just wanted to be sure I had done the right thing for him 

and for God, you must know.” 

 As she walked home she tried to summon a sense of triumph, but she realized that there were 
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many things to which she had given no thought. What would His Grace tell her husband? Would he 

tell Crispin that she had come and informed on him? She should have told him not to, said that it 

would have caused strife in their marriage and that there were many other people who knew, and he 

would not have to say who had spoken in order for Crispin to be satisfied. Crispin might even be 

expecting this already. 

If what Jenet had been told about the bishop was true, however, he was too honest a man to 

agree to something like that. He would tell Crispin that she had come and told him. She began to 

realize that even if the bishop sang her praises and gave Crispin all the reasons Jenet had supplied, 

about wanting to make sure the best thing happened and that Crispin got into as little trouble as 

possible, Crispin would know that none of it was really true. He knew her anger; he saw and lived with 

it every day. He would know why she had really done it and he would hate her.  

 She made it home before supper but not before her husband. She hadn’t expected him home 

so early in the evening, but there he was, sitting on the front steps of the house with a cup of millet. 

 “Welcome home,” she said as she approached. 

 He nodded his head once in acknowledgment. “Where were you today?” 

 “I thought there would be better dried fish at the other market, but they did not have any,” she 

said, thinking quickly. 

 He frowned at her. “You should have sent one of the girls. You should not be doing such work 

like that yourself.” 

 “I wanted to walk,” she said.  

 He grunted and drank another mouthful of millet. She stepped past him and into the house, 

hiding her hands in the pockets of her dress to disguise their trembling. 
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 Both Crispin and Jenet were ignorant, in that moment, of their marriage ending, though it was 

beginning to happen as they spoke to each other right there on the steps. Crispin, who had up to now 

not blamed Jenet for her crossness, would come to know of what she had done and see in his wife a 

woman who was truly ruthless—someone he had not married, did not know, and did not want to 

become acquainted with.  

 Jenet would be told that the situation had been dealt with, the woman provided for in a small 

church community a few hours from Arua that existed specifically for this purpose—to take in the 

castoff second wives of men who had decided to reform themselves as good Christians, priests setting 

examples by their own sacrifice of a new trend in the Church. 

 But Jenet was not a foolish woman and she would know that it was entirely possible that 

everyone was lying to her. She had been lied to a great deal already, and would have no reason to 

believe that her husband and his bishop and all the other church officials who would “handle” the 

situation would be honest with her. She would wonder if the woman (and there had been at least one 

child, she knew, a girl) had simply been abandoned, if someone had made her one visit to say that her 

marriage had been unlawful and didn’t count and she wouldn’t be seeing her husband again, and then 

left her with her children and no money and all the stigma of a husband who wasn’t coming back. 

 Jenet would think about this woman she had never seen or spoken to. In Jenet’s mind the 

woman would be small and skinny, with her hair close-cropped and unbraided, eyes large in a sharp 

face, hand gripping the shoulder of a little girl who looked just like her, both of them in coarse brown 

dresses falling slowly from their bodies. 

 This specter would loom whenever Jenet began to feel ill, or a chicken would die, or one of her 

younger children would start coughing. Whenever anything went wrong she would wonder, is it her? 
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Has she gone to a witch doctor and shared her grievances and asked for revenge on the woman who 

ruined her life? Jenet would see this, too, those large, condemning eyes shining in a smoky, darkened 

hut full of herbs and charms, asking for all possible havoc to be set loose on the family of the man who 

had wronged her, and on the first wife who had been jealous and unwilling to share, unwilling to let 

the second or her children have any place at all. 

 And Jenet would look at her husband and wonder if indeed his lies had continued, if he had 

simply abandoned this nameless woman because the bishop told him to, and if maybe he would have 

done the same to her, to keep his place in the church. Is this a man, she would ask herself as she 

listened to his sermons from her front-row seat or slept beside him every night now that he rarely left 

town anymore, who could truly be so cowardly and so cruel? 

 After that evening, they never spoke about any of it again.   

 

 The next morning was Saturday, and the girls were still sweeping all the previous day’s 

accumulated dirt and debris and chicken dung from the back steps when Kayen called for Grace from 

the kitchen. 

 “When I’m finished!” Grace called back, and then bent down again to swipe at the packed 

earth that fanned out around the steps. Kayen came out of the kitchen, brows drawn down on her 

wrinkled face.  

 “No,” she said, grabbing the bundle of reeds from Grace’s hand, “you listen now.” 

 Grace looked at her. 

 “You go into the market today and get that last uniform for Upiyo. It should be ready. Go 

now—on market day there is always too much crush.” 
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Cold fear settled in Mercy's stomach, but Grace just nodded and went inside. She emerged a 

few minutes later wearing a nicer skirt, and left for the market. Mercy tried to catch her eye as she 

walked past and out the gate, but Grace wouldn’t look at her. Mercy kept sweeping long after the back 

steps and the earth around them were pristine, her wrist twitching in a nervous rhythm. 

Grace came back not even an hour later, empty-handed. Kayen saw her coming and walked 

around the house to meet her.   

“Ah, where have you been?” yelled Kayen. “Did you not go to the market?” 

“I did. You asked me to.” 

“And yet you come back with nothing. Are you deaf in one ear or both?” 

 “I went to the tailor and he said they have used all their school material for the term and were 

not going to make any more boys’ uniforms. Upiyo will have to go with one, and it can be enough.” 

“You worthless, wicked girl, how you lie to me! I went there yesterday to be sure the uniforms 

would be ready, and the man there said he had just finished and would wait for you to come today. 

You tell me what you did with that money!” 

“I didn't do anything with the money! I went to him and I have just told you what he said. If 

you do not want to believe me, I don't care.” 

By this point, everyone in the family had come out to watch. Even Mama Jenet was standing in 

the front entryway with a towel in her hands. Mercy stood unmoving by the corner of the house, 

wondering if she should grab the pot of cream beneath Grace’s blanket and put it somewhere else. 

Kayen grabbed Grace by the arm and swung her forward so that the two women’s faces were 

only a few millimeters apart. Grace had always been, of all of them, the most defiant. She was 

stubborn, and if she didn’t want to do something it would take a sound beating to get her to do it. 
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When she was beaten, she tried harder not to cry than any of the others, biting her lip and glaring at 

whoever was trying to break her. The other children, all significantly younger than she was, looked on 

in terrified awe at her courage and defiance.  

Kayen, however, reacted to Grace’s stubbornness with extreme disgust, and the two of them 

fought often. Everyone had always wondered what Kayen’s breaking point would be, when she would 

finally make good on her threats and leave Grace by the side of the road one day while they were 

traveling. 

“You are useless,” spat Kayen, “a burden and a drain on this family, but that even does not 

satisfy you, so you steal. You go into the kitchen and you sit there and you stay until Rev. Crispin comes 

home and I will tell him everything you have done, you stupid girl.” She shoved Grace’s shoulders hard 

enough that she stumbled. 

Grace righted herself and tugged at her best skirt. “You call me useless?” she yelled. “You say 

I’m useless? You are the one who is useless. You are the one who lives in her sister’s house and 

doesn’t even know how to love anybody! You are the one who is stupid and useless.” 

Kayen’s jaw was trembling with anger. Everyone else was still watching from their different 

positions around the front of the house, too shocked to respond. Grace charged inside, muttering to 

herself, and came out again with a small kabela stuffed to bursting with her clothes. When she came 

down the steps Mercy reached out and grabbed Grace’s elbow, but Grace shook her off without even 

glancing in her direction. She walked all the way down the hill to the gate by the Mitchum house and 

then out onto the Nebbi road. They let her go because they thought she would come back. 

When Mercy went into the bedroom that afternoon, she saw that Grace’s blanket was gone 

but that the Clere Extra-Lightening was stuffed under her blanket, instead. 
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It was several days before they began to wonder if maybe Grace really wasn’t intending to 

come home. By that point, people outside the family had begun to notice her absence and ask 

questions, and they had to admit that Grace had left and no one knew where she was. 

A few weeks later, the curate’s wife came and told them that she knew someone who had 

heard someone say they had seen her in line at the Gaa Gaa bus office all the way in Nebbi Town, and 

that they had watched her buy a ticket. 

“She did have the money, that stupid child. She spent the school money on a bus ticket for 

herself!” said Kayen. Everyone else assumed this was indeed the case, because there was really 

nowhere else Grace could have gotten enough money for a Gaa Gaa ticket. Only Mercy knew that the 

missing money had already been spent, and she was troubled for many years, wondering how Grace 

had gotten more after running away. 

Knowing she had probably gone all the way to the capital, the family gave up on her. Mercy 

tried to think of ways to get to Kampala herself, but they were all far-fetched and expensive and 

anyway, if Grace wanted to leave without saying goodbye, Mercy certainly didn’t need to go to so 

much trouble to find her. 

She never came home, and Mercy never saw her again.   
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-1993- 

Nebbi Town 

The air was hot and still, dust hanging low over the road and the huddled buildings lining 

either side of Nebbi Town’s biggest, busiest street. Mercy was sitting in the middle of a small oasis—

the cool, covered side porch of Nebbi Hospital’s Nursing Center—though it still felt as though she 

were drawing dust with every breath. She tilted her head back to rest against the cement wall behind 

her and thought for a moment of tucking her feet up under her legs on the bench, but decided she 

would look too girlish if she did. She crossed them at the ankles instead and ran her fingers over her 

skirt, waiting for one of the nursing instructors to come out and speak with her. 

 Her father had a visit to make here at the hospital—a lady from St. John’s had been 

transferred from Hema’s Health Center because something was wrong with her kidneys and it had 

gotten very serious. She was an elderly lady, one of the officers in the Mother’s Union, so of course 

Rev. Crispin needed to go and see her. When he walked out to the market that morning to find a ride 

into Nebbi Town, Mercy had followed him out of the house and asked if she could come along. She 

told him that she needed to talk to someone at the Nursing Center about school, for taking A levels. 

He nodded his head without asking her anything else and found a place for her in the back seat of his 

friend’s car. 

 A small fly darted back and forth between her eyeball and her ear.  She batted it away and 

watched a couple of nurses in bright pink dresses with crests on their front pockets walking across the 

hospital’s courtyard with clipboards held to their chests. 

She could do that. She would do that. She’d heard about it on the radio—three years of 

courses and you finished with a certification to work in any health center or hospital in the country. It 
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wasn’t university, and she wouldn’t even be leaving her own district, but it was almost as good. She’d 

live here while she studied instead of staying in Hema, and that was something. 

 A few minutes later a harassed-looking woman pushed open the door to Mercy’s left and 

peeked out at her. “We have class. What is it you want?” 

 Mercy jumped to her feet. “I just wanted to ask… I’d like to come here.” 

 “To the Nursing Center?” 

 Mercy nodded. 

 “Have you finished school?” 

 “I take A levels this year.” 

 “You apply after your A levels. You need good marks, and recommendations.” 

 “How many girls can live in the dormitory?” 

 “Twenty. You don’t live here?” 

 Mercy shook her head. “Hema.” 

 “You came all the way here just to ask these questions?” 

 “My father was coming…” 

 “It is two hundred and fifty thousand per term for boarders.” 

 Mercy made an effort not to choke on her saliva. “What?” 

 “Two hundred for day students,” the woman continued, as though Mercy hadn’t spoken. “You 

finish your exams and then you apply.” Then she turned, pink uniform skirt swishing around her 

calves, and went back inside. Mercy sat back down on the bench with a thump. That was almost twice 

the cost of secondary school, and she’d only been able to do that past O Levels because of the clergy 

family scholarship she got from some Americans. Her siblings had gotten the scholarship, too—they 
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gave pictures of themselves to the woman in the Youth Office at the Secretariat and reported on their 

marks every term, and their father got the money. It was only for secondary school, that money. 

There wouldn’t be any more once she was done. Mercy blinked hard, tucked her legs up on the 

bench, and waited there with crossed arms for her father to come and find her, defeat clouding her 

vision as she stared out at the busy courtyard. 

 Her father came around the corner of the building half an hour later, and she watched him 

approach for a moment before standing to meet him. His clerical collar stood prominent over a worn, 

light blue shirt with cuffs that were turning white at the edges. His back shoes were orange with dust, 

but the heavy chain on the brass crucifix tucked into his breast pocket glinted in the sunlight. So much 

honor and respect he commanded, and so little money. Her parents had said that all her life, every 

time she asked for anything. Men of God do not do their work for money. There is no money in this 

family. 

 “Are you finished?” he asked her. 

 “Yes, I am,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t ask her to elaborate. 

 “Your mother needs paper to decorate for the thanksgiving service. We’ll buy it across the 

street and then we will go home.” 

 Mercy followed her father back down the length of the building, her feet falling in and out of 

shadow as she passed the metal poles holding up the porch roof. From across the street at the 

convenience shop the hospital looked smaller—it was a complex of one-story cement buildings like 

Hema’s Health Center, but there was a much taller fence, many more rooms and beds, and 

somewhere there was a surgery theater, which was why it was a hospital. Well, that and the Nursing 

Center, with its dormitory. While her father bought a roll of crinkled purple paper and a case of 
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Stoney, Mercy watched a boy hack away with a machete at the overgrown bushes beneath the 

“Nebbi Hospital” sign at the front of the compound. She was almost startled when her father pressed 

the roll of paper into her hand, but her fingers closed around it and they left the shop, her father 

carrying the case of soda. They walked up and down Nebbi’s main road, Mercy a few steps behind, 

while Crispin looked for someone he knew who might be going in the direction of Hema.  

 

 Okelo Valente left for his shop early enough in the morning that he met his nephew Samson 

coming home from his morning walk with a few of the goats. Samson had all four ropes in one hand, 

the animals bumping shoulders as they trotted along beside him, their heads dipping and rising as 

they snagged at bits of dry grass on the edge of the road. Samson was watching his feet as he walked, 

and when he reached the house he stooped to untie the goats and walked past without saying a word 

to his uncle.  

 The boy had been home for more than a month and he was still barely speaking. Valente and 

his wife Paska had both come to the conclusion that they were never going to see Samson again, but 

now here he was—eighteen years old, taller than they would have thought possible, silent and 

obedient.  

 Valente didn’t know what to make of Samson’s unexpected return. He’d pinned all his hopes 

on the boy at one point, hand-picking him from all the relatives back in their home village. Valente 

had left the village himself as a young man and gone to the Capital on a government scholarship for 

university, intending to become a big businessman. He returned to the West Nile in victory after 

obtaining his degree, but nothing had gone the way he planned. He eventually found himself behind 

the shelf of a small wooden shop that backed up against Hema Market, selling sodas and cooking oil 
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with bitter disappointment. He got married to a Catholic woman, but he and Paska had never 

managed to have any children. 

 Because he still found healthy disdain necessary to his survival, even if the gulf between his 

current life and where he’d come from was far smaller than he originally hoped, he never moved back 

to his village. His relatives came to stay at his house in rotating succession, since he was so well-off 

with the proceeds from his meager business.  When one of his sisters had come to stay with a few of 

the family children, four-year-old Samson included, Valente decided he liked something about the 

boy. His sister stayed for about six weeks, and when she left he told her she could leave the one with 

the runny nose behind.  

 He put Samson in a private primary school in town as soon as he was old enough, intending to 

make a banker out of him. The boy did well in school, and Valente decided to send him off to an 

expensive Catholic school in Gulu to go all the way through his A levels. It was something no one else 

in Hema would ever have been able to do, and he made sure that everyone knew it was happening, 

and that Makerere University in Kampala was sure to follow. They sent him off when he was fourteen 

and Valente had prayers for his success added to the list of petitions at Mass.  

 And then the boy had gone and gotten kidnapped in his very first year. Valente had gotten a 

letter about it a few weeks after it happened—apparently the rebels had taken the entire younger 

boys’ dormitory. News got around without Valente doing anything to spread it, and he watched the 

respectful envy in people’s eyes turn to pitying contempt for his foolishness. They told each other 

everything they hadn’t thought to say before—how ridiculous it was to send Samson off to school in 

an open war zone, all that money for such a fancy place down the drain, a child’s very life forfeit for 

such pride as Okelo Valente’s. 
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 The boy, Valente knew, was worse than dead, and would probably never be seen again. The 

news from the other northern districts was truly terrible, like an endless parade of vague nightmares. 

He knew how much his wife blamed him and what she must be thinking about every time there were 

more stories of villages burned and people hacked to pieces by their own children. He didn’t have the 

heart to bring another boy home from the village to raise, so they became a childless couple once 

more. 

 And then, in February more than three years later, Samson showed up. He got dropped off by a 

bus in the center of town and footed it to his uncle’s house unannounced. 

 That was all that anyone in Hema knew about Samson’s sudden return, and Valente himself 

didn’t know much more. All his suddenly resurrected nephew would say was that he had managed to 

run away and had ended up with several other child soldiers in a rehab center run by an NGO. None of 

the boys in the rehab center could go home, for fear of rebel reprisals on their villages, but when the 

workers found out that Samson was actually from a town on the other side of the mighty Nile where 

the rebels could never hope to set foot, they had given him bus fare and let him go home. 

 Valente hadn’t known what to do except re-enroll Samson in school and act as though life was 

normal. Everyone in town had ideas about what Samson had spent the past couple of years doing, and 

Valente watched in frustration as people dodged to walk five steps around Samson in the street. Very 

few people spoke to him, but that was probably a blessing as Samson most likely wouldn’t have 

spoken back. He only answered Valente and Paska’s direct questions about half the time, anyway. 

 If Valente had expected anything of his nephew’s behavior, it would have been vice—swearing 

or smoking or swaggering violence. Instead, the boy just didn’t talk. The thing that bothered Valente 

the most about this new incarnation of his nephew, however, was something he couldn’t bring himself 
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to discuss with anyone. A few people had noticed, but Valente knew they wouldn’t dare shame him by 

mentioning it. Samson was bathing every twenty minutes. 

 Valente couldn't figure out why—Samson wasn't doing any more garden work than usual. He 

wasn't dirty or sweaty at the moments when he would jump up from whatever he was doing and walk 

quickly to the bath bucket. There wasn't enough water—Paska was having to go to the borehole 

several times a day, now, and it was putting her in a bad mood. She flatly refused to heat the water 

she carried more often than in morning and evening, so Samson stripped down and splashed frigid 

water all over his body so many times in a day that Valente was starting to lose track. 

 He worried that his nephew had gone mad, but other than the constant bathing and the 

silence, the boy seemed fine. He was still as obedient as ever, maybe even more obedient than before.  

Valente decided to overlook this small quirk, as troubling as it was, to just hope that no one else found 

out about it and be grateful that it wasn’t any worse. He did not want everyone saying that something 

was wrong with his nephew's head. It was bad enough thinking they all still faulted him for sending 

the boy to Gulu for school. It had been a matter of pride, certainly. He probably spoke of it more often 

than he ought when he first pulled together the money and sent Samson off for Senior 1. He certainly 

regretted it now. He had thought to prove his place in town and set his nephew up for a perfect 

future, and when Samson had been kidnapped Valente had simply ended up looking foolish.  

 He watched his nephew retreat into the house, shaking out the fingers on his right hand to 

ease the stiffness that sets in when you hold all those ropes, and was ashamed of himself.  

 

“Mercy!” 

Esther’s voice was coming from the storeroom at the back end of the building. Mercy set down 
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the basin she’d been lugging in the other direction and sighed. It seemed as though everyone had 

been calling her name all afternoon. There weren’t any more patients at the Health Center than usual, 

but she’d been running like a chicken between buildings since she got here. 

 She’d been working at the Health Center on weekends all term, though she’d probably have to 

stop when it was time to start revising for exams. She liked it; they rarely paid her but that mattered 

less to her than it did to all the other hospital workers who had families to take care of already. 

“I'm here, Esther,” she said as she passed the door of the storeroom, clutching a stitch in her 

side. 

 “Look at this.” Esther gestured to the shelf in front of her, less than half full of gauze and 

Aspirin. “Nobody came to re-stock on Wednesday like they were supposed to. We can't go all night 

with just this. We need more.” 

 “Where can we get it, though?” asked Mercy. “Does someone have to go into Nebbi?” 

 “No...” said Esther, one finger on her chin and a thoughtful look in her eye. “Sister Nancy has 

boxes of these things at her house, you know. She lets us take them when we need to. She's not going 

to be working at the church today, so you can find her at her house. You go and ask her for a whole 

box.” 

 “Go ask Sister Nancy?” 

 “That's what I said.” Esther looked at her with her eyebrows raised. She liked to communicate 

impatience; it made everyone around her feel a little bit intimidated. 

 Mercy really, really, really did not want to go to Sister Nancy's house and ask for a full box of 

medicine. She would have to do it, though; she couldn’t give Esther a bad impression. If she suggested 

someone else go, Esther would think that she was lazy or trying to be insubordinate. “Okay, I will go 
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ask her now,” she said.  

 Esther had already turned away to count something else. 

 It was just Mercy's luck that Esther would be the one telling her what to do. None of the other 

nurses would care if there weren't quite enough bandages. They wouldn't care if all the medicine in 

the closet was expired, either, but Esther did. The workers at the Health Center said it was because 

she used to work in a center run by an American doctor. Mercy thought it was just because she 

wanted an excuse to shout at other people and see them jump to do what she wanted. 

 She walked out into the courtyard and through the open gate, looking down at her green 

uniform as she went. Its novelty had still not worn off and she liked the way it looked on her—like she 

was more of a woman than a girl. It wasn’t as nice as the pink uniforms the students at the Nursing 

Center in Nebbi wore, but no one her age wore a uniform like this. It was different from the school 

uniforms the girls had—one color instead of two, and it wasn’t a skirt and a shirt you wore together, 

just a one-piece dress with buttons all the way down the front. It fit her well, flaring out a bit at her 

hips and gathering in at her waist, modest and pretty. 

 It made her think, and not for the first time in the past month, of Samson. He hadn’t come 

home that first Christmas, and it had looked like he was never going to come back at all. But now he 

was here and she couldn’t help looking at him sometimes. She wanted to talk to him, but something 

always stopped her. He was a different person than she remembered, and his blank face and resolute 

silence intimidated her. More than once she had approached him at school or out on the street, only 

to look down and step back and try to pretend like she hadn’t made an open gesture. 

 Despite the fact that they hadn’t even spoken, Mercy was unhappy in her own skin like she 

hadn’t been since he’d left for school, and for weeks after the first time she saw him again she spent 
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extra time in the bathing room, looking at her body and wanting to tear pieces of it off and start over.  

Right now, though, she was pleased with herself. She twisted her hips one way, then the other as she 

walked. 

 The church compound where she and Sister Nancy both lived wasn’t far from the Health 

Center, but Mercy went slowly. She was terrified of knocking on Sister Nancy’s door, but that old 

feeling of pleasure and pain at the thought of Susan made Mercy almost as excited as she was 

apprehensive. Susan wasn’t even there—she was still away at the American school in Kampala, but it 

was her house, and Mercy had never been inside it before. It was nicer on the outside than any other 

house in town, with its covered porch and prettily arranged flowers growing up the columns to shade 

the wooden chairs set outside. 

 The closer she got to the large green house down the hill from her family's own home, the 

more her pace slackened. She pushed through the gate, continued up the Mitchums’ front steps, and 

paused. 

 Mercy could hear voices through the open door of the house, feminine voices all raised in 

laughter. For a moment she simply stood on the porch, terrified, but she couldn't go back to the 

Health Center without the extra supplies. She was just going to have to gather her courage and do 

this. She swallowed, raised her right hand, and knocked twice on the door frame. The laughter snuffed 

like a candle and one voice cleared a throat and said, “Come in.” 

 Mercy stepped timidly over the threshold and saw four white women sitting around a table 

together, all looking at her. She kept her eyes on the floor as she spoke in her tiniest voice, the one 

reserved for teachers and white people. “Madame, the staff at the clinic say they need some extra 

supplies.” 
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 “Did they say what, exactly?” 

 “They said bring a whole box,” she mumbled, more mortified than ever. All the women were 

still looking at her. They were probably appalled at her, coming in and interrupting their important 

meeting with her request. 

 “Why do they need a whole box? Are they suddenly running low?” 

 “The re-stock didn't come so there is not enough for tonight, Madame.” She was almost 

whispering now. 

 “Look up at me when you're speaking, Mercy, and speak clearly, please. I'm trying to ask you a 

question.” 

 “Yes, Madame,” said Mercy, speaking a hair louder and glancing up at Sister Nancy for the 

briefest of moments before retuning her gaze to the concrete floor. She heard Sister Nancy sigh; she 

must have decided Mercy wasn't worth her trouble. 

 “The boxes are in the closet at the end of the hallway. You can get it yourself; I'm in the middle 

of a meeting and it's already been interrupted too long.” 

 “Yes, Madame.” Where was the hallway? She couldn't ask. She stood for a moment in painful 

indecision, until Sister Nancy pointed impatiently past the kitchen and said “Down there, Mercy.” 

 Sister Nancy sat back down at the table when Mercy nodded. “Anyway...” Mercy heard her say. 

She walked down the dark hallway by herself to the cracked door standing at the end of it. There were 

several cardboard boxes inside, and when she lifted their flaps she saw they all held the supplies 

Esther was so worried about. Mercy picked one of the fullest boxes off the top of the pile and closed 

the closet door with her foot. She turned around to go back the way she'd come when she saw a small 

room painted light purple just to the right of the closet, door standing wide. She knew immediately 
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that it was Susan's room.  

 She glanced down the hallway and saw only an empty patch of living room, voices still drifting 

her way from the meeting. Heart racing, she took the few steps required to find herself standing just 

inside Susan's doorway. She felt like she was doing something terribly, terribly wrong, but the 

temptation was too strong. That double feeling of agony and happiness surged up stronger than ever 

as she drank in the sight of the room before her. 

 There wasn't much in it; Susan didn't really live here anymore. The traces of her ownership, 

however, danced along the walls in the form of painted white flowers and bible verses in English, all 

elegant and beautiful, clearly drawn on by Susan herself. There were a few pairs of American shoes 

lined up on the floor, new and sleek and so fashionable that Mercy hadn't seen anything like them 

before. All the white women in America wore them, probably. There were a few pillows piled on the 

floor under a window with breezy white curtains, and some books on a small shelf beside them. A 

gorgeous red scarf with beads trimming its edges hung over the edge of the door, right next to 

Mercy's face. 

 She stood frozen, unable to believe her amazing luck. She wanted to set the box down, walk all 

the way in, and look at everything-- search every drawer and read every book, but she knew she'd 

already gone too far and would be in trouble if she were caught just standing inside the door.  

 It was exquisitely painful, standing there. This room and all it meant—so far beyond the reach 

of all possibility in Mercy’s life—wasn’t good enough for Susan anymore. It was her leftovers. Mercy 

was ashamed of herself and knew she would never tell anyone about this moment—how Susan was 

so much better than her that merely glimpsing into the scraps of her life made Mercy feel alive and 

awake as nothing else did.  
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 She had to pull herself away. She knew she would go home that evening after her work at the 

Health Center and be unhappy, and that she would stay unhappy for days and maybe even weeks to 

come—she had enough experiences with brushing up against Susan's life to know that. She had 

lingered at the back of the house too long, and probably only been saved from Sister Nancy's 

suspicion because the women were all so engaged in their meeting. She took one last look around the 

room, knowing she would probably never see it again and trying desperately to commit it to memory, 

before she turned with the box in her arms and walked back down the hallway. 

 She stood for a long time next to the door, waiting for Sister Nancy to dismiss her. The women 

just kept talking about planting some church out in Gulu, and how it was still probably too dangerous. 

Mercy thought about Samson and privately agreed. 

 “What?” Sister Nancy finally asked her. 

 “I just wanted to say thank you, Madame.” Mercy tried very hard this time to look Sister Nancy 

in the eye while she spoke. The guilt she was feeling over her stolen glance of Susan's room was 

prompting her to want to look completely innocent. 

 “How many boxes do you have there?” 

 “One.” 

 “Bring it here. Let me see.” 

 Mercy held out the one box for inspection, and Sister Nancy looked into it briefly before 

smiling and dismissing her. 

 “Wot ku Yesu, Mercy. Greet your father for me.” 

 “Yes Madame,” said Mercy, ducking her head and turning for the door. “Thank you, Madame.” 
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Susan slammed the door of the reserve’s Range Rover and hiked her backpack up on her left 

shoulder. Her father bounded down the steps of the Welcome Center and grabbed her in a one-armed 

hug. “Hey, kiddo!” he said. 

“Hey, Dad.” 

He pulled back and ran a hand over his buzzed hair. “This all?” he said, pointing at the blue 

suitcase the driver was pulling from the back of the car. 

“Yeah.” 

Her father grabbed her suitcase in one hand and headed back up the cobblestone path into the 

Welcome Center. “Let’s get this to your room and get you some dinner, yeah?” 

“Sure,” she said. “Thank you,” she murmured to the driver. 

“Thank you too, Miss Susan.” He inclined his head and left for the garage, dragging his club 

foot a little behind the rest of his body. 

As they entered the lobby a man Susan had never seen before approached her from the 

registration desk. “You are most welcome, Madame,” he said.  He was wearing the bright red staff vest 

and holding out a tray of glasses filled with bright yellow liquid labeled “welcome juice.” 

 “Stand down, Otengo, it's just my daughter.” 

 “Yes, sir.” 

 “You coming with me on rounds tomorrow morning?” her father asked as she trotted behind 

him down a long, narrow hallway. She always had trouble keeping up. 

 “Uh, sure.” 

 “Good,” he said. “Here you go.” He opened the door to room seven and held it so she could 

pass through. “Got you a good one this time. Look at the view. Better than the maintenance shed, 
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yeah?” 

 She could indeed see a bright oxbow of water glinting in the sunlight, green hills rising gently 

behind it. “It's great,” she said. 

 She wondered what it would be like to stay in the same room every time she came here, 

instead of whichever unit in the staff quarters was unoccupied that month. As she looked out the 

landscape window with her father beside her, she felt the familiar unpleasant sensation of floating 

that she always attributed to being on the game reserve. She shrugged her backpack down off her 

shoulder and held it by one strap. 

“Well, put your stuff down and let's get out of here. I'm starving.” 

 “Sure, Dad. Can I have a second to change? I'm kind of dirty.” 

 “Dirty's not a problem here, kiddo. You ought to know that.” 

 “I just don't feel good.” 

 “Okay, okay,” he said, waving his hands vaguely in front of him, “change. I'll be in the kitchen.” 

When he closed the door Susan sat down on one of the two double beds that took up most of 

the space in the room and tossed her backpack on the other. She hadn't lied—her sandals and feet 

were covered in dust and her hair was matted around her face, but she made no immediate move to 

clean herself up. There was a familiar hollowness chewing at her stomach, an ache for her mother and 

her bedroom that she didn't feel at school. 

She was here for a week, for spring break. The reserve was in the middle of the country, so it 

was closer for a short school break than going all the way home. She hadn’t been here to see her dad 

since last summer, anyway. He always wanted her to come, and he even sometimes got upset when a 

furlough year came and she went back to the US with her mom for twelve solid months. Once she was 
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here, though, he’d give her one of those awkward hugs and tease her a lot. She hated the casual, 

boyish way her dad handled her, joking and grinning and punching her elbows. And then, after a few 

days he’d start getting impatient and snappy when she couldn’t sort his tranquilizers or find the right 

place in the kitchen to grab their box lunches. That was when she’d get desperate to leave. 

There were things she liked, here. She loved the animals, and she loved getting up at four in 

the morning and being out in the reserve before the sun came up. She loved the binoculars he let her 

use. But with her mother back alone in their house in Nebbi, effectively banished from being part of 

anything like this, Susan didn’t feel like it should be fun at all. Every moment she enjoyed was a guilty 

one. 

She smoothed her frizzy blonde hair into a ponytail and changed her shirt, leaving her dusty 

sandals by the bed. She was so tired of everything being brown and dry, but as soon as it rained and 

everything turned green again, then all these piles of dirt would turn into giant rivers of cold, wet 

stickiness. Caroline said there was more rain in India than there was here, but Caroline always said 

things like that about the places she visited. There was this slight pout of her lips and lift of her chin 

she would do, too. All Caroline’s aunts and uncles were missionaries somewhere in the world, and it 

seemed like her parents always had money to go see them. She made sure everyone at school knew it, 

too. 

 Susan scrubbed at her feet with a little more force than necessary in the hallway bathroom as 

she thought about Caroline’s ill-disguised happiness when Susan had admitted she'd only been to 

Kenya, Uganda, and the United States. She’d been so pleased to know she still had the upper hand… 

Susan grimaced and reached for a towel to wipe her feet. Weren't you supposed to like your best 

friend? 
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 She always wished Caroline could see her when she went to spend time with her father. If 

there was something to brag about at POA, it was having a dad who worked on a game reserve and let 

you come stay for weeks at a time when school was out. Or it would be, if it didn't immediately 

remind everyone that your parents were divorced. 

 She shook out the towel, folded it back into a neat little square on top of the toilet, and went 

to get another pair of shoes and find her father for dinner. 

 

 There was a party that Sunday after the thanksgiving service at St. John’s, set up in the football 

field behind the primary school. Rev. Crispin’s whole family was there, the girls working with some of 

the other women over on the side of the field to fry enough chapat for the hundred or so people who 

had come. Cushioned chairs had been dragged outside and set up under a tarp for places of honor. In 

one of these chairs, Rev. Crispin sat with a plastic plate and a Stoney, only half-attending to the words 

of the man sitting next to him. He was watching Samson watch Mercy. 

 The young man was Catholic, so he was probably only present at the party because he’d been 

brought along by one of Crispin’s twin sons. Samson had been good friends with them before his 

ordeal. Crispin raised a chunk of kwin to his mouth as Samson looked down at the empty plate beside 

his knee, and then back up again at Crispin’s daughter. She was seated on a log, one leg bouncing as 

she reached with two fingers to flip the dough she had set over a little portable set of coals. She 

turned her head and craned her neck to listen to one of her friends, who was seated behind her at 

another small fire. Samson watched, his face as careful and blank as always. The only thing that gave 

him away was the constant direction of his eyes, and no one but Crispin had noticed. Mercy was 

particularly unaware—as she always so studiously avoided looking at Samson, she could hardly 
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discover him looking at her. 

 Crispin, having completed a seminary degree, understood a bit more about psychology than 

most of the people around him. He knew there were deep marks in Samson because of what had 

happened to him. A year or two ago the bishop had sent Crispin with a delegation to a training 

seminar in Kitgum Diocese, and he had ended up sitting in on a session on recovering child soldiers 

who had been kidnapped by the LRA. It hadn’t seemed relevant to his own ministry in a peaceful 

district, but he’d found himself intrigued nonetheless. Three white NGO workers told them what the 

children, boys and girls both, had been forced to do and what they would be thinking about 

themselves and everyone around them when they got out and came back to church. They talked 

about helping, about what the clergy could do to help the children “heal,” but none of it was very 

convincing after the stories of body parts torn off and girls chained to trees in the bush. “Letting them 

talk about it” and “drawing pictures” seemed like a shoddy set of carpenters tools for taking down a 

mountain. 

  The day after the party, Crispin hired Samson to help keep the grounds around St. John’s while 

the usual gardener was sick with malaria. Samson got to work that very afternoon after school was 

out. He worked his way around the north end of the building, cutting all the grass that had grown in 

between the narrow paths that wound up and down to meet the huts scattered around the 

compound and the roads that ran North-South and East-West toward town. He didn’t like cutting 

grass—not even the small patch behind his uncle’s house. He didn’t like using the machete because he 

knew it could cut other things besides grass, but he needed the money. The instrument swung with a 

rhythmic thwack as his arm rose and fell and sweat bloomed on his back and below his nose, dripping 

into his mouth.  
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 After an hour or so he had managed to come all the way to the back corner of the compound, 

and he let the machete fall slack against his leg as he surveyed his progress. Figuring he had done 

enough for now, he tossed the machete into the grass and sat down on the ground, propping his arms 

behind his body. He lifted his shirt away from his chest and shook it out, trying to cool himself off. He 

wanted to lie all the way down and take a nap, but he knew he needed to finish before it got dark and 

he was afraid he wouldn’t get up again, so he sat and rested his back, weary from bending double for 

so long. He was hungry, and thought about going back to his uncle’s house for tea, but it was too far 

away to walk back and forth before he was finished. 

He looked out at the borehole across the way and saw women and girls lined up like a small 

parade, brightly colored plastic jerry cans on their heads or by their feet. He recognized Mercy 

standing halfway down the queue, laughing with three other girls and toeing at her can to move it 

forward on the ground as she got closer to her turn. Just like every other time since he had come 

home, he couldn’t look away once he’d seen her. He lost track of how much time had passed as she 

moved up the queue with her friends and set her yellow can under the water spigot when it was her 

turn. She lifted her arms over her head and stretched while the little girls working the pump jumped 

up and down, pushing at the lever with all their might to set the water flowing. 

 “Are you hungry?” 

 Samson jumped a little and turned around. Father Crispin was walking toward him from the 

church office still dressed for work, with a bunch of bananas in one hand and a carton of mandazis in 

the other. Samson willed his heart to slow down and tried to look casual as he shrugged in answer to 

the Father's question.  

 “Well, I'm hungry. Keep me company while I eat?” 
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 Samson nodded. 

 They sat in silence while the Father peeled a banana and popped it into his mouth. Samson 

found his eyes wandering again to Mercy, who was walking back to her house, jerry can full of water 

perched gracefully on her head as her arms swung in time with her steps. 

 “She's a good girl,” said the Father. 

 Samson whipped his head around to look at Father Crispin, whose expression was neutral. His 

eyes darted away again immediately as he wondered how he had betrayed himself. Beside him, the 

Father flicked his banana peel into the grass and reached for a second one, clearing his throat. 

“Do you know why we're stronger than they are?” he asked, “Why our bodies are bigger?” 

 Samson didn't answer. 

 “We have all these muscles, we lift all these heavy things and we’re taller and faster…you know 

all this. The Lord made us that way. He made us that way so that we can protect them. Men don’t 

think about it that way. They use what they have sometimes to hurt their women instead. But it’s true. 

It’s the reason we were given all the strength we have. That’s what it’s all for.” 

 Samson wondered if the Father was trying to say that he knew that Samson was one of those 

men. He turned his head so that he couldn’t even see Father Crispin from the side of his eye. 

 “There are people in the world,” the Father continued, watching his daughter's retreating back, 

“who would want to hurt her. Who would do it, if they had the chance. I know you know that better 

than most people do.” 

 Samson plucked a piece of grass and started twirling it in his fingers.  

 “What happened to you...it...I cannot know what it was like. But you are young and most of 

your life hasn't happened yet. They taught you some useful things in that terrible army, even if they 
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made you use those things in very bad ways. You would be better at protecting her than any other 

man in this town. Maybe you look at things that way.”  

When the Father stood and left without speaking again a few minutes later, Samson saw that 

he had left the bunch of bananas behind. 

 

 Susan woke to four insistent knocks on her door. “We’re heading out in twenty minutes,” said 

her dad. 

 She rolled over and buried her face in her pillow for a brief, delicious moment and then heaved 

herself out of bed and reached for the jeans she’d left on the floor.  

 They needed to be out in the reserve by five, and she stood yawning against the door of her 

dad’s jeep while he rummaged in the back, making sure he had everything he needed. There were still 

a few stars out—the sun wouldn’t rise until they were well on their way. Everything was so silent 

compared to her dormitory in Kampala. Even at home in Hema, rural enough to be equally quiet 

before the sun rose, there were still so many people. Huts and people everywhere, lining every road 

and every footpath, babies and schoolchildren and women carrying firewood as soon as the sun rose. 

The reserve was the only place she’d ever been that was truly this empty. 

 Her father slammed down the trunk of the jeep and patted the roof to let her know it was time 

to jump in. She stuffed her backpack down by her feet and pulled out a bottle of sunblock. Last time 

she came to visit, she’d forgotten to put it on because it was so dark when they left. Her mother 

hadn’t been happy when she showed up at home with her cheeks peeling off. 

 Her dad started the engine and pulled out of the guest house drive with the headlights 

dimmed, turning down the familiar gravel road that always started his morning rounds. He didn’t 
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usually lead any of the game drives the reserves offered. Most of the people who came for safaris 

wanted a more authentic experience than having a white guy as their driver. Usually he got out into 

the reserve with a radio before the safari vans, so he could tip the guides off on the best spots for kills 

before they even piled the tourists into their cars. 

 Susan squinted out her window into the absolute darkness on her side of the car. The only light 

came from the ghostlike half-moons of the headlights, fanning out in front of them and throwing deep 

black shadows over the white ruts in the road. Her dad slammed on the brakes when a warthog rose 

into view, poised with one foreleg in the air and staring at them.  It dipped its head and trotted off. 

 “How’s school?” he asked, as he jerked the gearshift and revved the gas again. 

 Her head bounced once against the window. “It’s okay,” she said. 

 “I guess you’re used to it by now, being away from home all the time.” 

 “Yeah, I guess.” 

 “I never thought it was right. Told your mother we should be working somewhere with a 

decent day school for you.” 

 “Mom wouldn’t work in the city.” 

 “Yeah, I know. Trust me.” 

 Susan stuffed the sunblock into the front pocket of her backpack and didn’t respond. She could 

say things like that about her mother, but her dad couldn’t. 

 “You still going back to the States for next year?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Got any big plans?” 

 “Not really. Just school.” 
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 “A whole year in a bona fide US high school. You think you’re ready for that, huh?” He was 

grinning at her.  

 Yeah, it’s going to be great. I won’t even know how to work the taps in the bathrooms, just like 

last time. I’ll make so many new friends. 

 “It’s just school,” she said. 

 Her dad chuckled and dropped the subject. There was a faint glow on the eastern edge of the 

horizon now, and when Susan craned her neck she saw that all of the stars were finally out. Her dad 

turned left at a fork where the stone-chiseled sign rising from the ground said “Mbezi.” 

 “Why are we going this way?” she asked. The route he always took went right at this point. 

 “Found a new spot for saying good morning to the lions,” he said. “They’ve been making a lot 

of kills in a nice open plain down this way. They’re being really cooperative—it makes them perfectly 

visible from the road.” 

 “Oh, okay,” she said. Lions, and any cats at all, really, were difficult to find around here, so they 

were the first groups her dad looked for in the mornings. Uganda’s wildlife wasn’t like Kenya’s or 

Tanzania’s, but the tourists all expected to see everything they’d see if they went to the Masai Mara. 

There had been a lot more here once, her dad had told her, but very little was left. Amin’s men had 

killed a lot of animals on their way out of the country, and some of the parks didn’t even have lions 

anymore. The reserve had one pride, and her dad never failed to find them. 

 As the sun began to come up Susan saw a herd of oribi pawing around a few paces from the 

road. This was her favorite time of day, the dewy new-light time when all the animals were out and it 

wasn’t too hot yet. “Dad, dad!” she said, grabbing at her father’s right arm. 

 “What?” 
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 “Over there, in that tree. What is that?” 

 Her dad pulled over and squinted out the windshield. “Crowned eagle,” he said. 

 “Wow.” 

 “Never seen one?” 

 “No. Are they everywhere?” 

 “Not too many around here, but you see them sometimes,” he said, pulling back onto the road. 

 He pulled off again when they reached the bottom of a hill and turned off the engine. “Bingo,” 

he said. He plucked his radio from the dash and switched it on. Susan rolled down her window and 

climbed up onto her seat so she could see out over the roof of the jeep. A cluster of tawny bodies 

were gathered not far from the road, tearing at… something. She watched one female lift her head to 

examine the jeep, muzzle stained bright red.  

 In the car, her father was reciting their location to all the other drivers who were just getting 

onto the road with their tourists. “Yeah,” she heard him say. “Looks like they got a hartbeast. They’ll 

be here a while.” He clicked off the radio and his head appeared on the other side of the roof. “Pretty 

spectacular, huh? I think this is probably the best view we can give them.” 

 “Yeah,” said Susan. “How often do you catch this?” 

 “Pretty regularly, these days. I’ve gotten to know these ladies’ habits fairly well.” He smacked 

the roof and ducked back down into the jeep, which was her signal to do the same thing. 

 They continued driving up and down the reserve’s twisting dirt roads, looking for more 

animals. They found one leopard up in a tree, its tail hanging perpendicular against the lower 

branches. The jeep was pointed back toward the guest house when a static-tinted voice came through 

on the radio. “Robert,” the voice said. 
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 Her dad grabbed the radio from the dashboard. “Yeah.” 

 “We have a situation, by the west hole.” 

 “What kind of situation?” 

 “Poachers, we think. It’s a giraffe.” 

 “Damn it!” said her dad, punching his free hand into the steering wheel. “What do you want 

me to do?” 

 “The animal isn’t dead yet. It’s been shot in a leg. They must have been fearing something and 

left before they killed it.” 

 “You know what to do about that.” 

 “I have guests this morning. I can’t take care of it while they’re with me.” 

 “You mean they’ve seen it?” 

 “Yes.” 

 He swore again. “Just clear out and tell everyone else to do the same. I’ll handle it.” 

 He threw down the radio and turned the jeep around. When they got to the watering hole 

there were no other cars around—apparently all the tourist vans had obeyed her dad’s orders and 

stayed away. He reached into the back seat for his gun, and Susan realized what “handling it” meant.  

 “Come on,” he said. “I’m not leaving you in the car and taking the gun with me.” 

 “But…” 

 “Come on,” he said again, this time in that irritated tone of voice that always made her 

scramble. She clambered down from the jeep and followed him off into the grass, stopping when she 

saw the giraffe sitting by the bank, watching them. It was huge. With giraffes especially, she always 

seemed to forget how big they really were until she saw one again. This one was beautiful, and sitting 
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there like that its neck seemed almost twice as long as the rest of its body. Its ears were cock-eyed, 

one up and the other lying flat. As her father drew closer the animal lurched to get up but sat back 

down with an abrupt thump. “Poor bastard,” her father muttered. He raised his gun.  

 Since he couldn’t see her she shoved her hands against her ears until it hurt and squeezed her 

eyes shut, turning back toward the jeep. 

 One one thousand, two one thousand… 

 She jumped when the crack rang out and dropped her hands, but she didn’t turn around. She 

heard her father’s footsteps behind her and followed him back to the jeep when he passed her. When 

she reached the edge of the road she couldn’t resist glancing back once at the dead giraffe, its neck 

stretched out in the dirt. 
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-1973- 

Masterson, Ohio 

A month into her freshman year of college Nancy was late to class for the first time.  She’d 

slept in, somehow. Masterson wasn’t large, but her dorm was all the way across campus from the 

lecture hall and she didn’t stand a chance of making up the time unless she ran, which she refused to 

do as long as anyone was watching her. She settled for a brisk walk, shivering a little as the chilly 

October breeze met her still-wet hair. 

 She reached her classroom, breathing too hard, and saw that the door to her theology class 

had been shut. She peered through the window to see Dr. Berkis gesturing at his podium, and just one 

empty seat at the far end of the front row. She hesitated, wondering if missing class altogether would 

be preferable to walking across the entire room and sitting down late in front of everyone. There was 

supposed to be a quiz today, though, so she turned the doorknob, opening the door just enough to 

squeeze her body through and shutting it immediately behind her.  She made her way to the open 

desk with her head down and slid into it with a peek at Dr. Berkis, who had only paused for a half-

second before beginning his lecture again. 

She took out her notebook and copied Perichoresis from the blackboard, where it stood on its 

own, underlined. Dr. Berkis was in the middle of talking about the “divine dance.” 

“We have a parichoretic understanding of the relationship between the persons of the Trinity 

illustrated quite clearly in John 17:1…” 

There was a communal fluttering of translucent pages as each student in the room picked up a 

Bible and started hunting for the passage. Nancy knew it by heart, but she reached into her bag for 

her Bible anyway and thumbed to the right chapter. “Father, the hour has come…” she mouthed. 
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She scribbled “mutual glorification” down in her notebook.  

“This divine interaction, we see, is one of interpenetration between the persons of the 

Godhead,” continued Dr. Berkis, and Nancy scribbled this down as well, holding down her bible with 

the fingers of her left hand.  

Theological Foundations was just an introductory course. She’d looked all through the catalog 

and seen the sorts of things available to upperclassmen, some of which she wasn’t even able to 

pronounce. Next semester she’d be starting Hebrew, which she knew her father had studied both here 

and at seminary—he had a Hebrew Old Testament on his shelf at home in Burundi that he sometimes 

took down when he was writing sermons. In January she’d have one of her own to take to Congo…  

Zaire… when she was finished with college. 

A month ago, she hadn’t been able to decide if she was excited about coming to Masterson. It 

was something new, and for that reason alone probably better than being at boarding school. 

Masterson had been the only option for college if she wanted to go—it was solidly religious, her father 

had gone there, and they offered full scholarships to missionary kids. Two other students in her grade 

had gotten in with her, but they hadn’t been good friends to begin with and they’d only seen each 

other a few times since they’d all moved in. 

“I hope you have all remembered the reading quiz I scheduled for today, because we are most 

definitely taking it,” said Dr. Berkis after an hour had passed.  “Are we ready?” 

The questions all came from the section of their textbook on the Church Fathers, which Nancy 

had stayed up late finishing the night before. She was pretty sure she’d gotten all of them right. She 

ran her fingers through her drying hair as everyone started packing their book bags, twisting it into a 

snake and stuffing it up under itself above her neck. It slid loose almost as soon as she’d left the 
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building, so she flipped it over her shoulder and kept walking, a few feet behind two boys who had 

been in class with her. 

“Three out of ten, if I’m lucky,” said the one on the right, whose name she remembered as 

Rob. “Not bad, considering I didn’t get around to reading a word of it last night.” 

Nancy sped up and walked on the grass to get around them. 

She slowed when they were out of earshot and took the long way back to her room, so she 

could look at the trees. Autumn in the Midwest was one of the most beautiful things she’d ever seen.  

She had lived through the season a total of twice that she could remember before coming to college, 

but that had been in San Francisco. 

Whenever Nancy thought, later, of those first few months of her life in college, she 

remembered the colors and the air more vividly than anything, more than meeting her roommate for 

the first time, more than all the nights she spent in the library, more than the first A she got on an 

essay and wrote to her parents about. In Burundi, the weather never got too cold, the wind never bit 

at your face, the sky never frosted over into solid gray. But there was none of this, either, this 

overpowering beauty of dying color. The world just faded and brittled to brown, and then inhaled into 

green again a few months later. She spent much of October just wandering the streets of her small 

town, looking. 

When she got back to her room, Cathy was still asleep, her frizzy brown hair the only thing 

visible above her blankets. She didn’t have class until noon. Nancy set her book bag down by her desk 

and closed the door with a quiet click, peeling her scarf away from her throat. She reached to hang it 

up on the hook beside the door and stepped on a piece of paper. 

It was pink, bordered down all four sides with printed daisies. Judging by its place on the floor, 



149 
 

someone had slipped it under the door while she was in class. There was another, identical sheet 

directly beneath it. One for her and one for Cathy, probably. 

“Sisters Together” was written across the top in bold cursive. “For all Adams Hall ladies,” it 

said, “Come to this year’s Sisters Together kickoff for fun, fellowship, and prayer, and form 

relationships that will last you a lifetime!” 

Most of the page was taken up by a ten item questionnaire that she was supposed to fill out 

and bring with her on Thursday at 7pm, in the downstairs common room. She pulled out her desk 

chair and eased open her drawer for a pen, wincing at the noise it made. 

Name: Nancy Andrews 

Hometown: MK from Burundi 

Major: Theology 

She paused and chewed on her pen for a while over “hobbies.” She was never sure how she 

was supposed to answer questions like this. If a bunch of other girls were going to read this 

questionnaire, or if it was going to go into some kind of file, she wanted to put down the right sort of 

answers. She thought about “singing,” but worried that she’d end up having to talk about it with 

someone in the choir who really could sing. “Reading” made her sound boring. She settled eventually 

for reading, music, and biblical languages, even though the last one wasn’t really true. 

Favorite Ice cream flavor and favorite book were easy. She put down chocolate and The Lion, 

the Witch, and the Wardrobe, respectively.  

When she reached “Best present you ever found under the Christmas tree,” she heard Cathy 

roll over in bed. She answered the spirit of this question with my cat. Her mother had gotten a kitten 

at some point from an American family a few towns away, and when Nancy and her brother showed 
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up at home for Christmas break, a little black mass of fur lunged out to bat at their ankles the minute 

they walked through the door. “That’s your Christmas present this year,” their mother told them. They 

named the cat Mister and played with him until bedtime. Sometime while Nancy was in high school, 

he disappeared and they never found him. 

When Nancy thought about it, she realized that she had never in her life actually found a 

present underneath a Christmas tree. Her Christmas presents (with the exception of Mister) were 

always sitting on the dining room table on Christmas morning, covered by a blanket to preserve the 

element of surprise. 

Cathy’s bed squeaked again as she threw off her cocoon of covers and stood up. “Morning,” 

she said, stretching her arms in an arc above her head. 

“Good morning,” said Nancy. 

“Did your hair freeze a little bit this morning? Is it that cold?” 

“I slept in today. I was late to class, so it was still wet.” 

Cathy grinned at her. “That never happens to me.” She shoved her feet into a pair of slippers 

and grabbed the green plastic bag that held her toothbrush and soap. On her way out the door to the 

bathroom she stepped on the second Sisters Together flyer and toed it out of the way without looking 

at it.  

When the door closed behind her, Nancy looked down at the next question on her sheet.  

Favorite childhood memory: 

She set her pen down. 

Never before in her life had she just showed up somewhere where nobody knew her. Not since 

she was about six years old, anyway. She’d never had to reach back into her past and explain who she 
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was to so many people, and she found that she wasn’t very good at it. When she first met Cathy and 

some of the other girls in her hall, they asked her things about herself and she tried to answer, but 

remembering felt like holding a box full of photographs all jumbled together. She could shake the box 

around and look through them, hold them up one at a time, but none of them moved or showed her 

anything other than a moment, and she had no sense of progression from one to the next.  There was 

no story to tell anyone, just this box full of pictures to stare at. She could pull one out and show it to 

someone, say that there was this time once when things were like this, but if there was no before and 

no after, how much had she really managed to tell them? How much did she even know? 

She decided to skip this question and come back to it. She picked up her pen again for the next 

one.  

Something about you other people don’t know: 

She could have skipped this one, too, and gone on to the last one, “Hopes for the coming 

school year,” but instead she swept the petal pink sheet off her desk, crumpled it in one fist, and 

tossed it into the trash can next to Cathy’s bed. She picked up Cathy’s unread flyer from the floor by 

the door and threw it away, too.  

 

Hema 

“Someone should teach you that it is bad form to marry before your elders do,” said Kayen to 

Jenet as the sisters all left home loaded down with baskets for the market. They had a much longer 

walk ahead of them than usual—they were going to Mahagi, the closest town across the border in 

Congo. Their family had grown quietly desperate over the past several weeks, selling next to nothing 

of what they’d harvested. Kayen had been told that prices were a little better across the border, so the 
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girls decided to get up early and see if they could sell something in the next country. 

 Jenet smiled and pinched Kayen lightly on the arm. Kayen danced out of the way, one hand on 

her basket to keep her beans steady. Jenet looked down at Kayen’s feet and froze. 

 “You can’t wear those,” she said. 

 Kayen lifted one foot as if to remind herself if she had shoes on or not. They were blue plastic 

sandals with thong straps, her only pair. “Why not?” she asked, puzzled. 

 “Because,” said Jenet, looking about her before leaning closer and speaking almost in a 

whisper, “I just heard what the police and the soldiers will do. Amin has told them to. They will stop 

you and they will make you eat them!” 

 “They will make me eat my own shoes?” 

 “Yes!” 

 “Why?” 

 “To teach you that those shoes are for bathing only. Not for public wear.” 

 Kayen laughed. “It is a good thing, then, that we are not spending the day in Uganda. In Congo 

no one will make me eat my shoes.” 

 “It is not safe…” 

 “I have no others, Jenet. Come on. Don’t stand here all day. Time to move.” 

 It was a sunny day, warm with a cool breeze. The road was full of people, but other than the 

clicking of bicycle wheels and the occasional low murmur of conversation, it was quiet. No one really 

looked at anyone else. That was how it was, these days. 

 Even after they crossed the metal bridge over the stream that marked the border, Jenet was 

still worried. It used to be that this side was the place where people were harder, colder. Where things 
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were more dangerous. When Jenet’s family crossed the border to live in Uganda, that’s what people 

said about them. Everyone had always talked about it that way, but now it was their side where 

people didn’t smile. 

 They passed the customs depot and the green flag tossing gently above it, a flaming torch in a 

tight fist appearing, disappearing, distorting with the wind. The town was still several kilometers away, 

but Jenet already wanted to go home. She stepped on a small, woven crown of grass that some girl 

had discarded in the road. It reminded her of the one on her own head, cushioning her basket, and 

her skull started to itch. 

 Houses and buildings grew closer together and the road began to smooth and fan out a bit as 

they entered town. The market was off the north side of the road, behind a row of shops. The sisters 

passed single file through the entrance and started looking for a good place to set up. Since they had 

walked so much farther than usual, they had arrived later than most everyone else. Many of the 

women sitting next to their displays had already been there for hours. 

 Jenet picked her way through food and chattering women, looking for the cassava. Mahagi’s 

market was more chaotic than Hema’s, where everything was arranged in rows. Here women were 

sitting in loose clusters all over the open field, and everyone was stepping on everyone else. The warm 

air from earlier in the morning had begun to grow hot. Her sisters had all gone to different corners of 

the market—she saw Kayen a few meters away, setting out her beans. 

In the shade behind a tailor shop Jenet found the group of women she was looking for, sitting 

by piles of chalk-white dried tubers. She sat down on the fringe of their circle and opened her sack. 

She was disheartened to see that just like in the market at home, there were a lot more people selling 

things than buying them. A few women stooped to examine the tomatoes and avocadoes that the 
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next group of women were selling, but so many more sat on the ground with huge, hopeful smiles on 

their faces whenever someone walked by. Jenet had started to hate smiling like that, but she did it just 

as much as everyone else. 

Whenever someone did walk by, they didn’t stop in front of Jenet. By midday she’d only sold 

about half a kilo. She stood to stretch her legs, hips screaming as she changed positions. She arched 

her neck and saw four men in camouflage at the far end of the market. She sat back down and looked 

for her sisters. Kayen was still in the place she’d found at the beginning of the day, watching the 

soldiers with a blank expression on her face.  

The men were laughing, meandering toward the middle of the market with their guns hanging 

loosely from their fists by the barrels. Jenet glanced at her sister again. 

One of the men stooped before a pile of mangoes and plucked a small one off the top. He 

pulled a knife from his back pocket and sliced off a large chunk, then raised it to his mouth and tore 

the flesh from the skin in one long scrape of his teeth. He nodded his head as though pleased with the 

taste, and flicked the empty skin to the ground. He opened the sack over his shoulder and prodded at 

the pile of mangoes with the tip of his gun. The woman put every mango into the bag, one by one. 

The men kept walking. A wave of quiet preceded them.  

Another of the soldiers stopped to lean over a basket of cabbage. He said something to its 

owner, whose face Jenet couldn’t see. He stayed there for a moment, bent over at the waist, and then 

he stood and sent cabbages rolling all over the ground with one fierce kick of his foot. The woman’s 

shoulders jerked once in shock, but otherwise she remained still. One of the other soldiers started 

kicking a head of cabbage around like a football. Jenet watched as it rolled back and forth between his 

boots, gathering dust. The soldiers ambled toward the tailor shop where Jenet and her sisters had 
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entered earlier that day, and were gone. The hum of conversation that had never quite died out at the 

edges of the market swelled again as one by one, people looked away from the narrow dirt alley 

where the men had disappeared. 

 By about the seventh hour of the day Jenet had managed to sell a little more cassava than she 

would have at home, and probably for a bit more money, but not enough to make the whole trip 

across the border seem worth it. She couldn’t tell from where she was sitting if her sisters had done 

any better, but some of the ladies around her were starting to pack up their food, so she tied off what 

was left in her sack and went to find them. They had a long walk back and supper to prepare, but 

Kayen, when Jenet came to get her, refused to leave.  

 “I’m going to sell everything,” she said, eyes on the woman bent over some beans a few paces 

away. “You go without me. I’ll come later.” 

 “You won’t sell anything else. Look, everyone is leaving. Come home with us.” 

 But Kayen refused, so the other girls packed what was left of their food, lifted it to their heads, 

and began the walk home without her.  

 Kayen had worked hard for these beans, and she was going to sell every last cup of them. She 

was almost done already—her sack had emptied steadily throughout the day as she dipped in her cup 

to replace each little pile once it was purchased.  She molded the pile she was now trying to sell, so it 

looked a little bit taller.  

 She was good at selling beans in particular. So good at it that people made fun of her.  

“You should be more careful,” her father’s sister had told her once. “When you get married 

and your mother-in-law watches your belly and keeps all the beans from you until you are pregnant, 

then maybe you will wish you had not sold every bean that ever came into your hands. You will wish 
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that you had kept some for yourself.” 

Kayen laughed at her like she laughed at everything, but now that her youngest sister was 

actually getting married Kayen began to wonder what it would be like for her, when she had a 

husband, too. She was the tallest woman in her family, and she had the lightest skin. When their 

mother was alive, when they still lived in Congo, she had said once that Kayen would bring the best 

dowry of all her daughters. 

 By the ninth hour she had sold the very last cup of her beans. She gathered up her mat and 

basket and started the long walk home. Jenet had been so sure she wouldn’t sell any more—Kayen 

smiled to herself as she thought of opening her empty sack and prove that she had. She walked 

briskly, basket balanced perfectly on the wreath of grass perched in her hair. The dirty, scalloped edges 

of her market dress flapped against her calves as the light in the hills around her began to change, 

saying that night would flash out and swallow the world before too long. 

 She was so eager to get home that she passed by person after person sauntering along at a 

slower pace. A few moments after she overtook a boy pushing a bicycle loaded with charcoal, she 

realized that there wasn't anyone around her anymore. Only the insects were speaking. Her steps 

faltered at the top of the hill before the border crossing when she saw a green jeep by the side of the 

road, but it only took her a moment to see that the jeep was empty, so she let out her breath and kept 

walking. 

 One of the worst parts about what happened next was that the darkness didn’t actually fall 

until after it was over. She could see each blade of grass on the ground, each rock. She didn't see him, 

though. He came up behind her and threw her face-first into a tree by the side of the road, pinning her 

there so quickly she had no time to say anything. He pinned her wrists behind her body with just one 
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of his huge hands and ground her cheek into the bark of the tree with the other, gripping the back of 

her head. He was going to kill her. She wondered for a frantic moment if it was because of her sandals. 

 He tore her best dress. She had fixed the zipper just last week but she heard it give with a shrill 

rip and felt the evening air. And then it hurt. It hurt so badly and she felt sick, heavy breathing on the 

back of her neck before he bit her, and she was then on fire in two different places. 

 “Ma leng, ma leng...” he was whispering. He bit at her again and pushed harder.Tears were 

stinging the cuts on her face as they tracked their way down to her neck. He slapped a hand over her 

mouth to keep her quiet and she felt one of her teeth dislodge. Terror held her stiff even after he 

threw her down on the grass, stepped on the side of her face, and walked away. 

 She did not lie there very long. It was a good thing, too—it was already past supper time and 

when she stood and put her basket back on her head she found that she had to walk slowly, with her 

feet very wide apart, picking her way down the road as the light died and the moon began rising. It 

was full dark by the time she got home. 

 Jenet was sitting outside the hut, waiting for her. The fear they all lived with these days had 

not left Jenet’s mind for a moment, and had only intensified when the girls left Kayen at the market by 

herself. The darker it got, the more Jenet shifted back and forth on the ground, stretching her legs out 

and then tucking them under again, tracing patterns in the dirt with her fingers. When she saw her 

sister’s silhouette coming toward her in the moonlight, she knew. She knew the slowness and the 

bowlegged gait. When Kayen stepped into the light from the candle Jenet had swiped after their 

father went to sleep, Jenet saw the wound on Kayen’s shoulder and the blood on her skirt.  

 What is there to say when something like that is already over? She lit a fire to heat some more 

water so Kayen could wash the blood on her face and arms. She threw the food she'd saved out beside 
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the stream. From between her breasts she pulled out the cloth where she’d hidden the money she 

made that day, but before she finished counting it she realized Kayen couldn’t go to the clinic even if 

they had the money. If she did, everyone would know that very day what had happened. All Kayen 

could do was stay inside, say that she was sick, and hope that neither their father nor anyone else 

found out. There was nothing else for Jenet to do, but she would never leave Kayen to sell beans alone 

again. 

 

It surprised everyone in town when Jenet got a marriage offer. She was the youngest girl in a 

destitute Catholic family from the other side of the border. Onen Crispin was an Anglican, and there 

was talk of him going to seminary to be a priest. No one knew why he wanted a Catholic girl, but she 

would have to be stupid not to convert for him. She was seen at St. John’s with his family the day the 

banns were first read, and she was present both Sundays after that.  

 Jenet found that she didn’t mind going to Anglican Church at all, apart from the fact that 

Crispin’s family sat inside the building every single Sunday. There was no Latin, and so far there had 

been no Eucharist, either, but apart from those things it wasn’t very different. No one in her family 

minded that she was leaving the Church, either. They were all just happy to see her get married.  

 She was in awe of her future husband. It didn’t matter what people said—that his mother 

wanted him to get married so badly and his father was so miserly that they had both encouraged him 

to find a woman for whom they could give little and who could marry him right away. Crispin knew 

Jenet’s father, Oliver, because Oliver had sold him a goat for Easter the year before. Crispin hadn’t 

failed to notice at the time that the goat had seemed to be the only one the man owned. He had 

thought of this when his ill mother’s urging and his father’s money troubles fell so heavy on his ears 
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that he couldn’t escape them anymore and decided to go ahead and find an easy wife. He had liked 

Oliver’s youngest, bright-eyed daughter the first time he saw her, liked her better than the others. 

There was something about her birdlike nervousness that made him want to touch her, to reach his 

hand out and see if she would balk or not. 

 So he asked about her. Crispin’s father was prepared to bargain, but it hadn’t been 

necessary—Oliver seemed happy to take whatever was offered. Jenet agreed to the marriage before 

she’d even seen her husband, more out of shock than anything else. Once she finally did see him, 

though, her heart filled with a shy pleasure that, weeks later, she was still feeling. 

 He’d been to school. He spoke perfect English. He wore a belt every single day, and he was at 

least five years older than she was. A church in England was going to pay for him to go away to 

seminary. She was going to marry him.  

 The first two times she heard the banns read she stared hard at her feet, sure that everyone in 

the unfamiliar church was staring at her. The third and final time, the last before their wedding, her 

head was too full of Kayen’s late return home the night before to even pay attention to what was 

being said. Crispin noticed her fidgeting in the pew beside him, sitting on her hands, lifting her eyes to 

the church’s wooden roof beams as though she were looking for something up there. 

Kayen couldn’t stay inside forever. Already people in their own family were asking questions 

about Kayen being sick. There was no way she could avoid Jenet’s wedding without everyone noticing 

she wasn’t there, but she would still have a wound on her neck that would be difficult to explain.  

Jenet stood and clapped her hands along to the recessional hymn as the priest and two 

deacons came walking up the aisle and out the back door, singing about how Jesus’ love was like a 

river. When the service was over she ducked outside and walked home while Vincent was still turned 
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the other way, talking to Deacon Wilfred. Usually Crispin walked her home after church, and she 

didn’t want to take the chance he might see her sister. 

Kayen was sitting outside by the fire, making lunch. No one else had come back yet from Mass. 

Jenet sat down beside her and they both stared down into the pot. 

“I’ll say it was a dog,” said Kayen. 

“That bit you on the neck?” 

Kayen laughed. “It jumped. It was a very big dog.” 

Jenet shook her head. 

 

Kayen’s neck looked much better on the day of the wedding, but by then Jenet wasn’t paying 

quite so much attention. She stood outside St. John’s with Crispin, wearing the white dress from 

England that all the Anglican girls wore when they got married (as long as they weren’t fat), the 

absolute center of everything for the first and only time in her life. 

They processed to the party with a group of little girls behind them, tugging at goats with 

yellow flowers peeking out of the ropes around their necks. She hadn’t heard Crispin speak that day, 

except to recite the vows, but he was smiling as they reached the chairs set out in the field behind the 

church and took their places at the front. 

It wasn’t like weddings used to be, but there was goat and chicken for the men, along with 

dishes full of oil from the meat. There was kwin and sauce, and a vat of salted eggplant made by some 

of the women in Crispin’s family. She and Crispin ate while people stood to make speeches. 

It wasn’t the same. There was no rice, and there were people missing who should have been 

there. But as women came forward one by one on their knees, bouncing rhythmically and inching 
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forward in time to boisterous singing with their heads down and wedding gifts lifted high in their 

hands, Jenet forgot how afraid she was of dying. 

 

Masterson 

Three-out-of-ten Rob asked her out.  They’d been in the same theology class all semester but 

had never spoken to each other, until one morning in December when he stopped at her desk and 

started a conversation about the book she was holding. 

 “That for a class?” he asked, nodding toward the copy of Orthodoxy her hands. 

 “No,” she said. “I just wanted to read it.” 

 He sat down sideways in the desk in front of hers. “And what do you think of Chesterton?” 

 “Have you read it?” 

 “Yeah, a couple months ago.  I think he knows what he’s talking about.” 

 “So you read stuff like this in your spare time, but not your textbooks?” 

 “How would you know whether I read my textbooks?” 

 Nancy felt her face flush. “I don’t know, just heard you talking, I guess.” 

 He grinned at her. “I do homework sometimes. I prefer to supervise my own education.” 

 She looked back down at her book. 

 “It’s a good system, I promise. I’m well-rounded. Come out with me tonight and I’ll tell you all 

about it.” 

 “Tonight?” 

 “Yeah. Are you busy?” 

 This had never happened to her before. “I guess not, not really.” 
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 “Good. Where do you live?”  

 “Adams.” 

 “I’ll be there after dinner. Don’t forget.” And he swung himself out of the chair and walked 

over to the other side of the room, where his friend was sitting. 

 She came downstairs that night at seven, half-expecting him to not even be there. He was, 

though, standing by the front door with his hands in the pockets of a brown wool coat. 

 “Want to go for a walk?” he asked when he saw her. 

 “Sure.” 

 “Downtown?” 

 “Yeah, that’s fine.” Besides heading for the corn fields, it was really their only option. 

 “So, is theology going to be your major?” he asked as their feet crunched over the light dusting 

of evening snow on the sidewalk.  

 “Yeah. It’s not yours?” 

 “Nope, I’m biology.” 

 “So do you want a minor, or something?” 

 He shook his head. “Just taking it because I want to.” 

 “Oh.” 

 “Let’s be honest, though, you’re just majoring in it because you ‘want to,’ right? I mean, are 

you planning to go to seminary after or something? Because if you’re not…” 

 “I can’t to seminary!” She looked up at him for the first time since they started their walk and 

saw him shrug. 

 “I’ve heard of some women who have.” 
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 “Well, I won’t.”  

 “Then you’re just studying it because you want to, right?” 

 “No,” she said, trying not to sound frustrated. “It’s important for what I’m doing with my life. 

I’m going to be a missionary.” 

 “How do you know that already?” 

 “My parents are missionaries.” She looked up at him again and saw his breath condensing on 

the air. 

 “So it’s the family business, then?” 

 “Yeah,” she said, “I guess so.” 

 “Good for you. My dad’s a lawyer, and you aren’t going to see me in law school.” 

 She didn’t know if he was complimenting her or trying to be sarcastic, so she didn’t answer. 

She’d been looking at him too long, so she turned her head to the Laundromat across the street 

instead. Masterson had two stoplights, three restaurants, and one bookstore. There was a hair salon 

that none of the college students could afford to go into and a grocery store where they all only 

bought popcorn. After that, the farmland took over. 

 Rob pointed at a crosswalk and raised his eyebrows. She followed him over to Lexom Street, 

where the bookstore and two of the three restaurants were located. He stopped in front of the 

bookstore’s window display.  

 “Do you ever come in here?” 

 “Sometimes. I’d rather go to the library.” She turned to look at him again while he was 

concentrating on the titles in the window. He was good-looking, really. She liked his glasses. 
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 He caught her staring and grinned. “None of the new stuff looks very good. Want to go to the 

diner?” 

 “Yeah, sure,” she said, flustered. 

 He bought her a brownie. She listened to him talk about his hometown in New Jersey and 

what he thought of how Dr. Berkis taught their class. 

 “Way too stuffy,” he said, taking a forkful of lemon chess pie. “These ideas are supposed to be 

expansive.” 

 It was like he did this sort of thing all the time. Maybe he did. She didn’t tell him that she’d 

never been on a date before, but she wondered if he could tell, anyway. Half an hour before curfew 

he walked her back to Adams,  and when she raised her left hand to open the front door he took 

her right pinkie between his thumb and forefinger and held it for a moment. 

 “Night,” he said, and he let go and walked back down the sidewalk the way they came. 

 

Hema 

Two weeks after the wedding, Kayen’s wound had healed and it seemed that she and Jenet 

would be able to pretend that nothing had ever happened to her. And it might have been that way. 

No one ever would have known about it if Kayen hadn’t been pregnant.  

She kept it to herself for as long as possible, but when she started getting big enough that the 

changes in her body were obvious to her father, the damage was done. People were already talking, 

and Oliver was furious. He demanded to know who she’d been with, and she didn’t know how to 

answer. All her brothers and sisters were watching, peering in the door from outside to see her sitting 

on the floor with her father standing over her. 
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“A soldier,” she said. 

This was not a good answer. “Out!” he said, swinging his arm close enough to her face to make 

her flinch. “Out of this house. You want me to provide for your new little family? You go sleep with 

some soldier and you think you can stay here?” 

He hadn’t given much thought to the fact that she was the hardest worker in his house. He 

regretted disowning her less than a day after he’d done it, but he never asked her to come back. 

She went to the only place in town she could go. Crispin and Jenet were still building on the 

spot adjacent to his parents’ house, but they had two huts already completed when they married. 

Jenet was sweeping loose dirt out through her doorway with a reed broom when Kayen appeared on 

the road. She raised her hand in greeting and Jenet set down her broom and began starting a fire for 

tea. 

“Hodi,” said Kayen when she was closer. 

“Karibu. How are you feeling?” 

“I must stay with you.” 

Jenet set down the pot she had just picked up. “Our father?” 

Kayen wouldn’t look at her. “He won’t let me stay there. I must stay with you.” 

“You stay,” said Jenet. “My husband is not here, but we will tell him when he comes home.” 

Kayen brushed past Jenet into the house before Jenet could offer her tea.  

 

Crispin didn’t come home until that afternoon. Kayen was still inside the house, lying on a mat 

with her eyes closed. Jenet stopped Cripsin before he could go inside and told him what had 

happened. 
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“She wants to come and stay here?” 

“Yes, it is the best place for her.” 

Crispin frowned. “She may stay,” he said, “but not if she continues living as she has been.” 

“You know how it is with soldiers,” Jenet said, laying a hand on his arm. “She was not willing.” 

 When Crispin looked past her, Jenet turned to see that Kayen had risen and was standing in 

the doorway. Jenet expected her to smile and laugh, to say something about how she hadn’t wanted 

to be a soldier’s wife anyway, but she didn’t. She just looked at Crispin like she hated him. 

 When the sisters made dinner that night, Kayen watched as Jenet threw too much cassava 

flour into the boiling water. A few minutes later, she cut a tomato so slowly that Kayen had all the 

greens trimmed before Jenet was finished. How was this girl, this shy, bony girl who could barely 

cook, married to a man who was going to be a priest while Kayen got bigger every day? Kayen was 

older, stronger, better at everything, and still she would never live in her own house. It was a good 

thing she had sold all of her beans that day in Mahagi instead of taking her aunt’s silly advice and 

hoarding some. She was never going to need them. Her littlest sister, though, the one who had been 

her favorite, she had a new family already. 

 As her pregnancy continued, every single kind thing Jenet did for her tasted sour. She didn’t 

say anything to anyone when she went into labor, not wanting her sister’s help, but Jenet heard from 

the other hut anyway and came with two women from her Anglican church to help. 

 What Jenet and the other women expected to last into the next day only took a few hours. 

Jenet watched from a corner of the hut as Kayen did all the work with a cold, frightening 

determination and the baby emerged from her body. Jenet did her best to clean the baby off, and 

scooted herself up near Kayen’s face. 
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 “You have a girl,” she said, but Kayen didn’t want to look. She had never seen the face of the 

man who had done this to her, but she was about to. She would take one look at this child and 

know—anything that wasn’t her or her family in the baby’s face would be him. She’d see something, 

whether it was the nose or the chin or the eyes or all three, and see at least part of his face. 

 Jenet glanced at the women she had called over. One of them was cleaning the floor of the hut 

and not paying attention, but the other was watching Kayen refuse to look at the child with open 

surprise on her face.  

 “I will walk with you,” said Jenet, placing the crying baby down next to Kayen and standing up. 

The women both stared at her for a moment. They probably thought they would stay longer than this. 

The baby had only just then been delivered, but Jenet didn’t want them to have a chance to notice 

how strangely Kayen was acting. The women stood and followed her out of the hut, and she walked 

them halfway back to where they lived. 

 When she came home again, she found Kayen in front of the hut, nursing the baby and looking 

out into the darkness. 

 Kayen fed the baby when it cried, but wouldn’t touch it otherwise. Jenet ended up taking care 

of it, though she was reluctant, herself, as the child almost seemed cursed. It didn’t giggle or smile, 

even once it was old enough to be doing such things. She didn’t know babies like Kayen did, anyway. 

She was the youngest in her family and had never cared for anyone younger, so she didn’t know what 

she was supposed to do. If Kayen knew Jenet was doing things wrong, she never told her.  

 She tried feeding it, after a few months.  She put a mouthful of kwin into the baby’s mouth at 

supper one night, and it made a terrible face and tried to dig the food back out of its mouth with its 

fingers. The next day she tried again and the food just fell, wet, to the ground from the baby’s mouth 
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after rolling around inside for a little while. She looked over to Kayen, exasperated, but Kayen was 

sopping up the sauce on her plate, ignoring Jenet and the baby completely. The night the baby finally 

swallowed was the night when, much later after everyone was asleep, it started crying and wouldn’t 

stop.  

The baby always cried at night, but never for this long. Jenet lay listening, and when she heard 

Crispin groan in frustration and roll over she got up, rubbing her eyes, and walked over to the hut 

where Kayen and the baby slept. She found the baby lying on its back, squalling with its fists balled 

and its eyes squeezed shut, and with the moonlight falling in Jenet could see the outline of her sister 

lying on her side, facing away from the baby with her arms crossed. She stood there for a moment, 

wondering if her sister had gone deaf or died, but the rigid set of Kayen’s shoulders and the rise and 

fall of her chest as she breathed said otherwise. The baby was screaming so persistently that Jenet’s 

ears were starting to hurt. She stared hard at her sister’s back as the baby choked, paused, and 

started crying even louder. When Kayen still didn’t move, Jenet knelt down by the baby and picked it 

up, bouncing it in her arms, and carried it outside. 

 

The next morning Crispin took Jenet and the baby to St. John’s and asked the priest to baptize 

it. Jenet was a bit nervous when the priest said yes and went to get water, because she had thought 

they would at least have to come back another day or get someone else’s permission. Then she would 

have time to maybe tell Kayen what she was doing and see if it made her angry. But, Kayen was living 

in an Anglican house now and if she’d wanted the baby to be Catholic she would have done this 

herself, months ago. When the priest came back he took the baby from Jenet’s arms and held it 

cradled in his right elbow. The baby stared at him, not making a sound. He asked Jenet and Crispin the 
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usual questions about renouncing evil and raising the baby in faith, and when they had answered 

satisfactorily he reached for the water basin on a stool in front of him to scoop some water, but his 

hand paused in midair and the holy stuff trickled back down through his fingers.  

 “What is the name?” he asked. 

 Jenet and Crispin looked at each other. If Kayen had named the child she had never told them 

what she called it. It was simply “the baby” to everyone, Kayen included. 

 “Mungupara,” Crispin said, and Jenet could tell from his expression that he’d said the first 

name he could think of. “Mungupara…” He glanced again at his wife. “…Grace.” 

 It was as good as anything she could have come up with. 
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-1978- 

San Francisco 

 This office was a part of Nancy’s permanent American landscape, like so many other things in 

San Francisco: the wood-paneled interior of Christ Community Church, the hallway cabinet in her 

grandparents’ house. She sat on this very same chair as a girl, with a view of that mural-sized world 

map and convenient access to the secretary’s candy dish, waiting for her parents to finish a meeting.  

 That memory, that childhood familiarity, somehow made sitting in this same chair as a grown 

woman even more humiliating. She’d arrived early, hoping to give a good impression as much as it 

was in her power to do so. So early, in fact, that the board wasn’t ready for her yet—she was still 

three items down on their monthly agenda.  

Since it was six in the evening, the secretary’s desk was empty and Nancy had the office to 

herself. She wished she’d brought something to read, as the voices of the board members closed off 

in the conference room found their way under the door like muffled thunder or the voice of God—

intimidating and incoherent. She crossed her ankles and resisted the urge to raise her right forefinger 

to her lips and start chewing on her cuticle. 

A few minutes ago she’d visited the restroom down the hall, just to have something to do. She 

looked in the mirror and was unimpressed with her appearance, but even knowing what was at stake 

in this meeting, her frizzy hair and tired eyes didn’t bother her as they once would have. There was no 

reason to look nice anymore. 

The gray, speckled carpet was dirty. They really should have someone clean it. Maybe she 

would have to offer, depending how things went in there. The office clearly needed a maid, and she... 
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She felt the now-familiar pressure behind her eyes that came before tears, so she bit her lip and 

looked away from the carpet. 

A few minutes after the clock passed six fifteen, the conference room door opened just 

enough for her to see her father’s best friend, Gary Sotnall, incline his head in her direction. 

“Nancy,” he said, her name a summons. She got up from the armchair and passed through the 

door he held open, rubbing her hands together. The air conditioning in the conference room had been 

raised to punishing levels. She realized she had left her shawl in the chair behind her, but she didn’t 

want to go back and get it. 

The room was low and long, with bible verses on posters and large sheets of paper covered in 

handwritten notes tacked to the walls. Extra chairs were lined along one side, a little bit of stuffing 

bursting out of the seats and backs here and there. There was only one empty chair at the conference 

table. She edged along the wall behind three seated men and took it. 

There were nine of them, all wearing ties and suit jackets in either blue or black. She knew 

almost all of them, either from her childhood or some more recent dinners at the missionary house 

where her parents were staying. The Sotnalls had served in Burundi a decade ago, and Nancy had 

gone to school with some of their children.  

Now she wished they were all strangers, not for herself but for her father. 

“Thank you for coming, Nancy,” said Mr. Sotnall. 

“Of course.” 

“Everyone here is aware of your situation, and though we have already thoroughly discussed it 

among ourselves, we feel it would be unfair to come to any sort of conclusion without questioning 

you directly.” 
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She nodded. 

“I should be clear—there are almost no circumstances, no matter what they are, under which 

we would permit a single woman with a child to continue to serve in our organization. I can speak to 

our collective surprise that you are even attempting to pursue this course of action.” 

Five of them were looking right at her, their faces impassive. The others were writing notes or 

watching their pens roll from hand to hand. She decided it would be best not to look down. 

“Well, I’m here because this is still my calling, whatever may have happened in my life,” she 

said. “God’s will doesn’t change.” 

“It’s not for you to dictate the will of God, Nancy. Or even to discern it, by yourself. The elders 

of this community, gathered together, decide how you can best serve the kingdom.” His long, gray 

face held, for Nancy, all the authority of which he spoke. She felt her cheeks burning as he continued 

to watch her.   

“But that,” he continued, “is beside the point for the moment. Let’s make sure, first, that we 

have our facts in order. You and Robert applied at CWM as an engaged couple in 1976, you married in 

January of last year, and left to fill your mother and father’s place in Burundi that April?” 

 “Yes, that’s correct.” 

 “And three months ago, you separated?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “And he is currently still in Burundi? You came here with your daughter and left him behind?” 

 The eyes around the table seemed to grow sharper. “No, no,” she said. “He left, and I’m not 

sure where he is, now. I think he might be somewhere in Uganda. I waited at home for several weeks 

and I only left when he didn’t come back.” 
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 She had no idea where he was. When he finished stuffing his hiking backpack he had just 

walked out their front door. He didn’t even take the car.  

 “I see,” said Mr. Sotnall. “In your opinion, why did he leave?” 

 “I don’t know,” she said, uncomfortable. There were only a few frozen pictures in her head of 

what had happened. She saw Rob, framed in their doorway with the backpack sitting by his feet, 

hands flung wide, mid-gesture. 

Is this really all you want? Is this all it’s ever going to be? 

 “It was… I don’t know,” she said again.  

 She twisted her broom skirt in her lap, knowing she was lying. There was another image, more 

vivid than the first—the rigid planes of Rob’s naked back, dotted by mosquito net-filtered moonlight. 

Silence. Nancy lying on her back in her nightgown with her arms curled around her breasts. So many 

nights like that. She had never really been a wife, and he had finally grown so disgusted that he’d left 

on foot. 

 “I think,” said bald William Grieg from the other end of the table, “that we can agree there 

was a reason, even if you seem not to know what it was. May I ask… at what point during this time did 

you stop attending to your appearance?” 

 Nancy’s stomach whooshed to her toes. “I... I don’t... I’m sorry. After. After he was gone. Not 

before.” 

 Mr. Grieg tilted his head. “You’ll need to be completely honest with us, Nancy. Was there any 

point at which you grew lax in your prayer life or your home duties? After your daughter was born, 

perhaps?” 
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 “No. I tried to do everything I’d always done. It was my parents’ house we were living in, you 

know. I wanted to take good care of it.” 

 It would have just sat empty, probably, if she and Rob hadn’t moved in. Her father’s heart 

problems became serious just a few months before Rob asked Nancy to marry him, serious enough 

that her parents returned to the States for him to see a specialist. The doctor told Nancy’s father in no 

uncertain terms to stay in California for at least another year and undergo treatment. Her father 

refused and began preparations for a return to Burundi, but her mother “had lunch” with a few well-

placed Mission Board wives and CWM eventually ordered John to stay where he was until his health 

issues were resolved. 

Everyone at this meeting knew all these things. She and Rob had their interview right here, 

just after getting engaged, and Nancy had set her left hand on the table in front of her so she could 

look down every once in a while at her ring while they were answering questions about their prayer 

lives. Now her ringless fingers were below the table, still twisted in her skirt. 

It had seemed like the way things were supposed to be. Her parents’ house was vacant, their 

ministry on hold. Nancy had pressed hard to be sent to Zaire, like her father had always wanted, but 

she was told there would be plenty of time for that later, after they’d spent a few years on the field 

and Rob had mastered French. Rob was fine with this. He didn’t care where they went; he just wanted 

to get out of the country. 

They did two interviews and submitted recommendations from people of “spiritual 

importance” in their lives, and the Mission Board had taken them on. This Mission Board. 

“Was either of you unfaithful?” said someone else. 

“No!” 



175 
 

“Nancy,” said Mr. Sotnall, folding his arms in front of him on the table, “your husband left your 

marriage for a reason. Are you really going to tell us that you don’t know what it was?” 

“I don’t. Everything was fine. We had a daughter, we were working.” 

“Husbands don’t just leave wives and children on the mission field without any sort of 

provocation. What do you think you might have done that led to this sad course of events?” 

“I don’t know…” she said, her voice weaker this time. 

Everything had seemed fine, until it hadn’t.  

Mr. Grieg cleared his throat. “Did your husband give any indication that he no longer wanted 

to be part of our ministry?” 

“I don’t think so…” 

Rob had loved Burundi even more than she expected. He’d been better at just being there 

than she was, even though it was the first time he’d ever left the US. When she took him to have 

dinner with this or that native family, he sat on the floor and ate everything put in front of him. He 

had suits made, bright, patterned ethnic ones that he wore to church every Sunday instead of his 

normal clothes. He took her father’s car joyriding all up and down the roads outside of town and 

came back breathless and smiling, the car covered in mud. He memorized everyone’s names within 

days, no matter how tongue-tying. 

His enthusiasm waned so gradually that it took her quite a while to notice. She also had a 

baby, which distracted her, but he started doing and saying things that worried her, like asking her if 

she “really believed all that” after a talk she gave to the Sunday school class.  

One night after dinner, when they were still sitting around the table, he had wondered out 

loud if they could cut this posting short and go somewhere more exciting. She might have just been 
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overly emotional because of the baby, but she burst into angry tears and started trying to remind him, 

with a furious punctuation of dish-stacking, that this place was her parents’ life work and they 

couldn’t just abandon it and leave the church to fall down or choke with weeds. Her outburst set off 

Susan, who started wailing, and Rob went into her father’s study and spent the rest of the evening 

there, alone. 

But none of that would have happened if she’d been able to keep him. He would have stayed. 

He would have wanted to stay. It had never been his fault. 

“He was committed,” she told the Mission Board. 

Several of the men nodded.  

“I have to say,” said Mr. Sotnall, “his application was impressive. This is not what we expected, 

from either of you.” 

Nancy had written the application. She raised all the money, too, once they were accepted. 

She’d spent so much time tagging along on her parents’ fundraising trips that she did almost all the 

talking in the churches when she and Rob started doing the rounds, and she had them 75% funded by 

the time they got married. They were sleeping in her parents’ house outside Bujumbura that very 

same spring. 

But Rob, somehow, had always been their face. He was the one who got all the questions, the 

one who impressed the Board. And now he’d left her, and she was faceless. 

“Have you made any effort to contact him since all of this took place?” 

“I don’t know where he is. I wouldn’t know how. I waited for him, but he didn’t come back, 

and he didn’t tell me where he was going.” 
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She hadn’t even tried to make him stay, that day. She’d just held the baby and followed him 

from room to room as he put things in his backpack. That was what they were getting at. She’d just let 

him go. 

But she knew, as she thought again of his dappled, moonlit back, that there was nothing of 

which she was capable that would have made him stay.  

“Nancy,” said Mr. Sotnall, leaning back in his chair, “there is no way you can remain a part of 

this organization. It’s completely inappropriate.” 

She nodded. There was that pressure behind her eyes again. 

 “My sponsors?” she asked. 

“They will all be informed by letter. In cases like these, the money in hand diverts to our 

general fund, and sponsors are given the option to continue giving to the general fund or choose 

another missionary to support. 

“We do want to thank you for your service with CWM. I for one, have always had a deep 

respect for your father and your family, so you will continue to be in our prayers.” 

They dismissed her. She left the conference room alone because they still had several more 

items to discuss before their meeting would be over. She passed the world map and the candy dish 

she had eyed so often but rarely eaten from as a girl, and was halfway out the office front door before 

she remembered her shawl was still hanging over the arm of a chair. The delicate blue fabric snagged 

on a metal magazine holder when she grabbed it too quickly, leaving a small wound of unraveled 

threads dangling from a spot on her left shoulder. 
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When she got back to Christ Community’s mission house, she used the back door. It was after 

eight o’clock, and the kitchen bore signs of one of her mother’s meals recently cleared—plates and 

glasses were stacked on the counter, silverware soaking in the sink. An empty pot with a soup ladle 

poking out sat on the stove. She heard the murmur of a television from the living room, so she tiptoed 

through the hallway and up the stairs to her brother’s bedroom, where she and Susan were staying, 

since he was off at college. The baby was asleep in the crib below the window, both her arms above 

her head. Nancy shut the door behind her and sat down on the bed. Her parents had probably heard 

the car as she pulled back into the driveway. She sat there in the darkness for several minutes, 

listening for the creak of someone’s feet outside her door, but neither her father nor her mother 

came upstairs to ask her what had happened. 

She knew she should go downstairs and tell them, that it was cowardly to wait until all her 

father’s most respected colleagues told him instead, but she couldn’t do it. When she and Susan had 

landed in America she called her parents to let them know that she was coming, but she had hung up 

before her mother could ask her too much about why. 

That had been a mistake. Telling them later, in person, that her husband had left her and she 

was getting a divorce, watching her father’s face change as she said it, had been the worst moment of 

her life—worse than all her oldest, most secret humiliations. He had left the room without speaking, 

leaving Edith to absorb the terrible news while she held her sleeping granddaughter for the first time. 

She should have told them sooner, over the phone. Just like she should be telling them now. 

They would know by tomorrow or the next day, anyway. But she wanted just a little more time, just 

one more night before her father knew for certain that she’d failed to resurrect his life’s work. That it 

was over. 
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She never did figure out when they had been told, because no one in the house ever 

mentioned it again. Her father rarely spoke to her at all anymore, and she went out of her way to 

avoid him at mealtimes. She would come downstairs after everyone was in bed and pull out whatever 

she found in the refrigerator, eating and eating until she heard Susan start to cry upstairs. In the 

mornings before her father left to get a newspaper she sat in her brother’s room with the baby on her 

lap and her bible and journal spread on the bed in front of her. She opened to a different page every 

day, but she never read more than a few words or picked up her pen. His wrath had her paralyzed. 

 

It was that way for two months. Her mother sometimes looked concerned enough to be on 

the verge of saying something, but when this happened Nancy left the room.  She didn’t want to think 

about getting a job, or what would happen if her father was cleared to go home again and she 

couldn’t live in the mission house anymore. She just slept, and ate in the middle of the night, and sat 

on the floor of the bedroom with Susan, dangling a set of measuring spoons over her head. 

But one afternoon as she was passing the living room, thinking she would take the baby for a 

walk, she heard her father talking to someone. 

“No idea, I’m afraid. I’m perfectly well and it’s clear that we’re needed back on the field. I’m 

still planning to return as soon as possible. We don’t belong here.” 

A masculine voice murmured assent. 

“We’re also almost ready to make the move back home to Zaire. That’s where I got started, 

and circumstances have just continued to get in the way since we left. It’s looking good now, 

though…” 
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Instead of taking the baby for a walk she went over to Christ Community’s offices that 

afternoon and got a list of all the missionary organizations the church supported. She called all of 

them. 

When every organization on the list had politely declined at around the point in the 

application process where they learned her family situation, she got another list from a different 

church down the street. When the same thing happened to that list, she wrote up another one. She 

started joining her parents for dinner and coming downstairs in the morning with her Bible. 

She was finally accepted by an organization no one she knew had ever heard of—East Africa 

for Christ. They had an office in Sacramento, above a hardware store. A woman named Elizabeth gave 

her directions over the phone and told her to come in the next day to fill out some forms and discuss 

her placement. 

Her father was wary of lending her the car, which belonged to the church, for a trip out of 

town.  

 “Stay to the speed limit and pay attention to what you’re doing,” he said, handing her the 

keys. Her mother said she would watch the baby. 

 CWM’s offices had always had a pleasant sort of shabbiness, just enough to remind visitors of 

its not-of-this-world quality and nonprofit status. East Africa for Christ, on the other hand, crossed the 

line from “pleasant shabbiness” into “clearly insignificant and underfunded” territory. There was no 

secretary with a crystal candy dish, and the map on the wall, which was just of Africa, was unframed 

and peeling at the corners. 
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This sort of place was all Nancy could hope for, these days. She turned on the spot and saw 

that all the other walls were bare and pale yellow, in need of a new coat of paint. The square, open 

office had three desks and three women, all with glasses. 

“Sit down, Nancy, sit down. I’m Elizabeth…we spoke on the phone?”  

“Yes, thanks,” said Nancy, taking a folding chair. “It’s nice to meet you.” 

“It’s even nicer to meet you! We’re so glad to have you on board.” Elizabeth sat down behind 

her desk and pulled a small stack of papers from a drawer. 

  

 “Now, I know I sent you the figures on how much we usually have our missionaries raise… do 

you have a sending church?” 

 “Not yet.” She was going to have to find all new churches, places she’d never visited with Rob, 

where no one knew her parents. “I will, though. I’ve done fundraising work before.” 

 There was a delicate pause.  

 “Yes, of course,” said Elizabeth, smiling so that a little bit of lipstick showed on her front teeth. 

“I just want to be clear, however, that we require you to be 90% funded before you leave. So, that’s 

certainly something to consider.” 

 “Right.” 

 “Now, for your placement, I know you mentioned Zaire…” 

 “I was born there.” 

 “Well, unfortunately, we don’t have a presence there at all, and I don’t think we’re really 

equipped to do any expansion at this point. East Africa for Christ, you see. Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania. 

That’s our network.” 
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 Nancy stood and walked over to the map on the wall. There were little red flag pins dotting 

the three countries Elizabeth had mentioned, one for every village in which EAC had a presence. She 

stared at the vast, flagless outline of her birthplace. This was the only organization that would send 

her back to Africa, and they had no presence there. In Uganda, just to the east, there were eight flags. 

 One of them, off further to the left than all the others, was stuck so close to the Zaire border it 

was barely in Uganda at all.  

“There,” she said, pointing at the little red flag. “Where is that?” 
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-1998- 

Kampala 

The Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting was set to be held in Uganda that month. 

The Queen of England was coming. All across the city, glinting high-rise hotels went up that would be 

empty as soon as all the foreign dignitaries were gone. Landmarks seemed to change every day as old 

buildings were torn down and traffic re-routed. Armies of men roamed the widened streets with push 

brooms. Flowers were planted, trash was moved, and Grace had just managed to secure herself some 

business for the evening when she was arrested. 

 The police force had swelled over the past months to the point that the whole city was 

crawling with their signature tan uniforms. Grace knew what was happening to the other women, 

knew she shouldn’t be working outside the confines of the slum, but business had been bad and she 

was desperate.  

Three uniformed men materialized in the dark street just outside Katanga where she’d taken 

the chance of soliciting, so close that Grace knew they’d heard every word she had just said to the 

man she was with. The man dropped his arm from around her waist and ran faster than she would 

have thought possible, but no one chased him. Two of the officers closed in and one of them grabbed 

her, tugging her wrists behind her back. They pushed her to a truck idling down the street and the 

third officer, the meanest-looking of all of them, backhanded her even though she hadn’t offered him 

any resistance. She wanted to kick him, but instead she stood quietly as he listed all the services she 

probably offered that he would like to receive for free. She said she’d do it, but it made no difference. 

He just laughed at her and shoved her into the back of the truck. 
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 “I don't like whores, anyway. You can close your legs until you get into jail. Then you try a 

weaker man.” 

 She’d heard about this jail. It was in a part of the city she’d never ventured into, and it was 

worse than she expected. Some other women had told her about it since the whore crackdown 

started, but no one mentioned that it smelled like feces and rotten meat, or that all the women inside 

looked like fish in a net, bumping against each other as they moved back and forth in their confined 

spaces without ever really getting anywhere. The police had been picking up more prostitutes than 

their jails could hold. 

 The prison was a two-story rectangular building with nothing planted outside of it and that no 

one had bothered to paint. The barred gate through which they brought her opened onto an empty 

courtyard lined with plastic washing basins, doors thrown wide all up and down the length of the 

building. The sleeping room they assigned her to was low and dark, full of long, close rows of creaking 

metal bunk beds with dirty mattresses. Women were everywhere, seated on the beds, pacing the 

room, standing by the one small window. Many of them were wearing loose, bright yellow uniform 

dresses, but the wardens must have run out because Grace was never given one, and she saw several 

other women wearing their own clothes, too, standing out like crumpled flowers in the sea of uniform 

color. 

 There weren’t enough beds, either, so Grace was directed to a corner of the room where four 

women were lying on a bunch of blankets, all fast asleep despite the activity going on around them. 

She sat down against the wall, half-on the edge of a blanket, and wondered how long they were going 

to keep her here. She had no idea what the punishment was for whoring. In a few hours Komakec 

would wake up, hungry, and she wouldn’t be there. He’d be lying in their house all by himself, waiting 
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for her, and she wouldn’t come for him. All she could hope was that he would cry enough to bother 

people (none of the women had doors on their houses) and someone would come to see why. If no 

one came for him, though, he’d be so hungry, and it was so hot this time of year… he was barely two 

years old. 

 She dug her fingernails into her scalp. What else could she do? She had no choice but to trust 

that someone would find him, and hope she’d be out soon.  

The women who lived in the network of sheet metal and fabric in Grace’s section of Katanga 

never said a kind word to each other. When they spoke they laughed and sneered and accused each 

other of disease or of giving sex for free, but their deeds were different. They brought each other 

matoke when someone wasn’t able to work, or left dry beans at each other’s doors. They told off men 

who hung around and wouldn’t go away, and when the muzungu doctors came through, the girls 

would point them in the direction of whoever was ill or had been beaten. They took care of each 

other, though it was practical care, the kind of thing you can do for someone else without 

endangering your own skin. 

 So someone would take her boy. Someone would take him and let him sleep beside her, wrap 

him up in her kitenge and carry him down the street when she had errands. And they’d have to let 

Grace out—there were so many women in here there was no way the place could hold many more, 

and there were a lot more whores still out on the street. They would have a long day trying if they 

wanted to catch all of them. Even if they didn’t bring in anyone else, though, the Queen of England 

wasn’t staying in Kampala forever. They’d have to let Grace out, and then she would go find her son 

and she wouldn’t get caught again. Not without a fight, anyway. She rubbed at her face where the 

policeman had smacked her and grimaced. She wished she’d had a chance to kick him.  
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Hema 

Mercy had been married to Samson for two weeks when she heard Sister Nancy’s news about 

Susan. There was a party that afternoon—Sister Nancy was going to build a new annex for St. John’s 

so there would be more room for youth meetings and Sunday School classes, and she organized a 

consecration celebration for the plotted spot of land, marked out with little orange flags. She asked 

several of the church’s young women, Mercy included, to come and serve the drinks and snacks. As it 

was one of her days off from the hospital, she had come and was standing with the other young 

women at the edge of the gathering. Twenty or thirty people altogether stood in a clump on the plot, 

listening to Rev. Crispin as he talked about responsibility to the next generation of Christians. Then 

they sang two hymns, just their voices, no instruments. The weather was windy, and all the women 

clutched the skirts of their fancy dresses against their legs to keep them from flying sideways as they 

squinted into the morning sun. When “To God Be the Glory” was finished they bowed their heads for 

Sister Nancy’s prayer, and then processed to her house for the reception. Mercy scrambled to run 

ahead so she could arrange all the cases of drinks before she needed to serve them.      

 “I will pass the chapat,” said Pimer, when they’d reached Sister Nancy’s front steps and caught 

their breath.  

 Mercy nodded. “I’ll do the sodas.” 

 Sister Nancy’s house was by far the nicest in town, but even it wasn’t large enough for thirty 

people to fit comfortably inside. Guests spilled onto the front and back steps, and some of the women 

went to sit in the grass on the shaded side of the house. Mercy stood by the crates of soda on the 

front porch with a bottle opener, waiting for people to make selections. A few feet away Sister Nancy 
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and the curate were sitting on the porch chairs with plates of chapati in their laps. Mercy edged over 

to stand before them. 

 “What would you like, Madame?” she mumbled. 

 “A bottle of water please, Mercy.”  

 “A Krest for me,” said the curate.                      

 Mercy nodded and went to get the drinks. She was kneeling before the curate, popping the 

top off his bottle of Krest, when he asked Sister Nancy the question. 

 “Is your daughter enjoying the university?” 

 Mercy paused with the bottle less than halfway to the curate, but he reached out and took it 

from her still hand. She stumbled to her feet and went to stand by the drinks again. 

 “Oh, she’s doing well, thank you,” she heard Sister Nancy say. “She’s still majoring in 

anthropology, unfortunately, but she’s at a school that will give her a good education and not send 

her off the rails into secularism.” 

 The curate nodded. “Good, good,” he said. 

 “She’s found herself a young man, as well. A boyfriend she talks about. I’m praying about 

that.” 

 “Of course,” said the curate. 

 Mercy opened more bottles, collected empty ones and returned them to their crates, helped 

Pimer wash all the dishes in Sister Nancy’s kitchen, all with a fluttering shiver in her hands that she 

couldn’t control. When everything was clean and in its place she walked home to the other end of 

town and sat down in front of her empty house.  
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 It had been so long since she had thought about Susan Mitchum. Things had happened in her 

life, good things, and her head had been full of them. She had become a married woman, had the 

husband she had wanted and lived in her own house. It was one of the smaller housing units set aside 

for Health Center employees, but it wasn’t a hut and they shared it with no one. Samson was building 

a coop beside the back door, and they had two chickens and a rooster. Those numbers never really 

increased—the eagles picked off almost every new flock of chicks, but it didn’t matter.  

They both had work—him at the bank and her at the health center. For these past few months 

she hadn’t gotten her salary, but that didn’t matter, either. None of it had mattered because they 

both had everything they wanted. 

But now, now she had no idea how she felt. Hearing those few words from Sister Nancy 

reminded her of so many things she had forgotten. Like always, she had been desperate to hear more 

and at the same time wanted to cover her ears and turn away. Now, sitting at home by herself she 

was covered in a familiar aching sensation as she turned the words over in her mind. Majoring in 

anthropology, has a young man, a boyfriend… 

 She got to work making lunch outside, tossing flour and greens into bubbling water and trying 

not to notice the very dark possibilities that were coming to life before her. 

 The food was all prepared by the time Samson came home, and she didn’t try to make him talk 

while they ate. She sopped up some sauce with her kwin but couldn’t manage to lift it to her mouth. 

Samson was eating with concentration—he’d come home later than usual and was probably quite 

hungry. When he was almost finished he started telling her something about a man who had come to 

the bank and tried to deposit a twenty shilling coin, but she wasn’t really listening. She looked over at 
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him, his face still bent over his plate and his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and could barely give 

words in her own mind to what she was thinking. 

I stopped caring about her because I thought you were the prize, and I won you. But now I 

think about this man she has and I feel it, I feel myself needing him to want me even though I am 

married to you and I was so happy because I had you and you were the thing I always wanted. I 

thought you were the reason I worried about her and everything she had, because I thought you 

wanted her and I wanted you. But what if somewhere in this she became more important than you did 

and now I have everything I ever wanted and her having more means I stop wanting you and start 

wanting something even more impossible?  

 

Kampala 

Men, Grace thought, probably did just fine in prison. They never did anything, anyway. They 

sat in doorways and under trees, talking to each other, drinking beer, playing games. You could put a 

man in prison and he might not even notice, save for the fact that he wasn’t allowed to walk down 

the street anymore. 

 Women, however, women did things. They worked all day. They took care of everything they 

saw. They carried water and cooked and swept and set something back where it should be and 

cracked nuts and sorted beans and carried food to the market and sold it there. They bought the 

charcoal, lit the fires, and heated the bath water. A woman’s life was a life of constant utility. That 

was how they were made. Sitting in prison with nothing to do could drive a woman mad, and Grace 

often wondered if several of the women in her sleeping block had gone mad already. She saw their 

hands shaking, their knees and feet bouncing as they sat still, their very bodies trying so hard to find 
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something to do when there was nothing, when there was only laundry and that only once in a while 

because they never gave you enough soap to do things properly anyway. The whole prison was full of 

a focusless, manic energy. 

 Women also liked to know things, everything they could find out about everyone around 

them. They knew who had died and who was going to have a baby, who had trouble nursing and who 

had never been able to stitch a straight line of embroidery, whose mother was sick and which men 

liked to beat their wives (and which wives always deserved it). Here in this confined space there was 

no one to know about but each other, and the mattress-to-courtyard-to-mattress life of a woman in 

prison leaves very little to get excited about, to learn and share and soothe and mock. They heard 

nothing of what happened anywhere else, and this was doing to their brains what a lack of chores was 

doing to their bodies.  

And that was probably the reason they spent so much of their time talking about The 

Manager.   

He was, as it happened, the only man in their small universe. All the prison wardens were 

women, a good thing since everyone in the prison was dressing and undressing and bleeding and 

voiding in company. The warden women wore the same tan uniforms and maroon hats as the 

policemen, except with long, straight skirts instead of pants. They came in and out and traded places 

in regular succession, but The Manager’s presence was always unpredictable. 

Usually he appeared at some point during every day, but sometimes it would be two or three 

days before they saw him. He spent most of his time at the front of the building, on the other side of 

the great barred gate where his office was located. Grace had never seen him there, but many of the 

other women said that the dark glass of the office window by the gate was tinted so that they 
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couldn’t see him, but he was there, and he could look out into the courtyard and see all of them 

whenever he wanted. 

 Whenever he did come through the gate and make an appearance he walked in one great loop 

through the rooms and the courtyard, swinging a long wooden baton in one hand and occasionally 

smacking it down in the palm of the other. Grace had never heard him speak. He simply surveyed 

them all with eyes that reminded her of the eagles she had thrown rocks at back in Nebbi, glittering 

under unusually thick, dark brows. 

 He was handsome. This was a generally agreed-upon fact. A handsome man in a jail full of 

women fluent in sexual conversation and the wants of men is either in paradise or in an unbearably 

uncomfortable situation. The women of the prison were forward and brave. They had nothing to lose 

and they all wanted freedom however they could get it. They spoke brazenly to him, but he only ever 

responded with cold silence. He shrugged off any caress or bold grab as he continued his rounds, 

saying with the set of his shoulders that he was not the sort who would be bought by sex. Everyone 

still tried, though. 

 “Taller than any man I’ve ever seen, I know it,” said a woman from somewhere above Grace’s 

head that night as she was trying to fall asleep. 

 “It is not his height I like, it is his broad shoulders,” said another. “Good for so many things…” 

 “What do you think I would have to do for an earlier release? I’d let him do whatever he 

wanted and I would enjoy every minute of it, yes.”  

 Evening conversations often went this way. It was a subject no one seemed to tire of. 

 “Sister, I would let him do whatever he wanted even if he said no word about getting me out 

of here, and so would you.” 
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  “I like my men with no words,” said the woman above Grace’s head again. “I might like that 

even better than the tallness.” 

 Several women murmured assent, and a few minutes later the conversation trailed off into 

silence. It was quiet on the prison block so rarely. There always seemed to be at least a few people 

awake at every hour of the night, chattering or laughing or spitting fire at each other. When moments 

like this came, Grace closed her eyes and strained for sounds outside—for the cars and music and 

shouting of people in the streets. Woven in and above all those faint things there was always a boy 

crying somewhere.  

 She had been here now for more than two weeks. No one had said anything to her about how 

long she would stay, and she was afraid to ask. The wardens were harsh women, meaner even than 

the policemen who had brought her here. That was always the way of things, as her uncle had told 

her when she was a girl. She and several of the other children had been walking with him to the town 

center when they passed a police checkpoint for cars. Two of the officers had been men, but there 

was a woman with them, too. 

 “The lady police are very difficult,” muttered Uncle Crispin, shaking his head. “The men, you 

can speak with them. You can reason. The women, there are no words to say. They will do to you 

whatever they say they will do. You do not want to meet one of them on the road.” 

 She remembered this whenever she saw one of the warden women yelling or raising a 

threatening baton, and she had no desire to walk up to one of them and ask when she was going to 

be released. 

 But she needed to know. She didn’t think it would be this long. Her son, if no one had found 

him and taken him, might be dead by now. Either that or he was wandering the streets of Katanga 
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looking for food, with no idea how to find his way home again. She had to do something. What if they 

kept her here for months? She would lose him and probably never be able to find him again. 

 She tugged a bit at her blanket. The prison had only gotten more crowded over the passing 

weeks, and there were still no beds available, just more women sleeping on the floor. There were six 

of them in this corner now, sharing the blankets, and it always felt like she was lying on one of the 

edges. Her tug met very solid resistance and she sighed and flopped back down. 

 There was no moon coming through the window tonight to illuminate the rows and rows of 

sleeping women stacked like goods on a shop shelf. Grace had never been a boarder at school—

before she left home she’d been going to Hema’s local Secondary School—and now she was grateful, 

if life in a dormitory was anything like this. She thought of Mercy, who had been so desperate to go 

away and board somewhere without any idea what it was actually like. 

 Maybe if she just told someone about her son. She had thought of this idea already and 

rejected it several times—if she said something to one of the wardens they would just think she was 

lying to get out, or if they believed her they might go find him and take him away. They might put him 

in an orphanage and just keep her here, and then she’d never be able to get him back.  

 She could still almost feel the rhythm of his breathing, so shallow and quick compared to her 

own when she laid him down on her chest and they both slept. She could almost feel the springy 

beginnings of his hair beneath her hand. If she did not at least know what was happening to him she 

might die. 

 In this place, though, there were only the wardens, the prisoners, and the manager. The other 

prisoners were no use to her whatsoever. If she had to choose someone to ask for help, she would 

choose The Manager. As much as the warden women swaggered around and spat insults at them, The 
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Manager was the one who had power.  She had seen him ignore every woman who tried something, 

over and over, but Grace knew better than to approach him with a swing of her hips and spicily-

worded offer. And she would not even ask to be let out.  

 The next morning, as soon as she was allowed out of the sleeping block, she went and stood 

by the main gate, right in front of the dark glass behind which she’d been told The Manager sat and 

watched them. 

 She tried very hard not to move. When a warden woman walked by she would break her pose, 

turn around, smooth down her skirt and hair. She didn’t want to attract their suspicion and then be 

forced away from her post. When they passed she would turn back around and stand and wonder if 

he could see her waiting there, if he’d noticed, if he was even inside that office at all. If he came out 

and came through the gate, she would have a few brief seconds to put a hand on his arm and ask to 

speak with him. 

 But he didn’t come out. She must have chosen one of the days when he was either absent 

entirely or did not leave his office, and the next day proved the same. A few hours before they would 

all be sent to eat porridge for supper like schoolgirls, she gave in and sat down in the courtyard dust, 

her legs too tired to support her in one standing position anymore. 

 She came back again the third day, and had only just started to lift her feet one at a time and 

rotate her ankles when she heard the office door open and close on the other side of the gate. The 

eagleish eye and prominent brow of The Manager was suddenly visible through the bars. She drew in 

a startled breath and stepped to meet him. 

 “Why do you stand here?” 
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 His voice was not as low as she would have expected it to be. She lifted her hands and placed 

them on the bars, lifting her chin as she spoke. “I must talk with you.” 

 “Why do you want to talk with me?” 

 “I need help.” She shivered as a morning breeze swept the courtyard. 

 “Whatever it is you want you will not get it from me. Go back to the other end of the 

courtyard so I may open the gate, or there will be consequences for you.” 

 “I have a son, a baby.” 

 “You think that means you can stand beside the gate every day and make threats?” 

 “No, I am not threatening. I am asking.” 

 “For what, woman? I told you to get out of the way.” 

 The words tumbled out now in desperation. She didn’t have time to consider them. “I am 

asking that you find him and be sure he is not alone at my place. It is in Katanga, down the road off 

the petrol station, and there is a white sheet hanging… it is where all the other women like me in 

Katanga are staying…” For the first time since her arrival she was ashamed of all the flesh her clothes 

were showing, how tight her skirt was. 

 “You move, and you move now,” he said. “I am making my rounds and you will not be in my 

way, woman.” 

 “No, sir, of course,” she said, recognizing defeat. She backed away without looking up again 

and turned to find a shaded corner so she could lie down and stay there until someone prodded her 

with a stick and made her leave. Her son was probably dead. 

 

Masterson, Ohio 
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Susan felt kind of stupid ordering hot chocolate, but she still hadn’t managed to learn how to 

like coffee. Noah, of course, ordered something with espresso shots in it. Her roommates were the 

same way—all of their coffee shop choices made them seem sophisticated. Out of the corner of her 

eye she saw Noah reach into his back pocket for his wallet, and she busied herself by digging in her 

book bag for something that didn’t exist. She hated these moments—when he reached for his wallet 

and pulled money out and bought her things. It was about the most embarrassing thing she could 

imagine, and now that they were dating it happened all the time. She used to do all sorts of weird 

things to avoid it, like saying she didn’t want something when really she did and making him sit 

around drinking coffee by himself, but she’d mostly given that up at this point. 

 He handed her a cardboard cup of hot chocolate. “Thanks,” she said, infusing her tone and 

expression with as much gratefulness as possible. 

 “Sure,” he said, grinning at her like none of it was a big deal. “Where do you want to sit?” 

 Susan pointed her cup at a table by the window, and they sat down across from each other 

and spread their books and papers over its entire surface. Finals started next week, and all the time 

she and Noah spent hanging out these days was time bent over books. They were both taking one too 

many classes this semester. 

 They worked silently for a good hour before Susan’s thoughts began to wander. She stared out 

of the window into the blurry darkness, peppered with tail lights and covered by her own faint 

reflection. It was raining, not snowing, which everyone was annoyed about at this point in December. 

She bit down on the end of her pen cap. 

 “What’s that?” Noah asked. 
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 She turned to look at him and raised her eyebrows in enquiry. He tapped his pen on the piece 

of paper she’d been studying before she lost focus. 

 “Kinship diagram.” 

 He bent over the table to get a better look at the interconnected shapes, too-long hair falling 

in front of his eyes. “How does it work?” 

 “Well, they’re all different. This one is Cherokee, and the ego—that’s this one, in the middle—

is a woman. It’s a little different from one with a Cherokee man because her sister’s kids get counted 

with her own.” 

 “Do you have to memorize the whole thing?” 

 “I have to identify all the different parts of it, yeah. Fill stuff in. And there are a lot more, too. 

We’re getting tested on all of them.” 

He shook his head. “That looks seriously complicated.” 

 She snorted and tilted her head at the Mandarin symbols running across his own work. “I’ll tell 

you what looks seriously complicated.” 

 He groaned. “Right now, I’m not going to argue with you. I think I’m going to fail.” 

 She laughed. “You won’t fail, Noah,” she said. “There’s no way you’re going to fail a class you 

can’t stop talking about.” 

 He picked up her diagram and looked at it for a moment. “What is it about this that’s so 

interesting to you?” 

 “What, kinship?” 

 “Sort of. Anthropology in general.” 

 “Uh…” 
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 “Do you think it’s because you grew up somewhere things were so different, or something?” 

 She shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know.” She took the diagram back and set it on the table. She 

didn’t really want to talk about this. She wasn’t anything like him—she didn’t really get excited about 

anything. There was stuff she liked better than other stuff, but whenever he asked her questions like 

this, she didn’t know how to answer. He knew exactly what he wanted and he cared so much about 

what he was studying and what he wanted to do and she… just wasn’t like that. And she hated talking 

about it because she felt like she should be. 

 And when he got that gleam in his eye over her growing up in Africa… then she really wanted 

to change the subject. He thought it was the coolest thing about her.  

 He seemed to think she was some passionate, intellectual tough girl who wanted to learn the 

whole world, just like he did. He kept saying things about how she probably wanted to get back to the 

bush and live without plumbing again when college was over, about how much she must miss the 

vibrancy of life in a place like Uganda. He asked her about huts and mangoes and weddings and how 

bad the dirt roads got and what her dad’s game reserve was like. It was like he cared more than she 

did. 

 “I should get back,” she said.  

 “Already?” 

 “Yeah, Michelle should be home by now and she wanted to have a cleaning party before we 

go to bed. Our kitchen is gross.” 

 He nodded and stretched his arms up over his head, tilting his chair back on two legs. “I’ll walk 

you back.” 
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 When she lifted her stack of diagrams, an unopened letter with an air mail seal fluttered down 

onto the table. It was from her mother, and had come in the mail a couple of weeks ago. She’d never 

opened it. While Noah was busy shoving all his books and papers into his backpack she picked it up 

and turned it over, feeling guilty. She was leaving her mother at home alone for Christmas this year, 

and she couldn’t even manage to open her mom’s letter and write back in a timely fashion. 

 It was just that she’d told her mom about Noah the last time she wrote. And she knew her 

mother well enough to know what she would probably say. It was the same thing she’d always said 

when the subject of boys came up (always brought up by her, of course, never by Susan), and it made 

Susan’s stomach shrivel in a really unpleasant way. The letter probably contained paragraphs and 

paragraphs about The One Thing All Boys Want, and Susan didn’t want to read it. She couldn’t even 

bring herself to open it. 

 “Ready?” Noah asked. 

 “Yeah, sorry.” She closed the cover of her French book over the letter and shoved the book 

down to the bottom of her bag. She’d read it before she went to bed, or something. Sometime Noah 

wasn’t around.  

 

Kampala 

A week after Grace’s fruitless appeal to The Manager, one of the warden women came for her 

while she was still putting her clothes on and told her The Manager had requested her. For the first 

time in several blank days Grace felt a stirring of emotion. Was she to be punished for the way she 

stood by the gate? Had The Manager decided to go find her son so that he could send him to an 
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orphanage? Had he gone to see the boy was dead so that he could keep her in prison forever as a 

murderer? 

 As soon as her shirt was on, the warden woman gripped her upper arm in a sinewy grip and 

directed her through the courtyard. At this hour of the morning the yard was full of yellow-clad 

women all watching like eager crows for a new subject of gossip. The warden woman stopped Grace 

at the gate and reached for her key ring without letting go of Grace’s arm. She opened the gate 

enough for one body to pass and pushed Grace through ahead of her, pulling it shut with a great clang 

as she locked it again. Grace found herself facing a white door, its top half composed of glass with 

little black lines crisscrossing it back and forth. She could see The Manager sitting at a desk against a 

wall on the other side. The warden woman raised her free hand and knocked twice on the window. 

 The Manager rose from his chair and opened the door, then returned to it, the chair creaking 

under his reclining weight. He jerked his chin at the door and said “You go back.” The woman let 

Grace go and exited the office, closing the door behind them. 

 Grace was almost dizzy with the increase in the scope of her world. She’d gotten a glimpse of 

the street and a few other small buildings gathered around, some cars parked under the trees. It felt 

like a very long time since she had seen such things. 

 The office was bare but for The Manager’s desk, which held a radio, a metal canteen, and a tall 

stack of papers. There was a clock on the wall, but nothing else. Grace couldn’t decide where to look. 

 “I do not know why,” said The Manager, “but I did as you asked.” 

 Grace’s eyes snapped to his. 

 “I certainly was not required to, and I did not owe it to you. But I did it.” 

 She had no idea what to say. 
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 “Don’t you want to know anything about your son? Or did it not really matter to you? It seems 

now that it did not matter very much, if you can stand there and not ask me.” 

 “Is he alive?” 

 There was a pause. The Manager looked at her long and hard, and she felt him learning things 

about her that she did not want to show him. 

 “There is a woman who lives near you, a woman called Alice. I went to your place and there 

was no child, so I went to the next house and asked and there was an Alice, and she had the boy. She 

did not want to talk to me because she thought I would arrest her. I could have.” 

 He let that statement hang in the air. 

 “But I did see the child for a moment, and I did get her to say that it was yours. Then I left 

them.” 

 Grace collapsed at his feet and reached for his ankles, thin and bony and making sharp angles 

in his socks. He did not move his feet away. 

 “You do pretty things to show that you are grateful, but I think that if you cared the way you 

say you do then you would not have let this happen to him.” 

 She took the reprimand and only moved her hands to encircle his ankles, her face pressed 

against the floor. A fleeting thought passed over her relieved mind that she could maybe try to hurt 

him right now, maybe even get away. 

 But he had a gun and was much bigger than she was, and she was grateful that he had found 

her son and weak with relief that Komakec was even alive. 

 “Will I get out sometime?” she asked into the floor. 

 “Maybe. I do not know. I keep you here until someone says otherwise. That is all my job is.” 
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 “I am grateful to that woman, but I do not want another person to raise my son.” 

 “You have made it so that someone else must. How good of a mother would you be, if you 

were free?” 

 At these words she released his ankles and clambered to her feet. “I was a good mother 

before. You cannot say that I wasn’t.” 

 “I can. No one’s mother should be a whore.” 

 “Why?” asked Grace before she could stop herself. “Was yours?” 

 She saw his jaw tense and his brows draw down over his forehead, but he didn’t move to 

reach for his weapon. She froze, waiting to see what he would do to her. 

 He raised a hand and rubbed it back and forth over his eyes. Then he leaned back in his chair 

and crossed his arms behind his head. “No,” he said, “she wasn’t. But then, she did not have to be.” 

And with those words he pounded twice on his desk, making Grace jump, and the door behind her 

opened as the warden woman stepped back in. She had been standing outside the door the whole 

time. Grace felt foolish for even considering escape, as though he wouldn’t have thought of it first. As 

she was drawn back into the courtyard she wondered what would have happened to her if she had 

tugged him out of his chair by the ankles with all the force of her arms, and she realized that he might 

have killed her. 

 She was surprised a few weeks later when a warden woman came for her again, but by the 

second time it happened she was expecting it. It became a pattern for them—every few weeks she 

was herded back into his office to hear something about Komakec, and about Alice, who was still 

taking care of him. Grace had no idea how she had gotten so lucky in catching The Manager’s interest, 

but perhaps it was her son that he liked. Everyone loved her son. 
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 The Manager still had not arrested Alice, even though he could have, and Alice was clearly 

beginning to trust him because she now talked more than he liked, it seemed, giving him messages to 

pass to Grace about the baby and women who took turns looking after him. 

 The Manager related all of these things with his usual coldness, and he always took time to 

remind her that it was her fault she and her son was separated, that the boy didn’t have a mother. 

Did he think she didn’t know that? She took his scolding with lowered eyes and soft words, but she 

refused to agree that she had been a bad mother. She had been a good mother. She had nursed him, 

she had bounced him up and down and shown him off to all the other women and kissed his face and 

watched him sleep and used all of her money going to the clinic when he was sick. She had wondered, 

of course, what she would do when he got a little older and would no longer sleep in the corner while 

she did her work. She thought maybe she could send him away, tell him to visit neighbors for the 

evening or find children to play with. She could change things so that men did not stay so long and 

late into the night anymore, even though she might not get as much money. 

 “Would you be different?” The Manager asked her one day. 

 “What do you mean? How different?” 

 “Would you give up whoring and be a good mother and find a man to marry and go to 

church?” 

 Grace had to stop herself from laughing in his face. “Even if I would,” she said, not quite able 

to keep the contempt out of her voice, “can you see it? Can you see me, marrying? When a man 

marries a whore he stops liking her, Manager. It’s no fun when it’s allowed.” 
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 The Manager pounded his fist twice on the table without responding. This often happened. 

Their conversations would end abruptly if she managed to offend him somehow, and then she would 

have to wait days longer for the next time. 

 “Alice told me that he jumps with two feet, now. He has just learned it,” said The Manager 

when he finally called her in again. 

 Grace nodded, staring at the floor and chewing at her lip. 

 “She does not think she can keep taking care of him.” 

 Grace looked up. 

 “She cannot…work…as much as she would like to. She isn’t making enough money.” 

 Grace ground her teeth and looked at the floor again. 

 “She asked me when you would get out. I told her I did not know.” 

 He waited for her to respond but she couldn’t think of anything to say, so she toed at a dirty 

tile on the floor. 

 “Can you think of anything else you can do for him if Alice cannot keep him?” 

 She shook her head. 

 “You wouldn’t fight? Not at all?” 

 “Fight?” she asked. “How would I fight? Who would I fight? You?” 

 He chuckled, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “You do not want to try that,” he said. 

 “Then what do you think I should do? You think I am such a terrible mother, to keep whoring 

myself with a baby. Money does not appear in your hands when you get pregnant. You want me to 

fight, but there is no one I can fight with. I can’t climb the walls. I can’t knock you down and shoot 

that woman at the door and go running down the street. What do you want me to do?” 
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 “You could marry me.” 

 She burst out laughing. “I will walk myself to the door this time, Manager.” 

 It was only late that evening as she lay on her patch of blanket and listened to the mix of 

whispered conversation, laughter, and rhythmic breathing around  her that she started thinking about 

why he had said that. All of his words to her had been so few, and so important. Nothing frivolous, 

nothing purposed only to humiliate her. Could it be that he had meant it? Was he really mad, wanting 

to marry a prostitute in his own prison? Did he maybe want her son? He had seen Komakec several 

times and maybe he wanted his own boy badly enough that he would marry her. But there were 

many women he could marry who would give him sons, women who could walk around outside. 

There was no sense in it. 

 That time it was almost a month before he called her back again. When the door opened he 

was sitting in his chair, legs stretched out in front of him as always. He raised his eyebrows at her. 

 “Why did you say it?” she asked, before he had a chance to speak. 

 He tilted his head to one side and then the other, as though he were stretching his neck, 

hardly attending to her question.  

 “You did not think I meant it,” he observed after a moment. 

 “You could not mean it, and I want to know why you said it.” 

 “Why couldn’t I mean it, woman?” 

 “Why? I don’t have to tell you why. You should know why, unless you are insane.” 

 “I do know, but I said it anyway and I meant it anyway, and you did not answer me.” 

 “What about your family? Do they want you with a whore? Will they be proud of you?” 
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 “I don’t have family here. I write and I tell them I have found a wife and they have a party in 

my village. That is all.” 

 Grace was momentarily speechless, but she recovered quickly. “And where do we live? Do we 

make a nice little home here in this office, or do you wait for me to be released someday before I die? 

You do not mean any of this.” 

 “Will you or not?” 

 She watched his face for any sign of mockery. “Will I get out of here?”  

 “Yes.” 

 “Will I get my son back?” 

 “Yes.” 

 She nodded. “Then I will marry you.” 

 He slapped his palms against his thighs and stood up. “Good. I cannot do anything until 

tomorrow. Go back out with the warden and do not say anything to anybody. You keep secrets, yes?” 

 “Of course I do.” 

 “Keep this one, if you want to get out of jail. Now, go.” 

 He leaned down and pounded the desk in the usual manner and the warden woman came and 

grabbed her upper arm and returned her to the prison yard, where she wandered around and shook 

her head, wondering what would happen to her for letting this strange thing with this strange man 

become something more than it should. 

 That night, several women near her started in on admiring different parts of The Manager’s 

body. You may think he is handsome, she wanted to tell them, but you would never look at him with 

that eye again if you knew he had no sanity. 
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 In the end Grace discovered that it only took a certain amount of money applied to a few 

particular people to get her out of prison for good. The revelation should have cheered her, but when 

she found out, she was only angry, angry at all the time she had spent there, the time they had all 

spent there when some money they didn’t have given to some people they didn’t know would have 

gotten them out forever. She wanted to spit in the faces of everyone responsible, but she most 

definitely didn’t want to go back to prison and she didn’t think she had enough saliva in her mouth for 

all of them, anyway. 

 However it happened, he got her out, and he married her. He took her back to Katanga that 

same day, to Alice’s house, where she took a deep breath and said “Hodi,” in the most level voice she 

could muster. 

 “Karibu,” came the reply. Grace pulled the curtain aside and found Alice cooking beans while 

Komakec shoved a rock in and out of his mouth in the corner. She stopped right there, the fabric from 

Alice’s doorway still clenched in her fingers, and looked at him. He had grown so much. She knew 

she’d been gone for months but she had no idea he would be this much taller, have so much skill with 

his small fingers. 

 Alice took one look at her and started laughing. “There you are, you lazy whore.”  

 “Komakec,” Grace whispered, and the little boy looked up at her. She took a few steps and 

held a hand out. “It’s Mama.” 

 Komakec looked over at Alice, who was smiling at him. He got up and went to her, grabbing 

onto her skirt. Grace swallowed back tears. 
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 “Oh, go,” said Alice, shoving at Komakec’s shoulders. “Go to your mama.” He responded by 

turning his face into her skirt, and Grace sank down to her knees and reached out to touch the top of 

his head.  

 “Ah, ah,” she said softly, and he turned around and put his arms around her neck and started 

to cry. She closed her eyes and let out all her breath. 

 “We need to go,” said The Manager. He was still standing in the doorway, both feet outside 

the house. “Go see if your things are still in your place and bring them.” 

 “No, you have tea,” said Alice. The Manager shook his head and walked off, presumably to 

check on Grace’s house himself. Grace repositioned herself so she was sitting on the floor with her 

still-sniffling son in her lap. Alice pressed a hand to her white thermos to see if the water was still hot, 

and then unscrewed the lid and poured water into two plastic cups. She handed Grace a cup and a 

kabela with some sugar at the bottom, and then settled down on the other side of her charcoal stove. 

 “He looks healthy,” said Grace. It was as close as she would come to saying thank you. 

 Alice nodded. “Mostly. He snores, though.” 

 Grace looked down at Komakec, whose head was still buried in her shoulder. She swirled the 

sugar around in her tea and took a sip. 

 “I cannot stop laughing about this,” said Alice. “You, a married lady. And he’s a policeman. It is 

the best story I have ever heard. Are you going to have to become a virgin for him? Forget everything 

you know?” She snorted into her tea. Grace huffed and didn’t answer. The Manager’s shadow fell 

across the doorway a few minutes later, and Grace drained the last of her tea and stood. Alice was 

still laughing and shaking her head as she gave Grace a hug and kissed Komakec, who was crying 

again, on the cheek. 
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 “You are not carrying anything,” said Grace as they left. 

 “No, there was nothing inside.”  

 She had expected that. She came to her new home with one pink tube top, one denim skirt, 

and her son. It was shameful, but then, so was everything about her life. 

 The Manager lived in two rooms in a building not far from the prison, but Grace was glad at 

least that she couldn’t see it from the house. Komakec was asleep against her shoulder, so she found 

some blankets for him and put him down in the front room, next to a folding table in the corner.  

 “I’ll be leaving very early,” said The Manager, “so I’m going to sleep now.” Grace nodded and 

followed him into the other room, where there was a pile of clothes next to a bare mattress on the 

floor. He pried his shoes off with his heels and unbuttoned the cuffs of his shirt, and then lay down on 

the mattress. She followed him. 

 For a moment they both lay there, and then she rolled toward him and brought one leg up to 

slide between his, pressing her face into his neck. He drew his leg out from under hers and shifted 

away, pressing her back down onto the other side of the mattress. 

 “This is not that sort of marriage,” he said. He rolled sideways and left her looking at the 

ceiling. 
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-1960- 

Republic of the Congo 

Edie’s strongest memory of those weeks would always be the radio—the way it sounded in 

her quiet house, filling all five rooms with its tinny static while she walked back and forth, collecting 

laundry and dishes, organizing the bookshelves John always left messy, and baking a cake for her 

son’s birthday in a state of outward calm. The crackling voice of the man who broke in with news 

reports from Leopoldville followed her everywhere, like a fifth family member. Words of death and 

guns and danger wove back and forth in the air, smothering everything. 

 Her children didn’t remark on the fact that the radio was now turned on all day. They played 

their little games together and ran around the trees in the backyard, but they were subdued, as 

though as young as they were they could sense the way things were changing. Whenever they played 

outside now she watched them, standing at the sink window or the front door with knitting needles in 

her hands, one ear tuned to her children’s chatter and the other to the too familiar voice of the radio. 

 John was spending a great deal less time at the church. He left later in the morning than he 

used to, and when he came home for lunch he would sit at the table by his empty plate long after 

Edith and the children were finished, his chin propped on his knuckles and his shirt cuffs rolled up past 

his elbows, listening. 

 They didn’t talk much about what was happening, though they sat side-by-side with it all day 

long. The new, native prime minister wasn’t in control of his army; he hadn’t raised their pay or 

promoted any of them. Europeans and Americans were scattering for the borders. The Belgians were 

trying, with increasing desperation, to get their people out of cut-off rural areas all over the country. 

Planes, helicopters, whatever they could manage. There had been, as far as they knew, no word about 
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Beni, the closest town they could have hoped to reach. Or perhaps the news just hadn’t made it onto 

the radio. 

 The only words Edith and John exchanged were coded, freighted with all the meaning of the 

broadcasts they listened to.  

“Don’t go to the market yourself. Tell the maid what you need and have her go,” John told her 

one morning.  

 “All right,” she said. The Force Publique outpost was next to the market, and they weren’t 

exactly the Force Publique anymore. So far, nothing had happened. None of the soldiers had come for 

them, even though everyone knew they were there. Edith wanted to believe that it would stay this 

way, but she stopped going to the market, nonetheless. The maid, more often than not, came back 

with the wrong things, or not enough of them. Edie made do. 

 “The children shouldn’t be playing outside the house,” he said another day. 

 “All right,” she said, and she brought them inside and let their voices compete with the radio. 

She gave them paper and pencils and told them to draw pictures, read them stories in the middle of 

the day instead of just at bedtime. Her son would try to sneak out onto the back steps when she 

wasn’t looking, but her daughter was obedient. 

 One Sunday they held services at home instead of at the church. It was just the four of them 

and John’s bible in the living room.  Edie didn’t ask if anything was happening down the hill at the 

chapel, if services were still continuing without him or if he’d stopped them altogether. She knew her 

husband well enough to know that if he had, indeed, closed the church that day, he wouldn’t want to 

talk about it.  Edie brought the dining room chairs into the living room, because it seemed wrong to sit 
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on couches for church, and had the children dress in their Sunday clothes. They turned off the radio 

for a few hours. 

 John spoke well into the morning from his invisible living room pulpit. His text was Daniel 3, so 

he talked about the power of the will of God, the supernatural protection available to those who 

stepped into it with purity of heart and conscience. A Calling, he said, was a sacred thing. He reached 

into several different parts of the New Testament where the same sort of protection was exhibited to 

those who unflinchingly followed the Call into grave danger. Edie could not help but notice that he 

didn’t mention any of the people who unflinchingly followed the Call and then died. 

 These were the sort of ideas that even as a missionary wife of several years standing, even as 

the Christian mother of two young children, she could not rid herself of. For what felt like the 

thousandth time she snagged her thoughts in her fist and squeezed, trying to strangle them or wring 

them dry or crush them into nonexistence. She attended again to her husband’s words. 

 “We are a family Called. There is work to do here in this village that God will not allow to have 

interrupted, even by the greatest forces of darkness. We stand strong in our Calling, and we stand 

strong in our Holy Courage. If we do these things, if we do not balk or falter, we will pass through this 

fire without a single scratch or burn. That is God’s promise to those living at the very center of His will, 

as we are. This nation, however it may alter, is God’s will for us, and who is man to thwart the will of 

God?" 

 Edie nodded her head at her husband’s words, breathing through her nose until her shoulders 

rose perceptibly, as though she could absorb his certainty and righteousness. Her son swung his feet 

on the rungs of his chair in time to some internal, toddlerish rhythm. Her five-year-old daughter, she 
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noted with strange disquiet, had both her hands clenched on either arm of her chair, her eyes fixed 

on her father’s face. 

  

 Edie knew that her husband’s at-home sermon had been his indication to her that they would 

not try to leave, that they would stay the course as a family and trust in divine protection. And she 

wanted to. But the smoke from a nation on fire was drifting in their direction, seeping under her front 

door, and a few evenings later she couldn’t help but break their informal pact of silence and ask him a 

direct question. 

 “It’s getting worse,” she said in a low voice, casting a glance at the children sitting on the living 

room floor. “Are you sure we shouldn’t leave?” 

 “How exactly do you want to leave, Edith?” he asked, his voice a hair closer to a whisper. “If 

we get in the car and leave town, we’re liable to end up in more trouble than we would have if we’d 

stayed put. I’ve prayed about this. We’re staying here.” 

 “But the soldiers are right here, just a few steps away. They’re meters from this compound 

and they all know we’re here. Surely anything is better than that.” 

 “I’m not discussing this. The Lord would have us stay, and I am not about to take my 

family out from under His protection due to lack of faith.” 

 There was nothing she could really say to that. Both of the children were watching them now 

from their places on the rug, so she nodded and took the dishes to the back door to scrape.  

The night was, as always, fathomlessly black and full of stars. Edie might have taken a moment 

to remark on the juxtaposition of such natural beauty and such danger, but she had never felt safe 

here, not for a moment. She’d never been able to shake the idea that this place was hostile, that she 
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and John had woken the notice of something ugly when they sauntered in from the States and set 

themselves up on the hill to shed light in Africa’s darkness. She hadn’t thought it would end up like 

this, with everything turned upside down and the Belgians losing all control of the huge heart of Africa 

that had been theirs for so long. 

But, if someone would have told her that that was indeed what was going to happen, she 

would have expected everything that came next. She and her family weren’t welcome here; they 

never had been. Now, with all this upheaval, the natives finally had the power to tell them so. And 

still, they weren’t listening. She shivered in the breeze and went back inside before John could worry 

that something had happened to her. 

He was still sitting at the table, his workbook open and his glasses sliding down his nose as he 

frowned at a set of numbers and twirled a pencil, worn almost to a nub, in his right hand. The 

international broadcast was coming in over the radio on the windowsill, talking about something 

happening in the French Parliament. She scooted the lantern on the table closer to his work and 

walked around the couch to collect the children for bed. 

“Nightgown and pajamas,” she said. “I’ll be in for prayers in five minutes.” They jumped up 

from all the scattered papers they’d been folding into shapes on the floor and raced each other down 

the hallway, sliding in their socks. 

And then someone knocked on the door. Edie started and looked at her husband, who had 

lifted his head from his workbook and was looking at her. While they stared at each other, the knock 

came again. John pushed back his chair from the table and went to stand in front of the door with his 

hand on the knob. He stayed like that for a brief second, and then turned the knob and cracked the 

door enough to look through it. Edie stood in painful indecision in the middle of the living room. 
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Whoever John saw was clearly welcome, because he opened the door all the way and 

gestured to the inside of the house. Their cook, Nana, walked in, and John shut the door behind her. 

“Good evening monsieur, madame,” she said, inclining her head to both of them. 

“Do you need something, Nana?” asked Edie. She’d sent Nana home several hours ago, in the 

middle of the afternoon. Since the day they hired her, Nana came before breakfast and left a little 

while after lunch, just like the maid. She’d never shown up after hours before. 

“No, madame. It is just that there is some news I have heard.” 

“What news?” asked John. 

“They are saying there are soldiers coming.” 

Edie sat down on a chair. 

“Coming here? From where?” asked John. 

Nana shook her head. “I don’t know. They travel all over the countryside. These are only a few 

kilometers from here, people are saying. Just a few hills to climb. They will come and join the soldiers 

who are already here at the outpost, they think.” 

“And then…?” asked Edie. There was no immediate answer. Edie saw the children standing, 

half-dressed, on the living room threshold, both sets of eyes wide in their faces. 

Nana was worrying her left earlobe. “It is not safe for you. It is not safe for you here. The 

soldiers do bad things to the white people, and they will know you are here. You should leave.” 

Edie looked at John. His mouth was in a line so thin she almost couldn’t see his lips.  

“Edith,” he said, “get the children dressed and into the car.” 



216 
 

“Come on, come on,” she said, shooing the children back into their rooms. “Time to get 

dressed again.” She looked back before she entered their bedroom and saw John nod his thanks to 

Nana, who left without another word. 

She got both Nancy and Simeon into their shoes, and darted all over their room, gathering 

extra pairs of socks and underwear while they stood and watched her. “Into the car now, time to go.” 

She got them both settled into the back seat just as John was coming around the back of the 

house with a large canister on his shoulder. “Gasoline,” he told her. “I have a couple more to grab, 

and then we can leave. That’s how long you have to go back inside and get whatever’s important. The 

passports, too.” 

“Right,” she said. “Yes. Okay.” What was important? She picked the quilt off the back of the 

couch, took John’s bible down from the shelf in his office. She pulled her market sack out of the 

cabinet and filled it with whatever food was out on the counter—a few bananas and some nuts. A 

cabbage. A knife? A knife. She ran back out of the house with all these things bundled in her arms and 

tossed them into the trunk, where John was easing in the last canister of fuel. 

“She said they were coming from the southeast,” he said. “We’ll go the opposite way.” 

“Okay.” 

“Get in the car.” 

She obeyed, and he revved the engine and swung the car around to drive down the hill. When 

the headlights flashed across their empty house for a brief moment before John turned them off, she 

saw that she’d left the front door wide open. 
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When independence came, Oliver stopped working for the Belgian with the big house in the 

next village. Apiyo didn’t think that this course of action made any sense at all, since all it would really 

mean was less money and more time sitting around after the morning’s garden work was finished. 

But to Oliver, independence meant not having to work for a Belgian anymore, no matter what the 

circumstances. So he quit. 

A few weeks after Oliver made this announcement, things started going wrong. They were just 

small things, at first—Ucungi, her oldest boy, fell sick. Jenet broke a water pot. None of these things 

would have had any sort of particular significance if it hadn’t also been for what happened to the 

cassava plants. 

Their most recent crop had been planted just a few months ago, right before it rained. They 

were at that stage where their shoots had punctured the soil and their first skinny, seven-pointed 

leaves had unfolded. They would grow, if she let them, until they filled out and branched up to reach 

as far as her elbows, like the older plants that grew on the opposite end of their plot, as tall as her 

smallest children. 

Their garden was down at the bottom of the hill behind their home, on a small patch that 

sloped to the stream that ran the length of the valley. It was a good spot—not too far for walking or in 

too public of a place that plants got trampled by passersby or burned by hunters flushing game. It was 

smaller than many of the other gardens in the valley, but they could plant it with at least five crops at 

once, if they spaced things out properly. They kept one small row of onions always growing at the 

very edge of the garden, right next to the water. 
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Even in the few quiet times of the year, when there was nothing to put into the ground or take 

out of it, Apiyo’s thoughts were still on the plants. Most days she walked down to the stream in the 

late morning while her children did chores, just to look at everything. 

It was on one of these trips, after having been absent from the garden for the last few days, 

that she saw the brown spots. They were only on the cassava, the new ones they had most recently 

planted, and it wasn’t every single one of them, either, just a few here and there. Little brown circles 

like pinholes were dotting the tiny leaves, and when she bent down and pushed the leaves away with 

her thumb she saw brown splotches spread across the stems from top to bottom. 

She sat back on her heels. She’d never seen anything like this before, or heard about it. She 

wondered if she should pull all the brown ones from the ground and throw them away. She didn’t 

want to—the crop was already small and she’d be cutting into her resources noticeably if she 

destroyed even these. She pressed a hand to the ground to help herself stand up and went home, 

thinking she would check again tomorrow. 

The next day, nothing had changed. The brown-spotted plants still looked the same, and 

everything else was normal. She checked each day for several days in a row without seeing anything 

else that alarmed her, so she didn’t mention the problem to anyone.  

Then, one morning a week later without any warning at all, it was covering all of them. The 

ones that had looked sick before were a weak, wilting yellow, and the others had all the little telltale 

pinpricks from the first day. She walked back and forth between the rows, bent double and muttering 

to herself, scrutinizing every one of the young plants. There wasn’t a spotless one in the whole bunch. 

She stood up and put a hand to her forehead. What was she going to do? There was no money 

for more seeds. She had planned to sell these, to eat as they needed from the mature ones and plant 
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more for eating later in the season. These little ones were supposed to get them all their money. 

What was she going to do? She felt herself starting to cry, and since there was no one else down by 

the stream at that hour she let it happen, flopping down into the dirt beside her ruined crops. Who 

would have done this to them? She couldn’t think of anyone, but she did not know all of her 

husband’s quarrels with people.  

“Have you angered anyone?” she asked him when she returned home. He was sitting in front 

of their hut, turning an arrow over and over in his hands, his eyes on the cut of the barbs at its point. 

“Tell me,” he said, “why should I tell you that?” 

“I am just wondering about it,” she said. “There are these small small things. Ucungi has 

malaria, and a pot got broken. I am wondering. I wanted to know.” 

“Bad things happen and you say, ‘ah, it must be my husband’s fault?’” 

“No, no. It is just that I could not think of anyone who has quarreled with us, but I do not know 

everyone and everything. That is why I ask you.” 

“You are quarreling with me right now.  Maybe I am the one who has done it. Maybe you have 

angered me.” 

“So there is no one?” 

“Why do you think I would know? It is you women who are ever biting at each other. Men do 

not even speak to me, these days. I am beneath all their notice! Who is there for me to quarrel with? I 

take my independence and now I am beneath the notice of other men, other men who have not done 

such things. Who would I quarrel with when no man addresses me?” 

“No one is angry with me,” she said. 

“Someone must be. You should find out who it is.” 
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She gave up and went to lie down. 

 

Early the next morning Apiyo made a decision. She hadn’t been able to tell anyone what had 

happened—the news was so bad it got stuck in her mouth. She would have said something sooner if it 

had been happening to anyone else, but she had gone to look at four or five other gardens near theirs 

and no one else’s new cassava was blighted. That was the main thing that made her think her 

husband had offended somebody.  

But she would speak with someone. She had no choice. If there was some way to save the 

cassava and there were people who knew what to do, she had to ask, so she went down the road to 

have tea with her husband’s younger sister Ameto.  

Ameto’s home had four huts and more space in front packed down, free of grass than Apiyo’s 

did. There were several other women visiting that morning, so Apiyo greeted all of them and sat 

down on the edge of an empty mat. She took a proffered cup of tea and tin of sugar and attended to 

the conversation. 

“… going on Saturday. The fever isn’t going away and he won’t eat.” 

“The lines there are often long. You go early on Saturday.” 

“And there are strange things happening there,” someone broke in. “My sister was in Mahagi 

last week and she saw a plane land. Evacuation for a Belgian. There were white soldiers with him.” 

“A Belgian?” asked Apiyo. “The Belgian who lives there?” 

“Yes, I think so. Yes, yes it was him, because soldiers came through and were angry that he got 

to leave. He was unpopular.” 
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Oliver’s job in Mahagi would have been gone a few weeks after he left it, anyway. Apiyo 

smiled to herself.  

The conversation went on for another hour before some of the women started leaving for 

home, to tend to children or start cooking lunch. Apiyo rose when the last two women did, but lagged 

a bit behind them so she could turn and ask Ameto a question. 

“Have you ever had something happen to your cassava? There are brown spots on mine.” 

 “Brown spots? No.” 

“Have you ever heard of it before?” 

“I haven’t. I hear of the leaves being eaten so the plant won’t grow.” 

Apiyo shook her head. “It isn’t like that. The whole plant is still there, it just gets brown spots 

and then it turns yellow.” 

“Let me come and see.” Ameto yelled for her daughters to start the water and then followed 

Apiyo home and down the hill to the garden by the stream. She knelt just as Apiyo had done that first 

day and brushed her fingers against the small plants. “This looks bad,” she said. 

“I am fearing… I think they might all die.” 

Ameto stood and walked over to some other rows of plants, toeing at them to look for 

blemishes.  

“It is only the cassava,” said Apiyo. 

“Mmm.” Ameto kept walking until she had reached the far side of the garden lined by banana 

trees, where the mature cassava was planted. “Apiyo,” she said. “Have you seen that you have some 

here?” 
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Apiyo ran to the other side of the garden and snatched the long, skinny leaves from Ameto’s 

hands. “No,” she said. “No, these plants are fine.” But they weren’t. The leaves were dotted all over 

with brown, just like she’d seen before. It must have happened since yesterday. 

She let go of the branch she was holding and the plant bounced upright and swayed a few 

times, looking perfectly healthy from a slight distance. All their food. All of it. And no money. 

“What can I do?” she asked Ameto. 

“No other crops have done this? No one has said this is happening?” 

“No, I looked and listened, and it is only me.” 

“Pray, then,” she said, frowning. “I don’t know anything else.” 

That evening Apiyo herded her entire family down to the garden. “Yes, all of you, come! 

Kayen, where is your rosary? Bring the rosaries.”  

When she had all her children and her husband lined up at the edge of the garden plot, she 

closed her eyes and started Hail, Mary. No one joined her, and she stopped at ‘fruit.’ 

 “What are you doing?” she asked, opening her eyes. “All of us must pray. Do you see those 

yellow leaves? Do you see what is happening to our food? Pray with me, all of you, right now.” She 

closed her eyes again and started over, and this time the faltering voices of boy, girl, and man joined 

hers in the long march to heaven. When they had finished, she started over. She wanted to pray at 

least ten times, but they didn’t make it that far. 

“Oti Oliver!” 

The second prayer stuttered to a halt as several calling voices filtered down the valley. Apiyo 

recognized the cadence of drunkenness and squinted toward the top of the hill, trying to see through 

the darkness to whoever was standing outside their house in the moonlight.  
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“Oti Oliver, are you in there? Come out, you Belgian-loving monkey...” 

The moment she heard that, Apiyo knew how grave their danger was, and a second later the 

first round of gunfire made it obvious to everyone else. She grabbed her youngest daughter from the 

ground and counted to make sure all her children were still there. “Run, now!” she said. “Everyone 

run!” There was another round of fire from the top of the hill, and obedience was immediate. Kayen 

took off in front with Oliver right behind her. Apiyo held Jenet to her chest and followed, dragging two 

other children by the hand.  

She had spoken too loudly when she told them all to run—the guns were coming down the hill 

in their direction. Their feet were too loud; they were all breathing so heavily. Branches broke with 

loud cracks as they fought their way through the brush.  

Oliver and Kayen turned left and splashed straight into the stream, and Apiyo pushed the 

other children in to follow them. Jenet was in her arms… one was missing. She whipped around to see 

Ucungi stumbling behind her, still weak from malaria. She ran and grabbed him by the collar, dragging 

him along toward the water while bullets hit the dirt around their feet. Jenet was clinging to her neck 

with both arms, and Ucungi was barely standing. She tugged harder at his shirt and felt it rip, and then 

he gave an unnatural jerk and hit the ground, motionless, leaving a piece of his collar in his mother’s 

hand.  She bent down to try and lift him, but the silhouette of a man was bearing down on her at a 

runner’s pace and the air was full of cracking shots, so she left him there and burst through the 

bushes at the edge of the stream with her daughter in her arms, heading for the top of the opposite 

hill after the husband and children she could hear but not see. 
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Edie tried everything to get the children to sleep in the car, but they were frightened and 

confused and not about to lay down with a blanket. They were both quiet, though, and they weren’t 

distracting John, so she let them be and turned to face the front. They were proceeding at a painfully 

slow crawl, the headlights still off. 

“How can you see anything?” 

“The moon is out, at least. I might take a chance of turning the lights on when we’re farther 

away. Not now.” 

“Where… where exactly are we going?” She watched his fingers, rigid and white on the 

steering wheel. 

“Uganda. There’s nowhere else to go.” 

“Do you even…I mean, how do we get there?” 

“I’ve driven there before, Edith. Just not in the middle of the night, needing to avoid every 

major town along the way. Stop with the questions, please.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Get the flashlight and the map. No, down there, under your feet. Don’t turn it on! No lights 

right now. I just want to have it ready.” 

“Okay. I’m ready.” She glanced into the back seat. The children were sitting with their hands in 

their laps, wide awake. 

“Just keep the map open.” He inched the car forward in the darkness, and Edie’s only comfort 

was that if they could barely see anything, maybe no one could see them.  

She didn’t know if they were perfectly safe or about to die. Nana had told them so little—

would the soldiers meet up, slap each other on the back, sleep for a night and then talk about how 
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there were white people in town? Or would it be the work of minutes? Were they on their way to the 

house right now, and when they found it empty, what would they do? 

She remembered John’s words from earlier in the evening, when he had said they wouldn’t 

leave, the words about them being in more trouble out on the road than at home. They weren’t safe. 

Even if those particular soldiers didn’t come anywhere near their house tonight, they weren’t safe. 

She glanced down at John’s fingers again, still clenched against the wheel. He was frightened. Her 

husband was frightened. 

They drove that way for two more hours before John turned the lights on and shifted up a few 

gears. By that time, the children had fallen asleep despite themselves and Edie was struggling to keep 

her eyes open. She didn’t want to distract John by asking him how much farther they had to go, but 

she was beginning to realize she only had some bananas and a cabbage in the car if they got hungry. 

Her chin was making progress toward her chest when a flash of light hit her eyes and she sat up 

straight.  

John flicked off the headlights, drove the car into the bushes on the side of the road, and 

turned off the engine. “Everyone stay quiet,” he said, as the car clicked cool. 

The light that had startled her was coming from a truck slowly turning a bend in the road 

ahead of them, coming their way. “Mama?” said her son from the backseat. 

“Quiet!” said John in a fierce whisper. 

Edie kept her head low as she crawled out of her seat and into the back. She grabbed the 

blanket from the floorboard and threw it over all three of them like a shroud, silently pressing down 

on their shoulders so they would lie down on either side of her. 
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“Hush little baby, don’t say a word…” It was the only lullaby she knew. The roar of the truck’s 

engine grew closer, and everything else was so silent that Edie could hear the groan of its axles every 

time it bounced over a rock.  

“Papa’s gonna...” Light flooded the car and penetrated their blanket. Edie squeezed her eyes 

shut until the light faded and the truck drew level with their car. She waited for its engine to die, both 

children rigid beside her, but it didn’t. The roar crescendoed in her ears and then tapered off as the 

truck continued down the road, uninterested.  

They lay there for several more minutes, waiting, until John turned the engine on again and 

pulled back out onto the road. Edie pulled down the blanket, balling it up in her fingers. The children 

sat up and she patted their cheeks and climbed back into the front seat, at a loss for what to do with 

the open terror in their faces. 

 They made it to the border before daylight, with John’s stop to refill the gas tank as the only 

dicey occurrence. The night official in the person-sized wooden box at the crossing gave them visas 

and let them in without any trouble; white people had been flooding in his direction for weeks. Then 

the sun came up they found the first town with a hotel and pulled over to spend most of the day 

sleeping. They worked their way down to Kampala and made a phone call to WCM’s headquarters to 

let them know what had happened, that they had fled Congo in the middle of the night and left 

almost everything they owned. The mission brought them back to the States and re-assigned them to 

Burundi, where their French language skills would still be useful. John accepted on the understanding 

that the placement would be temporary and they would be back in the Congo as soon as possible. For 

the next few years he talked about it that way—“when we go back,” and “when we’re home again,” 

but those words tapered off until he finally gave up.  
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 Burundi looked, to Nancy, almost the same as the Congo. The hills were a steep, rolling green, 

and there was French in the air all around her. But so many other little things were different. Had her 

old home disappeared, been swallowed into the earth? Or was it like her school cardigan that had her 

name on the collar? Was it the same thing, but with the tag torn out and someone else wearing it? 

  

 Apiyo and her girls wound their way back from the river to their half-built new house with all 

the family’s wet clothes on their heads. All the other women at the river had watched them washing 

but not spoken to them; they had no one to speak to but each other. These people here, they were 

Apiyo’s people. They spoke the same language. They crossed each other’s borders to go to the 

market, had the same lovely raised patterns across their faces. But this was not Apiyo’s nation, and 

her family’s sudden presence was suspicious and unexplained. They had no family here. 

 The girls snaked along ahead of her and Apiyo saw that her youngest was having trouble—

Jenet couldn’t balance the clothes on top of her head without lifting her hand to the basket every few 

moments. She’d never had this problem before; ever since she walked she could balance as well as 

any other girl, but today she wasn’t managing. Apiyo watched her for a while and realized that Jenet 

was always turning her head in different directions—to the side, behind her, up to the sky. That was 

why the basket wouldn’t stay on her head, because she was looking to see if anyone was going to kill 

her. Apiyo felt a pain in her gut as she watched her littlest girl, because she knew in that moment that 

it would probably always be that way.  
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-2001- 

Hema 

The year wasn’t half over and things in Congo had gotten bad again. Things were always bad in 

Congo, but they were usually bad much farther south, down on the part of the border where whites 

went trekking for gorillas and the flowers were as big as dinner plates. Things had not been bad like 

this up near Nebbi for a long time. 

 The group causing trouble was called the Congolese Citizens’ Liberation Army, or the ACCL, 

because the French put their words in a different order. The news about them that made it into Nebbi 

was not good—they were supposed to be fighting Kabila’s government, but they seemed to spend 

most of their time just killing people. No one knew much about them, since the ACCL had no part in 

all the other fighting that had been going on down near Rwanda for years now. 

 It only took a few weeks of rampaging before hundreds of people came streaming across the 

customs bridge at Goli, looking like they’d escaped from hell. There were young women with small 

bundles on their heads and little trails of empty-faced children, old men who looked like they had just 

wandered into Uganda and didn’t really know why. There were some pretty terrible injuries, badly 

bound in dirty lengths of fabric. The refugees were suddenly everywhere in Hema, camped out in the 

grounds of the secondary school. UN Land Rovers and shiny all-terrain NGO vehicles with logos on the 

doors zipped up and down the hilly roads all over the district, handing out seed kits and giant, 

industrial-sized drums of vegetable oil that no one in Mercy’s family would have used unless they 

were starving. The school’s football field had become a forest of temporary dwellings, and strangers 

wandered Hema’s streets and showed up on Sunday mornings at the churches. 
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 These people were Alur, but foreigners at the same time. People had always gone back and 

forth across the border to sell things or help distant relatives with planting their gardens, but there 

was no denying the Congolese were different. They cut their hair differently. Whenever the old 

traditions were talked about, like women having their two front teeth pulled out, people would say, 

“They still do things that way in Congo.” If any mundos came through and took pictures in the market, 

it was the Congolese visitors who yelled at them. 

 And now there were so many of them, desperate and homeless. Word spread quickly that if 

you lent something to a refugee, you wouldn’t get it back. Mercy knew five women whose jerry cans 

were already missing. Chickens were starting to disappear because the refugees stole without 

conscience. They would take anything you left outside—clothes on a line, washing basins, cooking 

pots. 

 The people of Hema saw with their own eyes how much the relief organizations were giving 

away, and they grew flinty and suspicious in their dealings with the refugees. The takeover of the 

Secondary School quickly became a source of resentment, when coupled with the stealing, as were all 

the services doled out for free at the Health Center that were unacknowledged with a single word of 

thanks. 

 “They NGOs, they want to do their own health services, but still the people come to us and the 

NGOs give us nothing to take care of them, because they are doing their own work. There is never 

enough medicine, and of course nobody pays but you cannot turn them away when they look so bad, 

and still they wander around looking sour, like we don’t do enough for them.” 

 Mercy and her mother were sitting on the front steps of the Onen house, a giant pile of 

groundnuts between them. Jenet reached for another nut and cracked it open, tossing the broken 
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shell on the ground and dropping the two little nuts in a plastic bowl. She didn’t speak, so Mercy 

continued. 

 “They are terrible, Mama. Did you know that Esther’s family has already lost two chickens? 

They woke up one morning and two of the hens were gone. I go outside now and count mine every 

day before tea—you know they are stealing everything they can touch. Their camp should be 

somewhere else, not in the middle of a town like this where they take the school and steal from us.” 

 “Enough!” yelled Jenet suddenly, scattering the un-cracked nuts with a violent sweep of her 

hand. Mercy froze and stared at her. 

 “I do not want another word of this talk coming through my ears, do you understand me, 

girl?” 

 Mercy mumbled that she wasn’t saying anything that hadn’t been said by fifty people already, 

and let a handful of nuts trickle out of her fingers and down onto her lap, too affronted to keep 

working. 

 “Exactly!” said Jenet. “Everyone is saying it. You think they don’t know it? You think they don’t 

know what people say?” 

 Mercy looked at the nuts in her lap, biting on her lip. 

 “Has anything bad ever happened in your entire life? Has anyone died? Have you ever been 

hungry? Have you seen anything burn? You’ve had a full stomach and this house with brick walls since 

the day you were born, and you say these things? These people have come here with whoever they 

didn’t see die and leave unburied on the road, girl. They have seen things so terrible that even now, 

across the border, still they are fearing. They know that no one here will welcome them; they know 
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what people say. If you were a Christian at all you would take those chickens and you would give 

them away, do you hear me? Shame on all of you!” 

 Jenet stood, brushed the groundnut dust from her skirt, stomped into the house, and 

slammed the door, leaving her daughter alone by the pile of work still to be done. The injustice of 

being yelled at for no reason stung Mercy enough to make her leave the unshucked nuts where they 

were, scattered all over the steps like a chicken had gotten into them. She walked home a good two 

hours before she had intended, and began an early, angry start on Samson’s lunch. 

 Her mother had not yelled at her like that since she was a girl. It was all the more jarring 

because Mercy had spent the past few weeks being doted on by her mother and all her other female 

relatives—she was pregnant. She’d told them as soon as she figured it out, told everyone she knew, 

even though there was a chance she was wrong and she was going to have to take it all back in 

shame. 

 She and Samson had been married for three years, and in all that time up to now her period 

had come with depressing precision despite all efforts to the contrary. It had been exactly what she 

feared when she first got married—that months would turn into years and whispers would begin and 

Samson’s uncle and aunt would look at her like she had tricked them. Unlike Jenet, who had looked at 

womanhood and seen something huge and menacing that drew ever closer and would one day engulf 

her entirely, Mercy had always seen it as the most lofty and promising possibility, the answer to her 

most desperate questions, and she had always feared she would never quite reach it. 

 But now she ran a palm over her doughy, unripened stomach and had everything. 
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 It did not take long for the chaos in Congo to stop respecting national boundary lines. Less 

than a month after the refugees settled in Hema, there were rumors that the ACCL had made it as 

close to the border as Mahagi, tearing up the market there and killing all the people who had been 

selling tomatoes. Just the ones selling tomatoes, no one else. 

 People were nervous; you could tell, just walking down the street. Smiles offered were tight 

and quick, steps rapid. People spent more time in their homes than out, sitting by their radios and 

listening to music broken in on every few minutes by precious information in either French or English. 

Some of the more educated refugees were recruited to translate the French broadcasts, but those 

ended up being just the same as the English ones.  

 There were reports that the ACCL had crossed the border at this point or that point in Nebbi 

District. They never stayed long—they stole things, shot a few people, retreated. The army had 

superior forces and the situation was under control, but caution should be exercised. The ACCL were 

dangerous and everyone should be careful. All the shops in Hema started turning the broadcast 

volume on their radios high enough that they could be heard in the street, where men congregated in 

the early evenings. 

 It was during this period of uncertainty that Mercy first let out the seams of a dress to 

accommodate her growing stomach, and that Samson decided he needed to go back to his village.  

 He wanted to take money to his grandmother. He could have just sent it by way of someone 

else (which was what Mercy said he should do), but he hadn’t been there since before he got married 

and his general neglect of his family had bothered him for longer than that. 

 Samson was grateful to his uncle. He always would be. If Valente had not picked him from 

among all the siblings and cousins and other babies that made up their sizeable family in Zombo, 
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Samson would still be there. He would never have set foot in a bank, much less be working in one. He 

wouldn’t have had a prayer of marrying the educated daughter of a priest like Rev. Crispin, one with a 

job that gave them a house. 

 In his uncle’s mind, a man could do no worse than to stay in Zombo and work a garden. 

Valente had refused to return after university, but Samson, who had spent much less of his life there 

than Valente had, still felt tied there. He felt the need to make up for his uncle’s contempt and 

inattentiveness, and for a lot of other things, as well. He was always making up for things.  

He had some money, for once, and he was going to do the right thing and take it to his 

grandmother and spend time in her house as her grandson.  

“Two days, three maybe,” he told his wife as he left their house and walked down the road to 

the town center to find a ride or hire a motorcycle. 

That was Monday. On Friday she was fine. The trip could have taken longer than he’d thought. 

Zombo wasn’t far, but cars broke down all the time and the roads up that way were worse than 

anywhere else in Nebbi. On Saturday she wasn’t terribly apprehensive; his grandmother and who 

knows how many other relatives had not seen him (or anyone else who had left their village) in years. 

They were probably making him stay longer, fussing over him and telling all the neighbors to come 

over and visit. She could see him in her head, a little frustrated but patient as always, smiling while his 

grandmother made him a third cup of tea and told him a story about the bricks for the new house she 

was building and how she had only been able to buy half of them and they hadn’t arrived yet even 

though she’d bought them months ago, but the men who had mixed them still wanted payment for 

the second half… old woman chatter. 
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On Sunday after church she went through her chores with her lips pursed, just a little bit angry 

that he would stay so long and not think about her, back here by herself with a baby in her stomach. 

She might be very worried by now, for all he knew. 

Monday was her day off from the Health Center, and she went over to spend it with her 

parents because she was tired of eating alone. While they prepared lunch her mother kept looking 

sideways at her through the sooty kitchen air. Whether she was kneeling to work on the fire or 

stirring something or chopping greens, her mother’s eyes were always on her. 

“Samson has not come home yet?” she finally said.  

“No,” said Mercy. She was angry that her mother had phrased the words as a question. 

Everyone knew Samson hadn’t come home. 

“When do you expect him?” 

Mercy stood and let the stirring stick hit the stone floor with a clatter. “I don’t know. They are 

his family. He may stay many days.” 

“Of course,” nodded Jenet. Nothing more was said, but Kayen gave what sounded to Mercy 

like a vindictive chuckle. 

In the afternoon she went home to do her own chores, though she was reluctant to return to 

the small, silent house again. She had never in her life spent so much time alone, and she hated it. In 

her home there were always so many people, but here in the Health Center house it was just her in a 

few empty rooms. Silence had never been her friend, and now it yawned in front of her, pushing the 

walls of her life aside and making space for all the things she didn’t want to think about. 

He had not come home. 
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There was a story of a foolish woman who poured water all over her new husband’s clothes 

and then told him they had been peed on.  

There was her mother, screaming, throwing dishes. There was her father, impassive and hard, 

standing before her yelling mother without answers.  

Mercy placed a hand to her slightly bulging stomach. The hours went by and it grew dark, and 

still he did not come home. Two days or three… and it was Monday. Zombo was not far. Three hours. 

Where was he? 

She lay down on her mat. Was he coming home at all? When he did come, five days late, what 

would he tell her? Would she be able to see the lie in his eyes? 

She knew. She always knew she would not be enough. No one woman ever is, and she 

couldn’t believe that she had let herself think otherwise in the years since Samson had started looking 

at her. If her mother hadn’t done it, she couldn’t do it, either.  

She fell asleep with her hand still on her stomach, covering the girl who would also not be 

enough or the boy who would never be satisfied—two sides of the same brokenness. 

 

On Wednesday she found out what had really happened. Pimer showed up at her door with a 

strange expression on her face—like she knew she shouldn’t be smiling.  

“Mama says come,” she said. “There is something you need to hear on the radio.” 

Mercy got to her feet and took off her work kitenge, then followed her sister out of the house 

and through town to the church compound. When they got to her parents’ house she saw her mother 

seated in the doorway, one of Mercy’s father’s shirts in her hands. A few buttons sat scattered by her 
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legs, but she wasn’t doing any work to sew them on. She was simply sitting with a frown on her face, 

staring at her hands while she listened to the radio.  

“Pak obed ni Yesu, Mama,” said Mercy. 

Her mother looked up at her and opened her mouth, but didn’t say anything.  

“What’s wrong?” 

“Mercy, they are saying... It is on the radio. The rebels, they went through Zombo two days 

ago.” 

Mercy sat down in the dirt. 

“The church building was burned, and some houses, too. Samson might have been there. He 

was probably there.” 

But where was he now? 

“Mama?” Her mother took her hand. “How will we know what happened to him?” 

“I don’t know. They are saying that people died, and that others were taken. The radio says 

they have been collecting people. They want the government to know there are many people they 

will kill if the soldiers come after them.” 

“He’s dead, then. Or is he in the bush, about to be dead?” She didn’t notice her voice rising, 

but by the last few words she was yelling, and her mother was shushing her and telling her it was 

going to be all right. She could come and stay with them until it was safe to go to Zombo, or what was 

left of it, and ask about her husband. Mercy shook her head and stood.  

“What do you say now? Is my life so good and easy? Has no one ever died, mama? Is there no 

one for me to leave unburied on the side of the road? For me, nothing is ever wrong. I cannot say a 

word about anyone because my life has been so easy!  
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“But my husband is dead because you said that! You had to say it all so loud, for any spirits to 

hear you, and now look at my life!” 

She stomped off down the hill before her mother could respond, and walked all the way home 

without greeting anyone on the way.  

When she got back to her house she sat down in the doorway. They had come through this 

doorway right after their wedding, and she had placed all of their things inside it with so much pride 

while Samson just looked at her and smiled, and he had built her a chicken coop and at night they had 

slept on mattresses shoved right next to each other so that they could tangle up and feel each other 

breathing all night long. 

All this time, she had been thinking he was with another woman. She started to cry, thinking 

of all the anger she’d been holding for a man who might be dead. Or about to be. They would be 

marching him through the bush with bloody arms and no food, and beat him for fun. She was a 

terrible, terrible wife. 

But how could God do this to him twice? How could one man attract so many bad things? The 

first time… she still remembered what he had looked like when he came back the first time, how she 

knew as soon as she saw him that he was a different person.  

He had still been good, still been kind, but he was haunted and quiet and even once she 

married him he never spoke about that time when he was so much younger and so far away from 

home. Mercy had only ever heard the rumors that came to Nebbi from Gulu and Kitgum, but what 

she’d heard was some of the most terrible stuff she ever could have imagined. All she knew was that 

even in the very middle of the night, he would get up and go outside and come back in with his hair 

wet, breathing hard. 
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These new rebels, the ACCL, seemed just like the others—evil and insane. Either they had 

stormed in and murdered her husband while his grandmother watched, or they had burned 

everything his family owned and taken him into the jungle. 

 He was a good person. He hadn’t done anything wrong and since he’d come home he never 

picked up a gun, but God had done this to him again. She would suffer for the rest of her life because 

he went to Zombo to give some money to his grandmother.  

 He was gone and she was alone, and she was going to have a baby. She would leave this house 

and it would sit empty, too cursed for anyone else at the Health Center to ever want to live in it again.  

 

 The days that followed brought no news and no Samson. No one seemed to know exactly 

where the rebels had retreated to, if they were still in Uganda or back across in Congo. No one was 

looking for them, either. No one in Nebbi was surprised by this, and their feelings for their country’s 

own soldiers were only slightly more positive than their feelings for the ACCL. Life was best when men 

in fatigues of any kind stayed away.  

 Mercy moved to stay with her parents again, the loneliness of despair eclipsing her anger at 

her mother. She still went back to her house to sweep and check on the chickens every day, but she 

spent as little time there as possible. She worked at the Health Center and helped her mother with an 

outward blankness very unlike her usual nature. In her own head she could see her husband lying 

bloody with vacant eyes. She tried not to think of what parts of him they might have cut off, or of 

what was happening to him if they hadn’t killed him yet. Any of the passing minutes of her day might 

be the minute of his execution, and she could be mucking out the chicken coop or fetching water, 
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unaware that his life had ended that very second. She tried not to think of what she would tell her 

child when it was born, when it asked her where its father was. 

 She thought instead about money. The Health Center had not paid her for her shift in months, 

and now there would be no money from the bank to make that better. She could try to learn to sew. 

She wouldn’t even try to make money gardening—digging and planting and growing and hauling and 

selling day in and day out and coming home with a few hundred shillings. 

 Her stomach continued to grow and the rain started again, roaring on the tin roof of their 

house. Mercy sat in front of her father’s radio and listened for anything that would give her even a 

hint of news about Samson. She knew she shouldn’t be doing it. He was probably dead already and 

when they were sure the ACCL was gone she would go to Zombo and that was what she would find. 

Hope would only make things worse. Even if he was alive, it wouldn’t be for long. If he was alive, she 

thought that perhaps she didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to know that he was somewhere just a 

few hours away, heart beating, thinking about her. No, if he was alive she did not want to know it. 

 Her family never talked about it, but they kept the radio on and there was always someone 

near her, sitting a few paces away or hovering behind her in the kitchen. They did not want her to be 

alone, and she was grateful. She didn’t want a chance to be alone with her thoughts. 

 She should have known that the happiness she had found would never last. In the midst of 

fearing for Samson’s fate and at the same time mourning his loss, she could not help also feeling very 

foolish, foolish to think that she would have been given everything she wanted. She was foolish to 

smile and preen and accept the congratulations of everyone around her, to believe that her life was 

going to go well, that God was smiling on both of them. She had made it so that it would feel this way, 
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losing him. If happiness ever came back to her she would stare it down until it revealed itself for what 

it really was, and she would never feel this terrible again. 

 This baby she was having would these know things, too. Mercy would be nothing like her 

mother, thinking everything was fine until she was proven wrong so suddenly and publicly, in front of 

all her sons and daughters and the whole church. Mercy should have known better from that 

moment, but she knew certainly knew better now. 

 

Nairobi, Kenya 

Susan flipped the pages of her day planner back and forth in what had become almost a sacred 

practice. The little black and white squares that marked each day of the year were struck through or 

colored with highlighter for milestones, all the obsolete pages turned down at the corners. Whatever 

she could do to add visible proof of time passing, to make prominent the ever-shrinking measurement 

of months and days until the middle of June, she did. 

 She put her thumb in June and her forefinger in today, and held up the span of pages for 

inspection, letting the rest of the spiral-bound planner flop down and swing in midair. It was thinning, 

definitely. She righted the planner and leafed through it again, looking at the pages she’d numbered 

for yet another method of measurement. Then her roommate walked in, and she closed the planner 

and set it on her nightstand, knocking a pen to the ground as she did so. 

 “Goodnight,” said April, and she crawled into her bunk and reached to smack at the light 

switch. Susan lay in the bed below, looking at the slats of April’s bed as her eyes adjusted to the 

darkness. All the teachers in their program slept in these rooms, two or three in each. It reminded 

Susan of a strange, secular cross between boarding school and college. 
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 They were all volunteers in a program that brought English teachers to various 

“underprivileged areas of the world.” Susan had applied a few months before she graduated from 

college because Noah was leaving for a year in China as soon as school was over, and she needed to 

do something so that she wouldn’t just wait around for him to come back, something that would 

indicate that she had her own life and identity and was actually a very interesting person. 

 When she was accepted to the program she said that she wanted to be sent anywhere other 

than Africa—Romania, Venezuela, Papua New Guinea, anywhere like that would have been fine. In 

the end, however, they did exactly what she didn’t want them to do and sent her to Kenya, next door 

to where she grew up, to teach in a children’s morning program just launched in Kibera. She was far 

from thrilled, but she had already signed on and she’d have to start from square one in April of her 

senior year if she wanted to find something else to do. 

 Her roommate Michelle had told her that she and Noah should just get married, and then 

Susan could go along to China and the problem would be solved.  

 Sure, except that Noah clearly had no intention of asking her, and she wasn’t about to bring it 

up herself. They weren’t ready, anyway. Everyone knew that newlyweds weren’t supposed to go live 

in a new country immediately. It was bad news for a fledgling marriage, had been for her parents’ 

marriage, anyway. She wasn’t about to make the same mistake. 

 So she went to Kenya a month and a half after graduation. She hadn’t been excited about it, as 

she packed and planned and said goodbye to the friends she’d been staying with, but she had at least 

expected that it would feel a little bit like going home. Like going back to Nebbi, but with different 

people. She was completely unprepared for how foreign Nairobi actually felt. She’d spent much of her 

life in an African capital while she was at POA, but she rarely left the grounds, except to go to 
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Caroline’s house. She knew it was crowded and dirty and she didn’t like it, but she’d been spared its 

truly ugliness entirely. Here in Nairobi she worked five days a week in Kibera, the epicenter of all 

urban ugliness. 

 Once again, like so many other times in her life, she found herself not belonging anywhere. 

The expats in Nairobi lived a luxurious existence that left her and her mother miles behind. Her fellow 

volunteers were all in Africa for the first time, and none of them were really Christians. There were a 

couple of Catholics and one guy who grew up Presbyterian, but that was it. They had come here 

because they wanted to “see the world,” or “experience a different culture,” or, as April said, “get out 

of my cosseted suburban comfort zone.” Conversations about these motivations inevitably ended 

with an earnest, “you know?” and a pause for Susan to respond.  

No, she wanted to say. I don’t. I don’t even understand what you’re talking about. 

 She had never felt so isolated, and that included all her years in the US on furlough. At some 

point after her first couple of months she realized that it had been weeks together since she had 

actually touched another person, even for a handshake. 

 Letters from Noah were faithful but infrequent; mail between Beijing and Nairobi took weeks. 

Her mother was in San Francisco for the year and was mad that Susan had chosen to go back to Africa 

right after Nancy came home. Their paths would have pretty much crossed midair if Nancy hadn’t 

come back early to see Susan graduate. They hadn’t talked about it much, but her mother barely 

wrote, and Susan knew what that meant. 

 She didn’t approve of what Susan was doing at all, and Susan had expected that. The program 

had no faith component, and the people who participated made little stabs at temporary suffering 

while leaving souls in darkness. She knew all too well how her mother felt about that sort of thing. 
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 To be honest, she wasn’t even sure why she’d applied for it. There were at least a couple 

dozen Christian organizations she could have joined to go somewhere for a year before she had to 

decide what to do with her life, but all of it seemed too easy. There were grooves laid down in her life 

that already headed that direction, and she’d followed those everywhere she went. She wanted to 

hop the tracks, or something. 

 She was paying for it now. At least if she’d gone and done something else she’d be more likely 

to have friends.  

What she would never tell anyone, though, was that at work, when she went into Kibera with 

the other teachers, it was almost a relief not to have to bring God with her like she would have if 

she’d done what her mother wanted.  

I’m so sorry that you haven’t eaten in two days and that you have an abscess festering on your 

right foot that no one is going to treat (it’s probably all that raw sewage you walk through…) but Jesus 

loves you and I’m here to teach you how to talk about animals in English. 

 Teaching English to these poor kids was bad enough, no matter what her supervisor said about 

“educational access initiatives” and the “most effective and permanent mitigation route for the cycle 

of slum living,” but at least this way there was nothing to explain. Because she couldn’t have. 

 Her molasses year drew on with little variation as she coded and re-coded her day planner, 

trying to make tangible the promise ahead of her—getting out, getting back to Ohio and seeing Noah 

again. 

 For a while it didn’t bother her that she was going to beat him back to the US by a couple of 

weeks. But the longer the year went on, the more she thought in detail about getting back to 

Masterson without him and wandering around like a ghost in the Ohio summer without any of her 
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friends around, either, with nothing to do but visit all the places that reminded her of college, which 

was over, and her boyfriend, who was thousands of miles away… Eventually, she balked. 

 She couldn’t afford a flight to California to pass the time with her mother, and she definitely 

wasn’t about to stay in Nairobi by herself after her service term was up. She was riding home for 

lunch on a matatu one afternoon, smashed between the door and two men who were looking at her 

chest, when she thought of how much more open and clean and beautiful the world was in places like 

Hema. That was the first time she entertained the idea of going back. 

 It had been five years. She could just make a short visit, one last time before life went in 

directions she couldn’t anticipate and she was landlocked in the US for who knew how long, waiting 

for her mother to come to her instead of the other way around. If she didn’t go right now, who knew 

when she would ever go again? 

There wasn’t really anyone in town she even knew anymore—her mother was the only 

missionary who served there, anyway. But she started to like the idea of wandering in, seeing what 

things looked like and felt like after all this time. She pushed her plane ticket back two weeks before 

she could talk herself out of it. 

When her last week of teaching was finally over, she got on a bus to Kampala and spent a few 

nights with Caroline’s parents. They gave her Caroline’s old bedroom to sleep in—the same one the 

girls had shared on public holidays when they were younger. The window curtains were orange now, 

though, and a little vase of yellow roses was sitting on the desk beneath them. 

Caroline’s mother drove Susan over to POA to see the new gym that had been built since she 

left. The whole school compound was silent and empty save for the Ugandan groundskeeper cutting 

back the bushes, but she had apparently just missed the high school graduation ceremony by a week. 
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Caroline’s mother told her the names of all twelve of the graduates, but Susan barely remembered 

any of them. 

Caroline’s father returned Susan reluctantly to the bus station to buy a ticket to Hema. He 

didn’t like that she’d come by bus to Uganda in the first place, and was even less happy about her 

plan to take a bus that took the road around Murchison Falls to get into Nebbi. 

“There’s been a lot of trouble up there, you know,” he told her. “I know that you and your 

mother think it’s perfectly safe, but if you were Caroline I would forbid this, or at least insist that you 

fly to Arua.” 

 “I’ll be fine,” she mumbled, embarrassed. 

 The Nile Coach left the bus depot at eight in the morning and crawled its way through a sea of 

audacious boda bodas, taxis, and pedestrians. It took two hours to get out of the city, but the road 

from there was paved all the way to Nebbi. Susan held her backpack in her lap and watched from her 

elevated vantage point as women and children swirled around the bus at every stop, raising platters 

of simsim and goat meat to the windows. 

 About five hours into the trip the elderly, wire-bearded man beside her fell asleep, and his 

head flopped onto her shoulder. She leaned further toward the window but couldn’t quite dislodge 

him. She began developing a cramp, but didn’t want to wake him and expose them both to the 

awkwardness that would follow. She reached gingerly for a granola bar, hoping that at some point he 

would roll his head over on his own. 

 When they hit a pothole he did just that, smacking his lips and twisting his neck in the manner 

of those who sleep uncomfortably, and her shoulder was free. She rolled it carefully and arched her 
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back, rubbing her forehead where she’d smacked the window when they hit the pothole. She settled 

back into her seat and closed her eyes, tightening her grip on her backpack. 

 She woke up as the bus pulled onto the bridge spanning the Nile. They were getting close 

now—the Nile crossing was the entrance to Nebbi district, with Pakwach situated right on the 

western side of the bridge. In a few more hours, she’d be getting off. Her hope was that the Korean 

couple living in her mother’s house that year would let her stay. If they didn’t, she wasn’t exactly sure 

where she would go.  

 They were well off the paved road by now, though the bus driver didn’t seem to think he 

needed to slow down. The road grew increasingly winding and narrow as they climbed into the hills 

surrounding the border, flinging mud in their wake. She’d get off at the next stop, and get someone to 

give her a ride to the north end of town where the church compound was located. 

 The outskirts of her hometown came into view sooner than she expected. As the bus passed 

the market and the primary school, her whole trip up here started to seem like a very bad idea. Faced 

with the imminent prospect of getting off the bus and having nowhere definitive to go, she wondered 

if she’d gone crazy. There were people everywhere, but she didn’t know any of them. She felt like she 

was floating somewhere above the ground, without the recognition of a single other person to anchor 

her. She stepped off at the town center and put her backpack on. She should probably just walk; it 

wasn’t actually that far. 

 It ended up being farther than she remembered, and it was starting to rain again. It was nearly 

six o’clock by the time she reached the church compound and saw her house. The gate was latched 

but the small, person-sized inset was open, so she stepped through and walked up the drive to the 

front steps. The same chairs were sitting on the porch, her mother’s flowers still climbing the cement 



247 
 

columns on either side. The house had been here, all this time, existing without her for the past five 

years and looking exactly the same. Her stomach swooped. 

 Did this Korean couple speak English? They must. They couldn’t live in Uganda for a year 

straight without knowing English. She raised a hand and knocked twice on the turquoise front door. 

She could hear a voice inside, a woman. She drew back a bit, so it wouldn’t look like she was 

eavesdropping. 

 The door opened to reveal a man about her height, with dark hair and a distinctly Korean 

countenance, dressed in a white polo shirt, khakis, and a pair of loafers. “Good evening?” he said, 

almost smiling but not quite. 

 “Hi, I’m really sorry to bother you,” said Susan in a rush. “My name is Susan Mitchum and I 

actually live here, I mean, I used to… I’m Nancy Mitchum’s daughter. You know, the woman who lives 

here most of the time?” 

 He smiled and began nodding his head. “Yes, yes, come in. Happy to see you.” 

 “I’ve been living in Kenya for a year and I’m about to leave, but I had some extra time and I 

thought I’d come by and see Nebbi again. I haven’t been back here in five years, but, you know, it 

used to be home and I guess I just sort of wanted to come and see everything and say goodbye…” 

Was she repeating herself? The man was still nodding, clearly too polite to do anything else. 

 She shrugged her backpack off by the door and looked around; everything was almost the 

same. Her mother had stripped a few things from the wall of the living room—the small Cassatt 

poster she kept over the dining room table and the iron cross above the couch. Everything else had 

been left exactly as it was, exactly as it had been that last summer before Susan went to college, 

when she and her mother had shared a house but had so little to say to each other. 
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 There was a woman sitting on the couch, and Susan had been standing in the doorway for a 

little too long, staring at an empty spot of wall just above the woman’s head. She met the woman’s 

politely puzzled eyes and smiled. “Hello.” 

 The man made hasty introductions. “My wife, Eunice. Eunice, this is…” he turned to Susan with 

an apology in his eyes. 

 “Susan Mitchum,” she supplied. 

 “Yes! Susan Mitchum. This is her mother’s house. The lady on furlough.” 

 “That’s wonderful! Welcome, Susan. We are so glad you came to visit.” 

 Their English was so heavily accented that Susan could only assume this was what she was 

hearing. She was only certain of every third word or so. She nodded and smiled and stayed in her 

place by the door, even though part of her felt like she ought to toss off her shoes and head to her 

bedroom to change clothes.  

 They invited her to stay for dinner, and then of course they told her she must stay with them 

for the duration of her time. “It is your house, after all,” said Eunice. 

 Susan was relieved that they had offered, but she felt worse than she’d anticipated at invading 

their privacy. They fed her kimchi, rice, and pineapple on her mother’s flowered plates, making sure 

she had a fork and knife instead of chopsticks. Conversation during the meal was minimal, and Eunice 

kept filling Susan’s plate every time she had nearly managed to clear it. 

 When they were finished, Eunice refused to let Susan help with the dishes and scurried off to 

the back of the house, leaving Susan and the man, whose name was Joon, in the living room. He set 

about attempting to entertain her as well as one can entertain an unexpected stranger of a different 

gender and nationality. There were many long pauses. 
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 “You have friends you’d like to see?” 

 “Oh, I don’t know. It’s been a long time and I don’t know if everyone still lives here or not. I 

should probably visit some of the church people, my mother would like that.” 

 Joon nodded. “Yes, that would be good. I have been working with the Anglicans here. Very 

good people.” 

 Susan nodded. 

 “When you visit, do not go far from here. Have you heard about the rebels that have been 

coming into Uganda?” 

 “Um, a little,” she said, thinking of Caroline’s father. 

 “They are bad. It is not good to leave Hema right now. You stay here while you visit.” 

 “Right, I will.” 

Joon rested his folded hands on his knee. “The priest, Rev. Crispin, you know him?” 

 “Yes,” said Susan. “I remember him.” 

 “His younger daughter is going to have a baby, and the rebels took her husband. It has been 

very bad for them. We are all praying. So you must be careful while you are here.” 

 “Mercy? His daughter Mercy?” 

“Yes, yes, that is her name.” 

An old, musty feeling of shame rose in Susan at the mention of Mercy’s name. “That’s 

terrible,” she said. 

Eunice reappeared, flush-faced. She told Susan that she was welcome to have her childhood 

bedroom back if she liked, or the larger one if she’d prefer it. 

“Oh, no, mine is fine. I’ll stay in mine.” 
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When she picked up her backpack and took it to her room she saw that Eunice had been busy 

shoving boxes around; the bedroom was full of them but they were now rather artfully arranged and 

left plenty of walking space around the bed and the closet. Her bed had a blue blanket thrown over it, 

and what looked like a freshly fluffed pillow. It was home, but it wasn’t. She fell asleep in her clothes.

  

 

In the morning she slept later than she meant to, and Eunice was alone in the house when she 

came out into the kitchen.  

“Good morning,” she said. 

“Breakfast?” asked Eunice, holding up a tray of eggs. 

“Oh, no, thank you, I’ve got some, um…” she ran back into the bedroom and returned with 

two granola bars in her right hand. “I’ve got these.” 

“No, you eat breakfast,” said Eunice, turning on the stove. “Just a few minutes.” 

Susan sat down at the dining room table with her chin in her hand.  

Eunice brought her a platter of eggs and sliced fruit, and then sat with her, sipping a cup of tea 

as she ate. Susan tried to balance eating quickly so that Eunice wouldn’t have to sit there very long 

with not looking like some kind of pig. 

Eunice again refused Susan’s help with the dishes, so Susan went back to her bedroom to put 

sunblock on her arms and face and get her sandals. “I’m going to go make some visits,” she told 

Eunice when she reached the front door.  

Eunice nodded at her from the sink. “Be careful.” 
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She walked down the steps into the morning sun and looked to her left, at the tiny, tin-roofed 

house at the top of the hill. Susan should go say hello. She wanted to. 

She hadn’t climbed this hill in something like eighteen years. Rain had started to turn patches 

of grass a vibrant green, and the goat path that connected the two houses was dark and muddy. 

Susan walked in the grass at the edge of the path to save her shoes, though they were still plastered 

with muck by the time she mounted the hill and stood on the hard-packed earth surrounding the 

Onen house. The front door was open, but there was no one in sight. She could hear tinny music 

coming from a radio. “Hodi,” she called through the doorway. A short young woman came walking 

out from one of the back rooms, wiping her hands on her skirt. Her eyes widened when she saw 

Susan. 

“Yes Madame. You are welcome, Madame.” 

Susan narrowed her eyes at the woman’s bashful face. “Pimer?” she said. 

“Yes, Madame?” 

“It’s Susan.” 

Pimer’s face broke into a smile. “Madame Susan, yes. You are most welcome.” She bent 

slightly at the waist and gestured for Susan to come inside and sit on the one upholstered chair in the 

corner of the room. Then she left. 

Susan sat in the chair and bounced her right knee. She could hear voices coming from outside 

the house, but she remembered so little Alur that she couldn’t tell what they were saying. 

After a few uncomfortable moments, Mama Jenet came in from outside. “Miss Susan!” she 

said, clapping her hands twice. “Welcome.” 

“Hi,” said Susan, rising to greet her. Mama Jenet pulled her into a hug. 
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“How is your mother?” 

“She’s doing very well. Still in California.” 

“You tell her it is time to come back. We all miss her, here.” 

“She’ll actually be back very soon, I think. Just a few more months. I know she’s always eager 

to get back here again.” 

Mama Jenet hummed and nodded. 

“And how is your family? I mean, that’s actually, that’s why I came. I came to see Mercy.” 

“Yes, Mercy,” said Jenet. “She would like to see you. She is not here, now.” 

“Oh, oh, okay. Where is she?” 

“She is over at her place, by the Health Center. She stays with us here but goes there during 

the days to do work.” 

“I’d like to go see her.” 

“Pimer will take you and show you the way.” 

She wanted to leave right that moment, but she knew she needed to stay and take tea first. 

After two cups and five mandazis she was released with greetings for her mother, and Pimer walked 

her down the hill to the road and through town, slightly ahead of Susan and not saying a word. When 

they reached the row of houses behind the Health Center, Pimer pointed at the one on the far right. 

“It is there,” she said. 

“Thanks, Pimer.” 

“Thank you too, Madame.” She turned and went back the way she’d come. 
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Mercy’s house was smaller than her parents’—it looked to be just two rooms. The front door 

was propped open with a rock, and a chicken was pecking at the dirt beneath a mango tree. Susan 

peered through the doorway. 

“Hodi?” 

 There was no response, but she saw straight through the open back door at the other end of 

the room to a chicken coop and a washing line. She walked around the side of the house to find 

Mercy pulling wet clothes from a plastic basin, bright shirts and lengths of fabric fluttering around her 

head on the washing line. 

“Mercy?” 

 Mercy stood and turned around. She was taller than Susan—she always had been. Her head 

wasn’t shaved anymore, the way Susan remembered. It was braided back in little rows that ended at 

her neck. She was so much older, but everything about her face still looked familiar. She was visibly 

pregnant, her skirt tied high above her stomach. 

“Miss Susan,” said Mercy, the first person in town to recognize her on sight. “Hello.” 

“Hi,” she said, tapping her fingers against her thighs. “I’m here for a little while and I wanted 

to come see you.” 

“Please,” said Mercy with a breathless smile. “You are most welcome. Please come in.” 

She followed Mercy through the back door and into the house, where Mercy told her to be 

seated at the table. While Mercy ran back and forth, collecting things for tea and heating coals for 

water, Susan looked around her. The house was indeed just two rooms, unless there was a hallway 

she couldn’t see. A thin strip of wood ran the length of the main room about a foot below the ceiling, 

driven through with nails that hung tiny woven baskets, the kind the Alur used to scoop grains and 
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beans. There was a framed picture of Mercy with the man Susan assumed was her husband, hanging 

between a pink basket and a brown one. Then there was the table, three chairs, and a number of 

small stools sitting all around the room, as well as a wooden cabinet piled with plastic dishes. A large, 

barred window to the left of the door looked out onto the road that ran behind the Health Center. 

Mercy returned with two plastic cups, a carousel of silverware, a tin of sugar, and a packet of 

biscuits that gave Susan the uncomfortable suspicion they were the most expensive food item in the 

house. 

“Your home is very nice,” she said. 

“Thank you,” said Mercy. “I’ll just go get the water.” And she left Susan by herself again. 

When she returned, bearing a thermos and a box of tea leaves, Susan tried again. “So you are 

working at the health center?” 

“Yes, I am a women’s worker there.” 

“Like a midwife?” 

“I have no certification, no. But I do that work sometimes.” She shook a small pile of tea leaves 

out of the box and submerged them in a steaming fount of water. Susan took the cup and watched 

the little plant fragments swirl and settle. Mercy sat down across from her, facing the window, and 

offered her the sugar. 

“I came because I heard about your husband,” said Susan, taking the sugar tin and reaching for 

a spoon. “I wanted to tell you how sorry I am.” 

Mercy nodded, looking down at the table. “Thank you,” she said. 

“When are you having your baby?” 
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“Sometime in September, I think.” 

 “I’m sorry,” she said again, but she shouldn’t have. The baby wasn’t the thing to be sorry for. 

“Your husband… have you heard anything?” 

Mercy took a sip of tea. “No,” she said. “When things are safer I will go to Samson’s village and 

ask what happened to him. Until then, I cannot know.” 

“Samson?” said Susan, before she could stop herself. “You married Samson?” 

“Yes,” said Mercy, setting down her cup. “Samson is my husband. You did not know that?” She 

prodded the box of biscuits closer to Susan’s side of the table. 

Susan tasted again that musty, ancient shame as it hung between them. They looked at each 

other. “No,” she said. “I’ve been away so long… congratulations.” 

“You are here for how long?” asked Mercy, her smile cracking the palpable tension. 

“I’m not sure, really. I finished college last May and I’ve been living in Kenya since then. I’m 

supposed to go back to the States next week, so I might…” she trailed off. Mercy’s back had gone stiff 

in her chair. She was frozen with one hand on her teacup, staring at a spot just past Susan’s left ear. 

Susan shifted in her chair, puzzled, and saw a convoy truck idling behind the hospital, engine 

thrumming without a muffler. It was full to overflowing with men, and Susan felt a sick stab of fear as 

she remembered all the admonishments to “be careful” around here, but only one man dismounted 

unsteadily from the edge of the truck before its engine roared and it began pulling slowly away. 

Mercy stood so suddenly that the silverware carousel clattered to the floor, forks and knives 

sliding everywhere. She took off running out the door, kicking a plastic blue stool out of the way. 
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She slammed into Samson and wrapped him in a fierce, trembling hug as he staggered back a 

step. His arms came around her out of long-practiced habit, but he didn’t sense her shaking against 

him or feel the tickle of her hair on the underside of his chin. She said his name over and over but he 

just stood there with his eyes open and mouth slack, looking up and out, past the wife trembling in his 

arms and the childhood dream leaning in his doorway with one hand on the lintel, into the midday 

sun at something neither woman could see.  


