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For Ava and Esme



The Thirsty Baby

The bottle of water sat on Officer Harriet’s desk, its contents clear, its slightly crumpled label depicting the ice-capped Rwenzori Mountains. In spite of the heat, the policewoman and the reporter looked upon it not with thirst but with suspicion.

It was Monday at Kawempe CPU—Child and Family Protection Unit—and the two women had a sick baby, a missing mother, and a clue.

A nine-month-old boy, naked and feverish, had been brought to a clinic by his mother. She reported his name as Brasio Seguyo. The nurses diagnosed malaria and put the baby on an IV drip. The mother paid a small deposit on the treatment fee, saying she would come back with the rest of the money. Two days later, she had not returned. Only the bottle of water had been delivered, with a note saying it was for the baby. The plastic cap had clearly been twisted open; the seal on its neck was absent.

The baby in question lay draped over Officer Harriet’s shoulder, his body as limp as a warm chapati. Lacking boys’ clothes, the clinic had sent him to the police in a blue-and-pink-flowered dress, its bottom now damp-dark from a diaper worn overnight. Harriet flipped through a report folder, expertly avoiding the wet spot as she supported the baby with her other arm.

Harriet Nantaba was one of Gladys’s favorite officers. It was easy for CPU officers to become overwhelmed by the daily flood of domestic disputes and abuse cases, but Harriet could always be counted on to gather the Who, What, Where, and When that Gladys needed for her newspaper column about lost children. In addition to being efficient, Harriet was always neatly groomed, her olive-green uniform perfectly fitted—a modern vision of a young policewoman. Children in particular seemed to like her, perhaps because Harriet was also pretty, her classic features offset only by a disarming gap-toothed smile.

“Did the nurses give the baby the water?” Gladys asked.

“I don’t know. That’s how they brought it. They said they feared—”

“—it may contain something.”

“Yes,” said Harriet. “It could be contaminated. Maybe the mother wanted to have the baby killed or something like that. So this is an exhibit now for police.”

“Yes, we are holding it as an exhibit.”

“Hmm.”

Their eyes locked on the bottled water. They sweated and stared, the heat swelling with the silence. The CPU was always hot.

While Kawempe Police Station was a proper building, with two stories and a parking area for motorbikes in the front, its Child and Family Protection Unit was an eight-by-twenty-foot shipping container donated by a Finnish NGO. Plunked down on a dirt lot next to an ever-smoldering trash pile, the metal box housed two desks, two sets of bookshelves, four wooden benches, half a dozen plastic chairs, and frequently the maximum seating capacity of bodies. Two small windows provided air but no cross breeze, as they were cut into the same side of the wall. Under the steady glare of the Kampala sun, the steel walls that provided the material fortitude for stacking on a cargo ship became an oven.

Gladys noticed that while she and Harriet sweated, the baby did not. His forehead had the dull surface of a stone. “He’s very dehydrated,” she remarked.

“We tried to give him some juice, but he vomited.”

Gladys shook her head. “He looks really, really, bad off.”

“He needs the drip treatment. He only got a little bit.” Harriet explained that when Brasio’s mother had not shown up with the money, the baby had been taken off the IV. “The clinic realized no one is coming to claim for the child, so they stopped treatment.”

“He didn’t get a full dose.”

“No, of course, he couldn’t. Because there was no one to pay.”

Gladys sighed. “Now, Harriet, I know we need profits for our businesses. But in such cases, can’t someone sympathize with a baby like this and complete the dose?”

Harriet demurred. “I’m not very sure . . .”

“O-kay,” Gladys said, steering away from the dead end of the rhetorical. She flipped to a clean page. “And what was the name of this clinic?”

“Family Hope Clinic.” The irony escaped the room like an unswatted mosquito.

Outside, the sun shone directly on the wilted line of supplicants sitting in front of the shipping container, and grumbling voices rose up to its tiny windows. Gladys frowned down at her notebook, weighing the possible outcomes of including Brasio’s story in her column. Would the mother come forward? If she did, could the police analyze the contents of the mysterious bottle of water? What if she was not sane? They could not release the child to a mother who intended to poison him. But perhaps another family member would recognize Brasio and come forward to claim him.

As she readied her camera, Gladys wished they had boy’s clothes to put Brasio in, so as to avoid any doubts planted by the flowered dress.

“Hold him up so I can see his face,” she directed Harriet.

Harriet lifted Brasio away from her shoulder and turned him toward Gladys. The boy’s eyes fluttered open, and the sight of the water bottle on the desk momentarily energized him. He moaned and thrust out an unsteady arm.

“Ah, ah,” Harriet soothed.

Gladys snapped photos as the baby pined for the water; she needed a clear look at his face. It felt bad not to reward him with a drink, but there was nothing else to offer. Given their low wages, police did not have money for amenities like bottled water.

“I wish you could remove that bottle from there,” Gladys said.

Harriet gingerly relocated the exhibit to a stack of boxes by the wall.

“Good,” said Gladys. “I’m worried that someone may feel thirsty and pick it up.”

“It is me. It is me who is thirsty.” Harriet laughed, showing the friendly gap in her teeth.

Gladys sighed. Everybody was thirsty.

 

AFTER A FEW phone calls, Gladys enlisted a social worker to help her deliver Brasio to St. Catherine’s Clinic. There the infant drifted in and out of consciousness, failing to stir even when the nurse pricked his fingers for a blood sample. Gladys had endured malaria many times, and she knew the crushing, invisible weight the disease placed on the will as well as the body. This body, limp as a doll’s, looked spent, and there was little sign of will. Who could say whether the child was still clinging to this life or it was only the hands of others detaining him a few moments longer?

If the doctor knew, his mild expression gave nothing away. Gladys lingered by the examining table as he gently prodded Brasio’s swollen belly. “I’m worried about that stomach,” she murmured.

The doctor did not think the swelling was due to malaria. “It’s probably malnutrition.”

“Ah.” Gladys nodded, unsure if that was good news.

The doctor moved to the head of the table, and Gladys now saw that Brasio’s eyes were half open, revealing only empty white crescents. The sight froze her in place. How could she leave, with the baby looking so much worse than when she had first seen him?

“Thank you for these good works,” she managed, by way of farewell. “For my abandoned babies.”

The doctor’s nod answered her unspoken question. Only time would tell.

 

AT THE END of the day, Gladys headed into the Old Taxi Park, where the white tops of a thousand matatus, or minibus taxis, formed a mosaic of congestion. It seemed that Kampala, already the largest city in the country, could not possibly accommodate more growth. But every day hundreds of people left their villages or their districts or even their countries for the City of Seven Hills, hoping to pursue, if not the Ugandan Dream, some chance at a better livelihood.

Kampala was a place of modern buildings, bustling markets, government offices, top schools, swank hotels, stately monuments, and thumping nightclubs. It was also a place of traffic, slums, and unemployment. Still, the city beckoned, like one of these matatu conductors trying to lure one more passenger into his overpacked minibus.

Gladys boarded a matatu for Entebbe, the city where she had lived through shifts of fortune since her childhood. It was close to eleven by the time she reached her small rented room, and after midnight when she went to bed. Sleep, though, would not come. It was not arguing neighbors or barking dogs keeping her awake, but the thought of the baby, Brasio.

How could a mother abandon her child in such a condition? In six years of writing her column, Gladys had seen these situations before. The push and shove of city life produced many casualties. But on this empty night, the thought of this baby stirred the ashes in her gut, sending up red embers. The mother, the nurses at Family Hope Clinic—they had all looked at this sick child and walked away. Everyone in this life carried problems on their back, but surely the load of one infant would not crush all these so-called adults?

And then the fire died out, and Gladys was left with cold dread. Malaria would take the boy, she was certain of it.

When she needed help with a case—a lost toddler without a place to stay for the night, an orphan lacking school fees, a sick child in need of an operation—she had a small circle of friends she could call on, although one could well imagine the flicker of exasperation on their faces when her number popped up on their phones. Tonight she would not bother them; she would never waste their time with something as unsolvable as feelings. Nothing could lift this sense of futility, heavy with the taint of guilt.

Why guilt? said a voice in her head. There was nothing you could do for that child, Gladys. Don’t stress.

At least she might have saved him from dying alone. She opened her eyes to the dark, her sleepless night now a vigil. If the child did slip away in these quiet hours, there would be someone to think of him, to ensure that his departure did not go unnoticed.

 

THE VERY NEXT DAY, at St. Catherine’s Clinic, Gladys could not believe her eyes.

The social worker, a cheerful girl in her twenties, held a baby in her arms: a smiling, wide-eyed baby, head bobbing about with curiosity. Surely this could not be the same Brasio? He still wore that flowered dress. Someone had twisted his hair into tiny feminine knots around his head, making him look every inch a happy baby girl.

“Eeeehhhh!” Gladys exclaimed with ear-piercing delight, startling Brasio so much that his body wobbled like a stalk of maize in a rainstorm. He began to wail.

“That’s good!” said Gladys. “Before, he could not even cry. I am happy to hear you cry, baby!” The social worker laughed.

It was enough excitement for one day. But then Gladys’s phone chimed with another surprise. Officer Harriet was calling from Kawempe CPU.

“The mother of the baby is here.”

“The mother!” Gladys exclaimed.

“Yes. We are very busy, but I know you want to talk to her—”

“Yes, please! Keep her there.” A dozen questions popped into Gladys’s head, but she knew her phone was about to give out, from either lack of power or lack of airtime. “I am coming right away.”

Every child Gladys met was a story, a story in its middle. Sometimes one could trace the beginning of the story, sometimes not. But it was hard to find resolution, even a temporary one. The story of a child required a parent. It was parents who set events in motion, and it was parents who determined whether the story would return full circle or go spinning out into the world.

 

HARRIET LET GLADYS use her desk in the office container for the interview while she went out to attend to other duties. Brasio’s mother was Christine, a plain woman in an orange dress. She leaned slightly away from Gladys, eyes tired but wary, like a cornered animal looking down from the branch of a tree that was not as high up as she wished it to be.

“My names are Gladys Kalibbala. I work with New Vision newspapers.”

Christine nodded politely, in the manner of someone possessing familiarity with the paper but not the means to buy it.

“Every week in the Saturday paper I have a column for children, ‘Lost and Abandoned.’ I get many of these cases from police. So when I get a call saying, ‘Please, come to the station, there is this child here,’ I come.”

The woman considered her interrogator. Gladys was a big woman, middle-aged and smartly outfitted in a long, flowered dress of black, orange, and white. In one hand she held a small notebook and pen, in the other a folded handkerchief which she periodically pressed to her shiny brow. With its wide cheekbones and square jawline, her face was strong, yet rounded at the edges by its fullness. The result was a look both solid and soft, like those oversized armchairs with the padded arms displayed outside furniture stores on Ggaba Road.

“I don’t want you to be afraid,” Gladys said easily. “I want us to talk and then we can understand each other.”

In a half whisper, Christine began to answer her questions: where she lived (Bwaise), how many children she had (three under four years of age), and what employment she had (sporadic work digging in gardens and washing clothes). While her mind seemed clear, she appeared incapable of eye contact, her glance darting toward Gladys, only to retreat whenever the reporter glanced up.

“Okay. Tell me,” Gladys said, “when did you bring the child to Family Hope Clinic?”

“Saturday night. They put him on IV drip, but in the morning they refused to continue the treatment because they wanted me to pay the bill.” This matched Officer Harriet’s report. “The bill was forty-nine thousand shillings, but I only had ten thousand shillings from my grandmother-in-law.”

“So you had ten thousand shillings. Why did you not give it to the clinic?”

Christine shook her head. “I tried to give it to them, but they said, ‘No, we want all of our money, the whole forty-nine thousand shillings.’ I begged them, ‘Please, I will pay in bits as you treat the child.’ They refused.”

It was not an enormous sum of money, 49,000 shillings, but it was enough to buy a carton of powdered milk. Or some shoes, if they were not leather.

“I had to go look for money,” Christine continued. “I tried to breastfeed him before I left.”

“Did you feed him?”

“He was too sick and he would not wake up. I knew he would be thirsty, so I brought a bottle of water for him.”

At last, that bottle of water. “You thought that the nurses would give your child water, when you had not paid them their money?”

Christine gave a weak shrug.

“Why didn’t you call for the baby’s father?”

“They told me that he refused to come when they called for him.”

“Are you and the father married?”

“We stay together,” Christine said, “but we don’t get along very well. Sometimes he walks. Sometimes if I can’t handle it anymore I walk.”

Gladys wrote in her notebook: Father able but neglecting?

Outside, it began to rain. Inside the container, a sound like gravel being scattered.

“You left that baby on Sunday morning and you did not come back until Monday night,” Gladys pressed. “Don’t you think that is a very long time to leave a sick child?”

“I did not sleep, I did not eat, I was only thinking about my son.”

“But you could not find the money?”

A shake of the head. “On Monday night I used a thousand shillings to take a boda boda back to the clinic. I hoped the nurses might let me breastfeed him a little bit.”

“Yes, that’s a mother’s feeling.” Gladys chuckled sympathetically. She looked down at her notes; something did not add up. “Now, Christine. You say you went back to breastfeed your son. But you say you had not eaten. How could you produce any milk?”

Christine looked down at her hands. “I don’t know if I had milk. But it was the only way I could try to help my child.”

“Ehhh.”

“But when I arrived at the clinic, my child was gone. They said he had cried so much that they left him with the police. So I came here.” She swallowed hard, evoking the urgent thirst that accompanied nursing. “I have no milk now. You see the shape I am in.” Shame radiated from her like heat.

“You don’t look so bad,” Gladys soothed. “Look at your skin—you have nice skin. Do you think that you look bad? I see that you look beautiful.”

“I used to be big. Now I’m too thin.”

“You were big like me, or bigger than me?” The other woman’s hesitation produced a wry smile from Gladys. “Why did you get small?”

“You see my situation.”

Sunlight whitened the window glass. The rain had gone as quickly as it had come.

“So,” Gladys said slowly, watching Christine, “what I have learned is that you didn’t abandon that child intentionally. You did not want to leave that child there.”

“No.” Her words had been treading water, but here they touched ground. “No.”

Gladys flipped her notebook shut.

 

THE GREAT MOMENT had arrived, and now a flowered blouse threatened to ruin it all. All parties had gathered in the police container: baby Brasio; his mother, Christine; his great-grandmother; and the cheerful social worker. Officer Harriet was busy moderating a domestic dispute in which a hurled plastic chair had necessitated a relocation outdoors, leaving Officer Florence in charge of the baby’s paperwork.

Officer Florence had a sore foot. Lacking the capacity to wear her police shoes, she had abstained from wearing her entire uniform. Gladys sighed inwardly. She had sympathy regarding the foot . . . but why a flowered blouse? Florence looked more kindly auntie than policewoman.

If Gladys’s camera could capture the right moment, no readers would notice the lapse in protocol. Through her viewfinder, she watched and snapped as baby was handed back to mother. The reunion was a bit of an anticlimax. No delighted squeals spurted from Brasio at the sight of his mommy; no happy tears burst forth from Christine. Someone had given the baby a cell phone to play with, and the new toy won more of his interest than the mother he had not seen for several days. For her part, Christine handled her son gingerly, almost shyly, as though he belonged to someone else.

Still, the mood in the container was jubilant. Officer Florence and the social worker waved bye-bye to the baby, and laughed when he waved back. The great-grandmother danced and clapped. Gladys snapped away, calling out, “I like that!”

 

A FEW MINUTES later, after the papers had all been filed and Gladys and the officers had moved on to other cases, mother and child were left to themselves. Christine sat on the cement curb outside the police container, balancing Brasio on her lap as she lifted her T-shirt. The baby eagerly latched on to her breast. “Eee-hee!” Christine laughed, a joyful peal. But after a few seconds of suckling, the baby pulled away.

Christine offered her breast again. And again Brasio nursed for only a moment before turning his head away.

“Ah!” Christine fretted out loud. She had seen the social worker give the baby orange soda. Perhaps he had lost his taste for mother’s milk?

As Brasio whined and squirmed, Christine shook her head. A woman sitting beside her looked over, curious.

“My milk is gone,” Christine fretted. The woman, who had a toddler balanced on her knee, cocked her head in sympathy.

But then Christine felt a tug. She looked down to see Brasio’s small hand grasping her breast, his hungry mouth open. He raised his head and began to suckle fiercely, not with desperation but with focus, like a dog gnawing a bone for the last bit of marrow.

Christine held her breath as her son, his body still with concentration, attempted to conjure up the mother he knew. When she at last exhaled, he was still suckling. She was his mother, and he would not give up. Holding each other tightly, they waited for her milk to come.

New Vision

 

“Lost and Abandoned”

Many children get lost every day, while others are abandoned by their parents. Every Saturday, we bring you stories of those seeking to reunite with their families.



 

In 2005, when she was in her early forties, Gladys stepped into the newsroom in Kampala for the first time. It was a bright, modern office with clusters of desks and computers sectioned by low dividers. She should have felt cool in that high-ceilinged space. But she was standing at the desk of Catherine Mwesigwa, deputy editor at New Vision, one of the largest newspapers in the country. Sweating.

Everywhere around her, she saw reporters who were closer to her children’s age than to hers—well-dressed young professionals from middle-class urban families, with university degrees in mass communication. Here she was, a struggling middle-aged mother of two who had not completed secondary school, asking for a job.

Maybe this woman will ask me to produce my degree, Gladys thought, the degree I do not have. What choice was there but to come clean?

“I would like to tell you how it is I am here,” she began. “You see, I was working in civil service . . .”

She told Catherine Mwesigwa the whole story. How she had been reassigned from one government ministry to another, so that when job cuts were made, she was among the first sent home. How she searched fruitlessly for employment for two years, during which time the father of her children died, leaving her to care for the young ones on her own. How she tried opening a small bookshop, only to be plagued with break-ins. How all seemed bleak until she heard about a new program offered by the subcounty.

The program had been set up to educate college-bound students in media communications. Gladys had no chance of higher education, but the idea of studying journalism appealed to her on two fronts. First, she came from a family of readers. She would rather miss lunch than a newspaper. While working for the Ministry of Agriculture, she had savored big fat novels like those juicy ones by Harold Robbins. Oh, how time would disappear!

Second, she was relentlessly inquisitive, and no matter her job, people would tell her she was in the wrong profession. “You really ask a lot of questions!” her bosses would remark. “You can scare people with all your questions.” “What are you, a reporter?”

 

GLADYS SIGNED UP for the media communications program, although it had already been in session for two months. Walking into the classroom, she felt old and new and awkward. The other students were half her age; she looked more like their mother than their classmate.

As she began to study, though, her discomfort dissipated. In journalism, her natural curiosity was more than a strength, it was a requirement. A reporter needed to pursue the five W’s: the Who, What, When, Where, Why. If Gladys was asking the questions, no one would get away without giving her all five.

While her fellow students struggled to come up with even a couple of articles a month, Gladys found material everywhere. One didn’t have to interview the prime minister to have an interesting story; one could have a chat with one’s elderly neighbor.

Maybe this profession can work for me, Gladys thought.

It was a financial struggle, but after two years she completed the course. As her younger classmates headed off for college, she went looking for a job.

All this she explained to deputy editor Catherine Mwesigwa. “So I don’t know if your paper can employ such a person as me. As I don’t have a degree . . .” She trailed off, ending the lengthy recitation not with a bang but a whimper.

There was a beat of silence. Then the other woman laughed. It was not a mocking laugh but a kindly one. Surprised, Gladys began laughing too.

While Cathy looked younger than Gladys, she was much closer to her in age than the twentysomething reporters who populated most of the surrounding desks. With her patient, low-key demeanor, she projected warmth and intelligence.

“I want you to note one thing,” Cathy said, pressing down on each word as if she were signing a document. “Journalism is not about a degree.”

Emboldened, Gladys reached for the papers she had brought with her. Around the newsroom, one could hear the clicking of keyboards, the whir of copy machines. Gladys had no printer, no computer. The sheets she held out were handwritten in pen, like a student’s homework.

“These are some stories I have written,” she said. “So you can see my work.”

 

AMONG THE STORIES Gladys offered was one about an old car, a Fiat, that had been running for over forty years. She knew about the Fiat because it was the vehicle that had taken her to primary school in Entebbe. Roads in Uganda, with their dust and ruts and potholes, were infamously cruel to cars. But the trusty white-and-black Fiat was still puttering away. The owner had not even replaced the seat cushions. “Other than its old registration number, you would hardly believe the car was in existence even during the reign of King Freddie Muteesa II,” Gladys had written in her broad, loose hand. But she did not focus solely on the car. She wrote about the owner of the “wonder Fiat,” a former printing engineer who liked to play music on the weekends and who had been jailed for two months during the government changeover in 1979, after Idi Amin was finally deposed. “For his leisure, Doka reads the Koran,” the article concluded. “His favourite food is kisira (cassava flour) and fish.”

They published it. A big, two-page feature. Under the headline “Doka in Love with His 40-Year-Old Fiat,” there it was: by Gladys Kalibbala.

She was a New Vision reporter.

 

GLADYS SOON DEVELOPED a reputation for her human-interest reporting. She covered many subjects—airport construction, Ebola testing, garbage management, a five-legged bull—but it was her writing about ordinary people that attracted attention. Other reporters declared that without even looking at the byline, they could tell which stories were hers. The seventeen-year-old with severe mental retardation who had just learned to feed himself. The funeral of a ninety-four-year-old local council chairman. The orphan who received an artificial leg.

Cathy told her, “You know what? The stories you are producing, these are unique! We can’t get such stories from any of those people with degrees from Makarere University.”

Another boss who noticed her work was Dr. Charles Wendo, the editor of the paper’s new weekend edition, Saturday Vision.

Like Gladys, Dr. Wendo had not entered journalism through the front door. He had risen from poor, rural roots, studying veterinary medicine before switching to the newspaper trade. Journalism, he believed, had great potential to improve society. Over the years, though, he had found it difficult to find like-minded colleagues.

In the 1980s, when Dr. Wendo was a student, good schools were spread out over the country. Even with his humble background, he was able to attend a solid secondary school. These days such an opportunity was rare. The good schools had become concentrated in urban areas around Central Uganda. They were expensive facilities in expensive neighborhoods, accessible only to those with means. So the Ugandans with degrees in mass communication had less and less in common with the disadvantaged.

From what Dr. Wendo had witnessed, journalists fell into two categories. The first contained the vast majority of reporters, interested in prestigious stories: those who hunted after the light, comfortable assignment. Profiling the owner of a new hotel, for example, where the reporter would be welcomed at reception, given a soft chair in the lobby, and served a cup of sweet-smelling coffee to enjoy while waiting for the big man. Or breaking news—say, the juicy corruption scandal that would be on everyone’s lips by teatime.

The second—and far smaller—category held those reporters who prioritized substance over glamour or comfort, embracing assignments about health issues, human rights, poverty. As a member of this second category, Gladys stood out. It was rare to find journalists with enthusiasm for covering the disadvantaged. Few wanted to venture into slums, past piles of smoking rubbish, to talk with people in depressing situations.

Reporters in the first category might relax at their desks, conducting interviews on their phones. If those were known in the office as “helicopter journalists,” Gladys was a foot soldier: out in the field, boots on the ground. She was always running outside to flag down a boda boda. Those motorcycle taxis were the most dangerous means of transportation, especially for women sitting sidesaddle, but also the fastest. No one else in the office would ride a boda boda for hours to reach someone with a rare disease, or spend half the day in the hospital with an indigent accident victim.

For Gladys, there was no other way to cover a story. The only way to get what she needed was to go to the scene. Especially when writing about a child—what could a four-year-old tell her over the phone? Many rural children had never even held a mobile, let alone spoken to a stranger on one.

The observations Gladys made in the field revealed more than any phone interview. Like the state of a home. Did the family have a mattress, or only mats on the ground? Did the children have shoes? If they lacked shoes, did they have jiggers, those terrible parasites that attacked the feet? One look at a child’s face could tell Gladys whether he had eaten supper that night. The way a mother held her infant could indicate her level of affection. Even odors provided information: the length of time since a child had been bathed, the sobriety of a parent.

Dr. Wendo noted Gladys’s observational skill and dogged focus, which often put her younger colleagues to shame. Every day he received “helicoptered” stories at his desk in neatly packaged paragraphs, but the information contained within was often superficial or incomplete. Anyone could throw statistics into an article: family planning is available to only 20 percent of married Ugandan women; over one-third of the population lives on less than $2 USD (6000 shillings) a day. It was quite another matter to profile a family of eleven huddled under a leaky roof.

Granted, Gladys was not the best writer in the pool. Her work took more of his attention to edit. But given the choice between a good packager and a good gatherer, Dr. Wendo would take the latter any day! Only a fool would choose a mansion of cardboard over a hut of brick.

 

ONE DAY IN 2007, Dr. Wendo called Gladys over to his desk to discuss an assignment.

His brother-in-law was a policeman at Wandegeya, where lost children frequently showed up. Wandegeya was the closest police station to the New Vision offices. Gladys had covered similar stories of neglected and abandoned children; what if she were to go to Wandegeya to write about all such cases they had this week?

Gladys needed no coaxing. She waved down a boda boda and went to the station, where she interviewed the children and gathered information from the officers. The resulting piece in Saturday Vision included a half-dozen profiles. Next to the children’s photos, Gladys summarized the circumstances of their plight, the locations where they had been found, names of known relatives, home villages, and schools, followed by the phone number of the police station.

The next week Gladys checked back with the police to see whether the article had had any impact. Sure enough, three people had come to the station to pick up their children.

“Oh!” Dr. Wendo exclaimed. “That’s great, Gladys!”

He sent her back to Wandegeya. Again more children, again more reunions.

Gladys quickly made the assignment her own. The only assistance she required was transport money and the loan of a company camera. She easily got in the good books of the police, and between the officers and the children, she gleaned every bit of relevant information.

Dr. Wendo was delighted. Again he called Gladys to his desk. “I feel that we can create something with this. Weekly.”

Gladys’s heart beat faster. A weekly column? “Yes, it is a good idea.”

“But will you be able to get the stories every week?” he asked. “I don’t want to be disappointed one time when I have the space for you and you can’t fill it.”

“Trust me! It can’t fail.”

This was less a boast about her reporting skills than a comment on the state of the world. In Uganda, millions of children were growing up without parents. The mass abduction of children by Joseph Kony for his fanatical Lord’s Resistance Army in the 1990s and early 2000s had drawn much media attention, but there were other, less sensational reasons for the neglected generation: extreme poverty, the loss of family members to AIDS, the lack of education, and most of all lack of access to family planning. In 2013, the average Ugandan woman gave birth to six children. Gladys had seen many children having children—girls who had never been taught about sex.

Every day hundreds of these children and children of children washed up on the shores of urban centers like Kampala. How many of them could Gladys feature in her column?

Lack of material would never be her problem. Only lack of space.

 

VERY QUICKLY, “Lost and Abandoned” gained popularity. The format—a photo of the child accompanied by a biographical haiku—was easy to digest. Every column elicited a handful of responses, usually between one and ten. It was not a large number, but the leads were solid. Relatives would call to claim a child; neighbors would offer information; strangers would donate assistance. Some Good Samaritans were well-to-do; many were not.

As Gladys’s phone number was often listed in the column, people began to call her directly. Sometimes ordinary citizens reported children they had found; sometimes parents reported children they had lost. Many times police officers or social workers called to request her help with a case. Gladys widened her rounds to include other Kampala police stations—Kawempe, Old Kampala, Jinja Road—babies’ homes, and “reception centers” where older kids were housed.

On Thursdays she hopped on and off of boda bodas, conducting interviews, snapping pictures, taking notes, and making phone calls. On Mondays and Tuesdays she compiled her stories; on Tuesday nights she submitted them by email. Editing and layout were completed by Friday, and on Saturday morning the issue would appear at kiosks and on newspaper racks around the country.

It was a challenging schedule, made all the more so by the fact that her earnings from “Lost and Abandoned” were too little to live on. She had to keep producing feature articles, even if, as a freelancer, she was paid only for articles that were published. The time and money she invested in a piece could well be wasted if it did not find a home on the page.

But there were always subjects she wanted to write about. Programs for people with disabilities. Sleeping sickness. Pollution in Lake Victoria. HIV and prostitution. And everywhere there were individuals whose stories she could not ignore. The young woman scarred by an acid attack. The family battling hereditary disease. The boda-boda driver maimed by a truck collision.

Sometimes people simply showed up at the offices of New Vision. If, say, a fruit vendor brought in a stray child, Camilla, the sympathetic receptionist, knew that there was only one reporter to call.

“Gladys, I have someone to see you.”

“My program is too full already. Can you call someone else? There are many other reporters here.”

“Yes,” Camilla would answer, her voice bright with confidence. “But this one needs you!”

Gladys might laugh or sigh or do both, but she would come. Because she knew it was true.

Trevor

Although Gladys’s round-trip commute to the New Vision offices in Kampala was about fifty miles, Entebbe’s relative calm and serenity were worth the hours of sitting in minibus taxis. Given its proximity to the airport, its gardens and parks and hotels and golf course, not to mention its many beaches rimming Lake Victoria, Entebbe was a popular spot for tourists and urbanites seeking weekend relaxation.

It was not a cheap place to live. Gladys rented a room in a courtyard behind a row of shops along Kampala-Entebbe Road with a roommate, Esther. It was a tiny space with a couple of beds. No kitchen, no closet, no space for table and chairs. But Gladys was hardly ever there: most days she left home before 7 a.m. and did not return until after 11 p.m.

On one rare night Gladys returned home early enough to turn on the 10 p.m. news. The TV provided background for her evening tasks, and she paid it little attention until a report came on about a police raid at a boarding school. The director had been accused of embezzlement, neglect, and nonpayment of rent. The story of corruption held no novelty, even with the footage of police arresting teachers and matrons. What drew her attention was the terrified students caught in the middle of the raid. Some of the children were frozen in fear; others were screaming and crying, running east and west like chickens in a pen overrun by dogs.

She scanned the tear-streaked faces, noting with pity how young some of them were. A girl of no more than eight. A toddler, barely steady on his feet. A boy . . . She froze, a bolt of adrenaline shooting through her body.

That face. She knew that face. It was Trevor.

 

SHE HAD FIRST encountered Trevor at Kawempe, always one of the most cooperative police stations on her circuit, almost a year before. According to Officer Harriet, he had been dumped by a woman suspected of being his mother at Katalemwa Cheshire Home, an NGO for children with disabilities. He was small, maybe six or seven years, but he could not confirm his age. He could not confirm anything. When Gladys asked him questions, he would lower his head and mumble at the ground, or he would look off absently and say nothing, as though he had not heard her speak. The only concrete information he could offer was his name: Trevor Masembe.

He was an odd, shambling little figure, with a limp and a lame right hand. His left eyebrow arched slightly higher than his right, lending an air of detachment to his expression that was amusing in one so small. He seemed most comfortable on the periphery of things, a natural bystander. While lingering in doorways or peering through windows, he had a way of lifting his chin and frowning into the distance, as though he were awaiting someone’s imminent arrival.

A child so quiet and inscrutable might be easily overlooked were it not for his smile. Trevor possessed a smile of impish charm that bloomed over his whole face; it was a grin of small, perfect teeth, raised brow, and high cheeks. When he smiled, it was as though he were suddenly awakened and delighted by his present company. It took some enticement to draw out that smile—a biscuit, a peek at the view screen of Gladys’s camera—but the reward was tantalizing. It was like having the blur of a hummingbird come into still and solid focus on the tip of one’s finger. Surely this was a glimpse of the real Trevor, tucked deep within that tight bud of silence.

Fortunately for the children who ended up stranded at Kawempe, the station boasted two recycled shipping containers, one that served as office for the Child and Family Protection Unit, the second as lodging. The metal box contained a wall of sagging shelves and a couple of wooden bed frames, their yellow foam mattresses crumbling like stale bread.

For several months Trevor stayed there. Sometimes he had the company of other boys, sometimes he was alone. At night no police were in attendance, so Officer Harriet would lock the container from the outside. She instructed the boys to urinate in the green bucket in the corner, but most of the time Trevor would wet the mattress.

It was not an ideal situation for anyone. With his lame hand, Trevor could not bathe himself—it took him ten full minutes to button his shirt—so one of the officers had to assist him. During the day there was nothing for him to do except wander around the police motorcycles, groping the handles and growling like an engine until he was chased away.

 

MASEMBE ABANDONED AT KATALEMWA HOME

The six-year-old, who seems to be paralysed on one side of the body, said he was taken to the home by his mother.

Unfortunately his condition cannot allow him to speak for long. Katalemwa Home handed him over to the Kawempe Police for assistance.



 

Trevor’s profile in “Lost and Abandoned” received no response. Gladys ran it a second time. Still nothing. She submitted it a third time.

“You are running this one again?”

“Yes, this one really needs to locate his family.”

Dr. Wendo had moved on from running Saturday Vision and been replaced by Hilary Bainemigisha, an editor who also wrote a popular advice column under the moniker “Dr. Love.” No muscled Lothario, Dr. Love sported glasses, a slight paunch, and a colorful literary style. He was known for his metaphors (“Marriage is like government. As soon as you capture state power, you have to deploy heavily to protect it from hyenas and vultures”) as well as his earthy candor (“You can tell a relationship’s stage of development by the ease with which partners fart in each other’s presence . . . Eventually, some married people relax and start letting the chemical bombs drop”).

Behind his cheeky Dr. Love persona and his first-name-basis familiarity, Hilary operated with a steady professionalism. While he fully supported Gladys’s work, he could not ignore the fact that the newspaper’s contents needed to stay current and fresh. No one wanted to read the same thing week after week, even if it was for a good cause.

Hilary acquiesced to Trevor’s repeated appearances in “Lost and Abandoned,” but Gladys knew she was running out of time. Eventually the police would turn the boy over to Probation, and Probation would turn him over to Naguru Reception Centre.

 

GLADYS DID EVERYTHING she could to keep a child out of Naguru. The facility, which had been built in the 1960s for fifty children, now housed as many as three hundred. It served more as penitentiary than as home, as evidenced by the high walls studded with glass shards and the frequency of escape attempts. In such an overcrowded place, a child could not expect an adequate education or attention to special needs. Children worked at washing clothes, bathing the younger ones, and preparing food. There were reports of frightful conditions in the barracks.

Worst of all for Gladys, Naguru was virtually inaccessible, especially to members of the media. Although it was in Kampala proper, only a couple of miles away from New Vision, it could feel as remote as an island. She could not call or visit or even get confirmation that a particular child was held there. Once a child went to Naguru, the thread was snipped.

On one occasion when Gladys had been allowed to enter the gates of the reception center, word of her visit had obviously preceded her arrival. The yard was deserted. A matron told her that the children were all in class. This was hard to believe, as the one classroom on the grounds stood vacant in front of them.

It would be absurd for a journalist to leave the facility without meeting any of its hundreds of children, and after some polite insistence, Gladys persuaded the staff to bring one to her to interview. A girl of about fourteen emerged from a side yard, where she had been doing laundry. Gladys greeted her brightly, but the girl only smiled in confusion and shook her head. Within a few moments, it became evident that the child could neither hear nor speak. It was Naguru’s idea of a joke: send the reporter a deaf-mute.

 

WITH THE SPECTER of Naguru on the horizon, Gladys was relieved when she raised enough funds for Trevor to board at a place called Good Samaritan. The school was new to her, and she informed the director of her intention to deliver Trevor to school personally to settle him in. No need, the man assured her. He would send her photographs of Trevor’s progress.

No photographs came. Not even a phone call. When she finally reached the director, he apologized for being so busy. The boy was doing fine. Of course she could visit soon. Just not right now.

Something was not right, and she resolved to find out what it was. At one point she dropped by the school at a time when she knew the director would be absent, only to find that the students were not around either.

She did not trust this man. But before she could continue her investigation, Trevor’s stricken face popped up on her television screen. Gladys wanted to jump into a taxi that very night and rescue him. But when fleeing the police, the school director had dragged the students along, eventually abandoning them in Rakai, a district over a hundred miles west of Kampala. To find the money for the long trip, Gladys needed a couple of days.

She also needed official permission to take Trevor. The authorities couldn’t just hand over a child to anyone. After the police raid, most children were retrieved by their parents. The few who remained, like Trevor, fell under the custody of the Probation Department. Through her contacts at Kawempe Police, Gladys tracked down the local probation officer assigned to the stranded students. She called to introduce herself, but the officer rudely cut her off. A journalist had no business stepping into this situation.

In Gladys’s experience, probation officers generally looked upon the media with suspicion. In a country in which half the population was under fifteen, there were many problems concerning children but precious few government resources. The probation officers knew that their bosses at the Ministry of Gender, Labour, and Social Development did not appreciate having any light shed on this disparity.

Gladys explained to the probation office that her involvement with Trevor was more than journalistic—that she had been assisting him for nearly a year, that the child had no known family, that he had a suspected disability—but this officer would not listen. She refused to understand.

There was a difference between the inability to understand and the refusal to understand. If Gladys were to spend a month’s salary on airtime minutes talking to this woman, the effort would garner no more response than an impatient sigh. Meanwhile Trevor was somewhere out there, distraught and bewildered and unable to communicate.

What else could she do?

She had to go and get him.

 

TRAFFIC AND BAD ROADS slowed the taxi’s progress; by nightfall it still had not reached Rakai. Gladys was forced to pay for a hotel night along the route, an expense she could sorely afford.

In the morning she reached the probation officer to plead her case again. The reporter’s tenacity served only to irritate the officer, who refused to make any decision on the matter. Instead she directed Gladys to go to a church building where Trevor and the other stranded children were being held. “Wait for me there,” she ordered.

It was a woeful group that Gladys discovered when she walked through the church door: a dozen children and a couple of matrons, all of them exhausted and hungry. They had not eaten supper the night before or breakfast that morning, and they looked hopefully at their visitor. The only thing Gladys could afford to buy them was bananas.

One of the matrons roused Trevor from sleep. Gladys was shocked at his appearance. His face was grimy and tear-streaked, his T-shirt stained, his feet bare. There were holes everywhere in his clothing. And how he smelled! Worse than a wet boy-goat! The matron said that he had slept in those filthy clothes for over a week, soiling himself every night.

Gladys tried to comfort the boy, hoping that the probation officer would soon arrive. But hours went by and the woman did not show up. It became noon, then two o’clock, then four o’clock. The kids became hungrier and hungrier, and Trevor cried and cried. Still Gladys’s calls went unanswered.

Eh! With a stubborn officer such as this, what chance did Gladys and Trevor stand of receiving official permission to leave? What if the woman insisted on detaining Trevor? How would Gladys be able to trace him?

Then the thought came into Gladys’s head, with the satisfying decisiveness of a cleaver chop: Whether the officer likes it or not, I’m taking Trevor with me.

“Help me get him cleaned up,” she asked a matron. If she had known the officer would make her wait all day, she would have washed Trevor’s clothes upon her arrival. As it was late in the afternoon and she did not want to be traveling after dark, there was no time to allow the shirt and shorts to dry. They were little more than wet rags when the boy put them back on.

As they left, she felt a twinge of guilt at leaving the roomful of sad, famished kids. One of them was a boy of no more than two years. What would happen to them if their families were not located? For now, it was taking all she had just to help Trevor.

 

NO TAXIS WERE available, so Gladys had to flag down a boda boda. With Trevor braced between her and the driver, the motorcycle bounced over dirt roads and veered around potholes. The wind snapped Gladys’s dress against her knees, the hard buzz of the motor as unwaning as her resolve. Had the probation officer arrived to find them gone? Was she in a car now, racing to catch them? Gladys did not care. They were going.

They rode for more than an hour, the boy whimpering in his damp clothes. The boda fare was high, as the route was a long deviation from the driver’s territory. Adding in the cost of a simple meal for Trevor and lodging for the night, Gladys would be lucky if she arrived home with a single shilling in her purse.

At least, with his belly full at last, the boy slept.

In the morning they were able to board a matatu headed for Kampala. It had not gone far when the probation officer finally called, demanding that Gladys return with the child. “You only have a few hours to bring back the boy,” she warned, “or I will have you arrested for kidnapping!”

Now the officer was doing all the talking, and it was getting on Gladys’s nerves. Should she attempt to explain that she was not the type to be threatened, that nothing short of an armed convoy could force her to return the boy, that taking care of the other abandoned students would be a far better use of the officer’s time? No doubt the woman would refuse to understand.

“Turn around right now! Or I’ll—”

Gladys switched her phone off. As the taxi approached Kampala, Gladys turned her phone back on, only to receive another call from the probation officer.

“Why aren’t you responding to me? Aren’t you going to say anything?” The woman was infuriated by her inability to provoke the reporter into a shouting match. Finally she vowed to make good on her threat: she was reporting Gladys to the Kawempe police. “Deliver yourself to the police, or you will be in big trouble.”

Preemptively, Gladys contacted Kawempe. Of course all the officers there, including the bosses, knew her. They also knew Trevor; the boy had lived in their shipping container for a month. When she explained the situation, they suggested she draft a letter for their files to smooth bureaucratic hackles. Then they all shared a hearty laugh over the image of Gladys behind bars. What time would she like them to bring her her tea?

 

TREVOR WAS NOT a child who could express gratitude. Gladys could not expect a thank-you for the rescue that had drained her account, for the week’s worth of missed work and sleepless nights, or for the impassioned lobbying that won him charitable admission into Entebbe Early Learning School, a good school near her home. Gladys’s satisfaction lay in the fact of his safety. And the return of that smile.

At his new school, Trevor found his joy in the form of a football. It was an old white thing, a million kicks having erased the colored pentagons from its dusty surface, giving it the look of a ball of chapati dough. Just the sight of it could lift his eyebrows and stretch his mouth into a wide triangle, a grin that was somehow both mischievous and innocent. And then he would be off, his wake of dust masking the drag of his leg.

Gladys hoped that the Trevor behind that smile might gradually emerge now that he was in a stable place. And there were encouraging signs. When the boy had nowhere to stay over the holidays, the school cook welcomed him into her home. Her children enjoyed Trevor’s company, and the days passed in harmony. One night after supper, the boy even knelt at the cook’s feet and thanked her for the meal.

The cook’s report thrilled Gladys. Back in school, however, the news was mixed. Trevor had trouble sitting in class. When he got too restless, he would simply stand up and leave the classroom. While his classmates hunched over their desks, they could hear the thup thup shuffle shuffle of Trevor kicking his football around the courtyard.

In a typical school, such behavior would warrant a caning. But Agnes Biryahwaho, the director of Early Learning, did not believe in corporal punishment. “Such children have been through a lot, and we must show them patience,” she would say. “Trevor will adjust in his own time.”

Gladys couldn’t help feeling that the boy needed more than time. She had rescued him not only to keep him safe but to give him a chance at a life. A chance to learn and explore and discover what he could be. Most of the time, though, Trevor observed the world from a distance.

He could speak, but he rarely uttered more than two words. He seemed to understand what was said around him, but he often chose to ignore it. He could laugh and play with his classmates, but he might cry in class when told to hold a pen. And then there was the limp. The lame hand. Was he born with these infirmities? Or had he been abused?

What was his story?

 

AN AVERAGE ISSUE of a New Vision newspaper sold 30,000 copies. Each copy was read by around 10 people. The children Gladys profiled had a chance to be recognized by 300,000 people.

How many people had read Trevor’s story by now? Four hundred thousand? Half a million? Someone out there had to know his mother, his father, a relative, even a neighbor. Someone had seen this little one tottering through the village, maybe in pursuit of a football fashioned out of balled-up kavera, the plastic bags harvested from trash piles. Someone had lived next to the family of the quiet boy with the smile and the limp. Someone out there had to be able to tell Gladys about Trevor’s people and why they had given him up.

And so, risking Dr. Love’s disapproval, Gladys inserted Trevor’s photo into her column again.

 

WHERE ARE MASEMBE’S PARENTS?

Trevor Masembe, 6, has been missing from his parents since March 2013. He was abandoned at Katalemwa Cheshire Home, where a Good Samaritan picked him up and handed him over to Kawempe Police . . .



 

And again.

 

MASEMBE SETTLES

Over a year ago, Trevor Masembe, 7, was abandoned at Katalemwa Cheshire Children’s Home, in Wakiso District. He was taken to Kawempe Police Station, where officers searched for his relatives in vain . . .



 

And again.

 

MASEMBE ABANDONED AT CHILDREN’S HOME

A year ago, Trevor Masembe, 7, was abandoned at Katalemwa Cheshire Children’s Home, Wakiso District, by an unknown person . . .



 

A Tale of Two Georges

Getting to a place was always half the battle. Anywhere in Uganda could be tricky to reach, and usually was. Given Gladys’s travel needs, taxi and boda-boda fares could easily eat up half her earnings. Traffic was terrible. And there were only so many hours in the day; usually she spent four or five of them just getting from Entebbe to Kampala and back.

She had learned to be efficient when she reached a place, whether interviewing a group of orphans or reporting on a medical center or visiting a police contact en route to a story. It was easy to cut to the chase; it was hard to get to the starting line. How much more she could get done if she could just get to wherever she needed to be. But such was life.

The hundreds of children she had assisted over the years had floated off everywhere like the tufted seeds of the desert rose. It was impossible to keep track of them all, but there were those who had taken root in her heart and in the hearts of her readers. When too many months passed without seeing such children, Gladys felt a tickling mix of obligation and curiosity. What was happening in their lives? What were they doing right now, at this moment? She needed to see them, and for them to see her.

Her readers also deserved such updates, but unfortunately the paper did not provide for the expenses of such reporting. As a freelancer, Gladys could not even expect an allowance for airtime for her cell phone.

Occasionally Good Samaritans would offer help with transportation costs, with offers to drive or to pay for a car hire. When Gladys had access to a vehicle, as she did this week, she took full advantage. She called the hired driver, Michael Wawuyo, to find out what kind of vehicle he owned. “Where we will be going, you will need a very strong car,” she explained.

Mike informed her that he had a Volvo station wagon, which, though old, was sturdy and well made.

“See if you can get a bigger vehicle,” she urged. “I don’t think you will want to drive your own car on those roads.”

If Mike’s instinct had been to defend the robustness of his Volvo, something in Gladys’s comment made him reconsider. On the morning of the journey, he pulled up in front of the New Vision offices in a white Toyota van with a chrome bush grille over its nose.

Mike got out of the car to greet her, his lanky figure unfolding to nearly six and a half feet. He was an actor who also worked as an art director and a fixer for visiting film crews, among the many jobs he had held over his fifty-odd years. He was the kind of person one valued in a place like Uganda. Fluent in over a dozen African languages, he had met everyone, been everywhere, and done everything. He could charm a bureaucrat and stare down a thug. His severe breed of handsomeness, which suited the police and military characters he often portrayed, belied a congenial personality and an easy sense of humor. Such factors became especially important when spending a fourteen-hour day in the car together.

Gladys informed Mike that in making two stops, they would be visiting eight children. “We will be checking on my quadruplets,” she said.

“Quadruplets!”

“Two sets,” she added, grinning in anticipation of his double-take.

“Two sets!” Mike repeated. “Not from the same woman, surely.”

“No,” she said. “Different mothers. But both fathers are named George.”

 

FIRST THEY WOULD make the long journey to the Kakuru family in rural Kiboga, about sixty miles northwest of Kampala.

Gladys had first met Mary and George Kakuru five years before. The couple already had five young children when, at thirty-three, Mary gave birth to the quadruplets. The family was penniless, the four babies sickly, their mother ill and unable to produce sufficient milk. When Gladys took on their case, her readers responded generously, with donations of hospital fees, transportation, clothes, milk, and food.

But Gladys could not stop there. It worried her to send those babies back home. The family of eleven was crammed into an old thatched hut where swarms of flies buzzed in the urine stench. When it rained, the ragged roof provided no more shelter than the fronds of a palm tree. After Mary’s youngest girl got pneumonia, Gladys discovered that the blanket she had given them was being used by the whole family as a kind of damp tent. It simply would not do.

The notion of building a home for the Kakuru family, a true brick-and-mortar structure, sprouted in Gladys’s mind. It took over two years of campaigning and coordinating and hard work, but she did it.

“Nobody in my family has ever lived in an iron-sheet roofed house,” Mary had declared for one of Gladys’s follow-up articles. “I believed the quadruplets were a blessing from God and had a feeling they could even be a turning point for my family! Thanks be to God, for he listened to my prayers.”

While Gladys basked in the glow of the Kakurus’ delight, not everyone admired her efforts. “What is there to boast of, building a house for those quadruplets?” one of Gladys’s friends had sniffed, seeing pictures of Mary’s new home. “You yourself are still living in a rented place.”

Gladys and her friend were baffled by each other’s behavior. It was like discovering that one could perceive colors and the other could not.

Why has Gladys wasted all this effort to help a stranger with too many children? thought Gladys’s friend.

Why can’t my friend see the happiness in providing a house for a needy family? thought Gladys.

Perhaps it was simply how one was created, Gladys surmised. One saw the colors or one did not.

There were others who saw what she saw. Good Samaritans like the Shalitas, the elderly couple who had helped provide supplies for the family, or Anita, the lovely young woman who had elicited support from the Toyota dealership where she worked. Gladys’s first article about Mary and the quadruplets had broken Anita’s heart. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that she had just given birth to her third child.

“I have everything, you know?” Anita explained. “And I feel like I should do more.”

On this latter point, Mary felt the same way. She had no shortage of ideas for how others might help her. Even now, on the way to the Kakurus’ home, Gladys’s phone chimed repeatedly with calls from Mary. Gladys sighed, knowing that it was futile to try to pick up.

In recent weeks the woman had been “beeping” Gladys—calling and hanging up immediately, so her number would appear on Gladys’s cell without using up any of her own airtime—about a “very urgent matter.”

“The house is falling down,” she declared when Gladys called her back. “The rains have started, and we are worried that the wall will collapse on us!”

The house had stood for three years now, but it seemed that the work would never end.

 

SINCE THE BEGINNING, Gladys’s roommate, Esther, had assisted with the Kakuru family. Such urgent cases appealed to her charitable nature.

Gladys and Esther had become friends after Gladys reported on some renovations at Entebbe Airport, where Esther worked as an electrician. It made sense for them to save money on rent together: Esther was supporting a young son through boarding school, and Gladys had her many obligations. They held similar values—hard work, self-reliance, charity—but there were complementary differences as well.

Most striking was the contrast in volume. There was Gladys, large and loud. Her size was due not to lack of discipline (in fact she did not overeat, although her meals were usually fried and starchy and hastily consumed) but to a naturally fortified physical structure. Her bones, her frame, even her cheeks—everything was built for heavy cargo. Bolstered by this foundation, her voice emerged a formidable instrument, capable of foghorn blasts, shrill toots, and everything in between. Her belly laugh could shake the walls.

Then there was Esther, a rowboat to Gladys’s steamship. Petite and reticent, she talked far more slowly than her older friend—when she could get a word in. Her abstemious diet—vegetarian, spiceless, teetotal—fed a mild and patient temperament. When accompanying Gladys out in the field, she preferred to sit back and observe. When Gladys’s emotions spurted from her in yelps and bursts, Esther favored the verbal styptic. A ten-minute rant about a parent’s negligence might muster from her a dry “That one is not good.”

If Gladys wore her heart on her sleeve, Esther kept hers tucked in her pocket.

Esther had arranged to take the day off from the airport, not wanting to miss the chance to visit the Kakuru family. She and Gladys made a quick stop at a trading center. Even when her purse was thin, as it frequently was these days, Gladys made an effort to take small gifts when visiting the family. If she arrived empty-handed, everyone would be annoyed.

“Don’t buy her beans this time,” Esther suggested. “Mary doesn’t cultivate.”

Gladys agreed, purchasing a kilo of sugar, a few bars of soap, and a loaf of bread. Not that sugar and soap would satisfy Mary, she knew. The woman beeped her constantly with demands, large and small. The kids need shoes. Someone stole our furniture. Why do you not bring us maize, beans, and soybeans every month as you used to?

Anita of the Toyota dealership also felt harassed by Mary’s demands. “It is her house, not ours,” she stressed to Gladys. “She needs to own it.”

Agreeing heartily, Gladys had recently attempted to advance the tough-love agenda. “Mary, I think I have done all I can do.”

“You are tired of me,” the woman replied, pouting.

“No. But this is something I want to put in your head. Now that you have this home, it’s high time you own it. You own it. It is your concern and your husband’s.”

Mary seemed momentarily chastened. George was another story. He would answer the phone, which Gladys had bought for Mary, but he could never supply the answers to even the simplest of Gladys’s questions.

“Where are the kids?” she would ask him. “Do they have their school uniforms?”

Silence. Perhaps a mumble. It was like talking to a sleeping cat.

En route to Kiboga, the car passed the wall of a school with the painted message POVERTY IS A LION. IF YOU DON’T STRUGGLE IT WILL EAT YOU.

“That’s right,” Gladys said, thinking out loud. “You must struggle to overpower it!”

Maybe struggle was the wrong word. If you were poor, of course you struggled to keep your head above water. But it wasn’t enough just to wiggle your arms and legs. At some point you needed to swim to shore.

 

THE RAINS HAD indeed come, and the land at Mary and George’s place was muckier than usual. Mike had to park the white van on the road, as the path to the house was a patchwork of grassy spots and brown puddles of indeterminate depth. Maize grew tall on one side of the path; on the other side, longhorn cattle grazed on thick grass. Neither the maize nor the cattle belonged to Mary, who stood in the middle wearing a smile stretched thin by impatience. Like Gladys, she was a large woman, but with a lower center of gravity. It settled below her waist and filled out the folds of her kingfisher-blue dress, giving her the immobile bearing of a concrete road divider.

After boisterous greetings, Gladys and Esther followed Mary toward the
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