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There is no greater love than laying down your life for a friend. This profound love seeps through every page of Jim and Henry’s story, like a healing balm. Over the last several years I have had the great privilege of witnessing Jim’s passion for Ugandan people and his willingness to lay down his own life for others. Divine Collision will remind you once again how one small gesture of love can make a monumental impact on a person for eternity.


—Katie Davis, Author of the New York Times Bestseller Kisses from Katie


A beautiful and riveting story, Divine Collision is an emotional roller-coaster ride illustrating how a life of service is not only personally satisfying but also an avenue for our own liberation. With tears in my eyes as I read along, this story powerfully reminded me that the most satisfying life is a life of service. Jim Gash humbly chronicles how he, through tireless and devoted work to free a wrongly accused teenager, gained his own freedom by discovering his true purpose in life.


—Monty Moran, Esq., Co-CEO of Chipotle Mexican Grill


Divine Collision is an encouragement to those of us who walk daily in the corridors of law and order, believing that if you persist and follow the divine blueprint, it is possible to extract justice from the very jaws of injustice. The story of Jim and Henry illustrates further that justice knows no color, no jurisdiction, no age, and no boundaries. Justice is without borders.


—Justice Mike J. Chibita, Director of Public Prosecutions, Uganda


With great courage and conviction, Jim Gash provides an extraordinary glimpse into the power of obedience, prayer, and hope in transforming not only one life—or even one community—but an entire justice system. Divine Collision speaks to what is at the heart of our Christian calling: “Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless; plead the case of the widow” (Isaiah 1:17).


—Gary A. Haugen, President & CEO of International Justice Mission and author of The Locust Effect


Divine Collision weaves together a compelling narrative of Jim Gash’s passion to protect children forgotten within the web of the Ugandan justice system and his desire to obey the biblical command to act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly. Jim’s story inspires all of us to “remember the poor” and to serve “the least of these.”


—Ken Starr, President of Baylor University


Jim Gash has brought forth a book that might just cause you to sing. Divine Collision reminds you of the great worth of a seemingly obscure life, and how a little decision can have ripple effects into eternity. It’s about saying YES to the God who sees the broken places—and doesn’t look away. This gripping true story of redemption and beauty deserves a wide audience of thrill-seekers and those who want to discover new ways to love God, even when He calls us to what seems impossible.


—Sara Hagerty, Author of Every Bitter Thing Is Sweet


What happens when God calls a Southern California law professor to serve “the least of these” in Uganda? Divine Collision is the riveting story of God at work in two families on two continents. It is a roller coaster of faith, perseverance, disappointments, and ultimately triumph—not only for a falsely convicted Ugandan youth, but the transformation of the justice system of an entire nation. You will be inspired by how God can use normal, everyday people to accomplish His purposes!


—Terry Fahy, Vice President of Salem Media Group, Los Angeles


Jim Gash is a quiet hero. He is a brilliant justice fighter, and his life is marked by humility. His story, told in Divine Collision, is courageous and inspiring. Read this book!


—John Sowers, Author of The Heroic Path


Divine Collision is a thrilling story of how an American law professor driven by faith, compassion, and love made sacrifices for himself and his family in order to secure justice and freedom through Uganda’s judicial system for many children, including Henry, who had been convicted of murder. The story is written against the background of the successful collaboration between the Pepperdine University School of Law and the Ugandan Judiciary, which has promoted exchange programs between the two institutions and made a significant contribution to the transformation of the justice system. Because of Jim Gash’s commitment and historical contribution to the Ugandan Judiciary, which is clearly evident in this book, he was named Specialist Advisor to the Ugandan High Court and became the first American ever to argue a case in the Ugandan Court of Appeals. Indeed, his frequent visits to Uganda have made Uganda his second home.


—Dr. Benjamin J. Odoki, Retired Chief Justice of Uganda (2001–13)


I first heard Jim Gash speak years ago when giving a sermon in place of our pastor who was on hiatus. It was something I will never forget and changed the way I look at chance meetings forever. He said there is no such thing as a coincidence, only “God-scheduled opportunities.” Thanks to that shared wisdom, my life has been greatly blessed. Jim is a man like no other, and I know this story will touch and inspire you. You picking up this book is more than chance curiosity—it’s an example of a “God-scheduled opportunity.” Enjoy!


—Scott Hamilton, Olympic Gold Medalist and Author


Divine Collision is about justice and the heart of a Christian lawyer. I encourage anyone who thinks God cannot use them to make a difference in the world: read this book! Jim Gash did a simple thing—he followed where God called him. And in the end, Jim was a part of God’s plan for justice in lives stretching from California to Uganda.


—David Nammo, Executive Director and CEO of the Christian Legal Society


Divine Collision is an incredible story of faith, determination, brotherhood and, finally, sweet victory for the good guys. Jim Gash, a professor at Pepperdine Law School, tells of his friendship with Henry, a Ugandan teenager falsely accused of a crime, and their battle with the Ugandan courts to introduce due process and basic fairness. While this book does tell how they changed the system, Jim and Henry’s story is more about how anyone can accomplish great things when they see a wrong and simply decide its time to correct it.


—Roger Cossack, ESPN Legal Analyst and Adjunct Professor at Pepperdine University School of Law


There is a moment of sober acceptance when vocation and training intersect urgently with avocation and a deep and personal need to do what is right. Divine Collision is the true story of a man fit perfectly to a mountain. In an age when the practice of law feels sometimes as much like business as it is profession, this remarkable story cannot help but restore faith in the nobility of the law and its humble, respectful practitioners. This is a story about nothing less than a hero’s journey in service to justice.


—Andrew K. Benton, President of Pepperdine University


A remarkable story of what happens when you follow God’s commandments to love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind and then to love your neighbor as you love yourself—you get a divine collision, and your life and the lives of those around you are changed forever! Jim Gash, in his book Divine Collision, shows us what the true meaning of humanity is and how it leads to justice, peace, and fulfillment.


—Justice Geoffrey Kiryabwire, Justice of the Court of Appeal for the Constitutional Court of Uganda


In challenging times, the world needs reminders of hope and justice. Divine Collision delivers that message clearly and with a clarion call to action: we can all do our part to heal a broken world.


—Jay Milbrandt, Professor at Bethel University (MN) and Author of The Daring Heart of David Livingstone and Go and Do


A compelling and joyous story of the transformation of a legal system—and of the individuals who brought it about. A must-read for anyone committed to the proposition that law is a calling to serve others.


—Jeffrey Brauch, Dean of Regent University School of Law


Divine Collision is the extraordinary story of the dedicated work done in Uganda by Professor Jim Gash of the Pepperdine University School of Law. Professor Gash responded to his own faith calling and to the desperate needs of hundreds of young people in remand homes in Uganda, imprisoned for long periods of time without any semblance of what we know as due process. Through this journey, Professor Gash not only forged a bond with Henry, the African hero of the story, but he helped change the practices of the entire Ugandan criminal justice system. His significant contributions stand as models for bringing fairness and the rule of law to people around the globe. It is a privilege to be a colleague of Professor Gash and to be part of the home of the Global Justice Program, which he directs.


—Deanell Reece Tacha, Duane & Kelly Roberts Dean of Pepperdine University School of Law


Find out what happens when a sharp, self-effacing California lawyer without any penchant for mission trips goes to Africa and befriends a sharp, self-effacing Ugandan teenager who has suffered a grave injustice. He gives the boy his cell phone number … and nothing will ever be the same for either of them. Part legal thriller, part spiritual memoir, this book will remind you what wonderful surprises are in store when a person says yes to God—even an initially hesitant yes.


—Rick Hamlin, Executive Editor of Guideposts magazine and Author of 10 Prayers You Can’t Live Without


Divine Collision tells the extraordinary and compelling story of the friendship between Jim and Henry, separated by thousands of miles and a cultural gap wider still. It is the story of deep and sacrificial friendship, of the relentless pursuit of justice, of a dramatic and unexpected divine collision. Gash lovingly and beautifully shares his story with Henry’s help, drawing us in and exposing us to the transforming power of living in response to God’s call on our lives. Inspiring and encouraging, you will not be the same after reading Divine Collision.


—L. Timothy Perrin, President of Lubbock Christian University


Despite all the bad news from Africa—and his book hides none of that—Jim Gash offers some good news about how individuals can make a transformational difference in others’ lives, regardless of where they are in this world. Divine Collision is a well-told and inspiring story of love, hope, and mercy one life at a time.


—Edward Larson, Pulitzer Prize–Winning Author of Summer for the Gods


We all desire to live lives of meaning. We all long to know we’ve helped make the world a better place. Divine Collision is an inspiring, heartwarming story that chronicles Jim Gash’s cross-continental journey to unlock a lifetime of meaning and possibility for a young African boy named Henry. It’s a powerful reminder of God’s desire for us to love one another and to boldly follow the passion he places in our hearts. Uplifting and inspiring!


—Phil Schubert, President of Abilene Christian University


Jim Gash’s account of Henry’s journey through the Ugandan judicial system is riveting, colorful, and emotional. Jesus said, “I am the door,” and Jim walked through the door to answer Henry’s prayer for help. In the process, he’s helped catalyze the juvenile judicial system in Uganda. Among its many inspirational lessons, Divine Collision shows how empathetic and sustained service bear fruit in foreign missionary efforts.


—Edith H. Jones, Judge for U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit


Divine Collision is a captivating book! Jesus calls us to visit the prisoner, proclaim justice for the oppressed, and set the captive free. Too often we’ve forgotten that He really meant it. Jim Gash didn’t forget, and his book reminds us this is Jesus’ call for us too.


—Richard Stearns, President of World Vision U.S. and Author of The Hole in Our Gospel and Unfinished




DIVINE COLLISION




DIVINE COLLISION


An African Boy, An American Lawyer, and Their Remarkable Battle for Freedom


JIM GASH


[image: Image]




Copyright © 2015 by Jim Gash


Published by Worthy Books, an imprint of Worthy Publishing Group, a division of Worthy Media, Inc., One Franklin Park, 6100 Tower Circle, Suite 210, Franklin, TN 37067.


WORTHY is a registered trademark of Worthy Media, Inc.


HELPING PEOPLE EXPERIENCE THE HEART OF GOD


eBook available wherever digital books are sold.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2015952292


All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, scanning, or other—except for brief quotations in critical reviews or articles, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


For foreign and subsidiary rights, contact rights@worthypublishing.com


Scripture quotations are from THE HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®, NIV® Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.® Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.


Published in association with Yates & Yates, www.Yates2.com


ISBN: 978-1-61795-671-3 (Hardcover w/ Jacket)


Cover Design: Matt Smart / Smartt Guys design


Cover Images: Craig Detweiler (top) and Jay Milbrandt (bottom)


Printed in the United States of America


16 17  18  19  20  LBM  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


E2-20190205-PDJ-PC-VAL




To Joline, who has unfailingly loved,
encouraged, and believed in me
for more than a quarter of a century.




FOREWORD BY BOB GOFF


JIM GASH IS A GOOD FRIEND of mine. He’s many things. A father, a lawyer, an advocate, a professor at Pepperdine Law School. He’s too humble to let on, but those of us who have been around him for a while know he could be running a small country. Instead, he’s devoted his life to his family, his friends, his students, and Jesus. Doing this is more complicated than it sounds at first, because Jim assumes everyone is his friend. He also takes Jesus literally. Jesus told His friends when they did something for the lost and hurting, they were doing it for Him. This book is about what Jim did next, because he actually believes what Jesus said is true.


He also doesn’t think loving his neighbor means just loving the person across the street from him. He’s gone around the world loving people. You’ll meet a couple of them in this book. While I’ve learned a lot of things from Jim over the years, he’s never thought he was my teacher; he just thought he was my friend. There are a lot of people who feel this way about Jim. You’ll know why, before you turn the last page of this book.


Jim knew I didn’t have a place to stay one night, so he gave me a key to his house and said I could stay there every night. People who know how to love extravagantly do these things. I’ve spent more than a few nights at Jim’s house since then, and he’s a man of habits. He makes the same breakfast every morning. An egg. A piece of toast. A slice of meat. The same way. Every day. No exceptions. He loves the people he meets the same way. Everybody. Every day. No exceptions. He started loving people in Uganda this way, and you’ll read in this book how he helped to change a country.


Jim prepares for his day at Pepperdine Law School the way most people study for the bar exam. He memorizes the cases, the rules, and the outcomes. Even though he knows the cases better than any of the students, he makes them feel as though they’re teaching him. Humble people make a habit of loving people this way. Jim also memorizes the name of every student in his class. Perhaps this could work for some of us if we had a class of a dozen or less. Jim has hundreds of students in his classes. On the first day of class, he calls on them by name. He knows where each student went to school, what their ambitions are, and where they lived before they came to law school. He could probably tell them their favorite color. This isn’t a parlor room trick. You see, Jim cares for everyone he meets this way. Ferociously. Purposefully. Intensely. He’s memorized the way Jesus loved people, and Jim knows he can’t love people the way Jesus did if he doesn’t know them. So Jim set out many years ago to get to know as many people as he can. He treats the chief justice of Uganda’s Supreme Court and his many friends in the judiciary the same way he treats his students. With tremendous love and respect.


It won’t take you long to figure out Jim doesn’t walk; he leaps. People light up when he springs into a room. He does life with a boyish charm, which is irresistible even to his most imposing adversary. He doesn’t just put his toe in the water, he grabs his knees and does a cannonball. And without knowing what just happened, most of us have felt Jim grab us by the wrist a time or two and take us along with him.


When Jim let his love off the chain in Uganda many years ago, he visited many times and did tremendous things, but he knew he could accomplish more if he moved there with his family—so he did. Who loves people that way? I have a school in Northern Uganda and have been at the receiving end of Jim’s audacious brand of love. I’ve watched him hope for other people what they’ve been hoping for themselves. He must have done a Jedi move on me once, as I found myself enrolling students into my school he’d freed from a prison in Uganda. I didn’t even know what Jim had done until much later. Typical Jim! Love isn’t a spell that is cast; it’s a habit that is practiced. Jim has practiced love a lot, and it’s cost him more than a little.


As a young man, Jim landed a job with a huge law firm—which is the envy of most lawyers—but Jim didn’t want to just do things he was able to do; he wanted to do things he was created to do. He knows there’s no justice without love and no love without justice, so Jim started doing a lot of both. To be sure, he’s one of the world’s best cheerleaders, but Jim loves people like a linebacker. The last place I’d want to be in the world is standing in between him and injustice. This is because Jim doesn’t see people as issues; he sees them as people.


If what I believe is true, one day each of us is going to wrap up our time here on earth and we’ll sit with God. Jesus said on that day He’ll want to talk to us about how we treated hungry people, thirsty people, strange people, sick people, naked people, and imprisoned people. Some of those conversations will be brief, and some of those conversations will be long. I’m betting Jesus will have a long conversation with Jim about the people who were hurting and somehow got inside the blast radius of his love.


Jim is a lot like Jesus—they both went after the ones who were on society’s fringe. Jim doesn’t let many people know what he does for others. He’s old fashioned that way and thinks love doesn’t need to be televised for it to matter. Or even put in a book for the masses to read. But he wanted to tell his story to draw more attention to others, including an African boy named Henry. In these pages, you’re going to get a peek through a knothole and learn more than a little from a guy who’s been doing a lot more than just talking about love and justice.


It’s a delight to introduce you to my friend Jim Gash.




PART ONE




CHAPTER 1


THE CATALYST


“IS THAT REALLY AFRICA, DAD?” Jessica asked.


My thoughts floated across the water stretching out before us as my family and I stood at the cliff’s edge in the early summer of 2008.


“Dad? DAD? Are you even listening to me?” my inquisitive thirteen-year-old daughter, Jessica, persisted.


“What, sweetie?” I said, snapping back into the moment.


“Is … that … Africa?” She was pointing at a smudge of brown on the horizon separating the water from the sky.


“Yes, that’s Morocco, and that’s the Strait of Gibraltar in front of it. We’re standing on the southernmost tip of Europe.”


“Are we going there?”


“No, sweetie. We’re going to drive around Spain for a while before we go to London.” We were en route to the UK, where we would live for six months while I worked at Pepperdine’s London Program during the summer and fall terms.


My eight-year-old, Jennifer, took off her rainbow-rimmed sunglasses and sighed. “When can we get some ice cream?”


“I want some too,” my burr-headed middle child, Joshua, added.


“No, Dad.” Jessica stood on her tiptoes until she and her furrowed brow were centered in my field of view. “I mean, are we ever going to Africa?”


“Nope. I have no plans to go to Africa. Ever.”


“Why not?”


All she got in reply was a shrug. I turned her shoulders around to face the horizon and placed her head under my chin. What would we ever do in Africa?


“Hey, Jim, let me get a photo,” my wife, Joline, said as she lined us up against the rail and we squeezed together to fit in the frame of the picture.


This was the only memory of Africa I expected our family ever to share.


Had Joline’s camera lens been able to focus over my shoulder on a small village 3,358 miles south of Gibraltar, it would have captured a deceptively innocuous scene—a dusty peasant farmer hiring an itinerant herdsman to tend his nine cows.
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A red sun peeked expectantly over the rolling hills as the herdsman shuffled onto the bustling road. His dew-drenched shirt clung to his stiff back, and his alcohol-soaked head hammered from his three-day binge. He was no stranger to sleeping on the ground, but his aching joints reminded him he wasn’t getting any younger.


He pulled a hat over his weathered face and blinked at the red dirt swimming beneath his bare feet. The sputtering cough of a boda boda drew his glance to the driver and then to the middle-aged man seated behind him on the motorcycle. The passenger wore a faded Manchester United T-shirt and a scowl. That isn’t him, the herdsman thought. But better to be safe.


He quickened his pace and ambled unsteadily into Hoima’s outdoor market, seeking anonymity among the merchants propping up crude wooden stalls and setting out their merchandise—tomatoes, pineapples, secondhand clothing, and other necessities for life in rural East Africa.


Are they still hunting me? the herdsman wondered, carefully avoiding any eye contact. Why didn’t I take a bus south to Kampala? They wouldn’t have looked for me two hundred kilometers away. Why did I steal from them in the first place? They gave me a job and treated me well.


He cursed himself for squandering the money on alcohol. Now it was too late. I can’t even afford a matatu to Masindi!


As he ducked under a yellow Uganda Cranes soccer jersey dangling over the narrow path leading into the market, his stomach growled. He could afford little more than some bread and something to drink while he hid yet another day. More than hunger, though, he felt fear. It wasn’t fear of the police; they only cared about more serious crimes. It was the boda drivers.


He shuddered as he remembered the beatings he’d witnessed, and sometimes participated in during his younger days, when thieves were caught red-handed.


“Two chapattis,” he said to the woman laboring over an iron skillet.


“One thousand shillings,” came the reply in broken English as she slipped the circular pieces of flat bread into a plastic bag.


As he pocketed his change, an unfamiliar voice startled him from behind. “Imanriho?”


The herdsman turned slowly and found himself staring into the eyes of a boda driver twice his size and half his age—the one who had zoomed past minutes earlier.


“My passenger told me you are the thief called Imanriho,” the hulking man growled.


He weighed his options. He could run, but with his shaky legs, his odds of escaping were razor thin. He could offer his remaining money as a bribe, but the boda driver would earn that amount on a few fares over the next hour. Or he could play dumb.


“Eh? Who are you looking for?”


“Imanriho—the herdsman who stole money from his employer three days ago.”


“That is not me.” He shook his head vigorously.


“Then you should not be worried!” The boda driver seized his arm and forcefully escorted him back through the market.


“I am not a thief, I am not a thief!”


His trembling protests drew a crowd, their experience telling them a boda driver dragging a suspected thief meant violence was imminent. By the time captive and captor reached the road, about twenty onlookers had convened, many of whom were also boda drivers. His captor yanked off his hat and turned his chin toward the man in the Manchester United shirt. The man spat. “He is the one. Make him pay.”


The first blow landed behind Imanriho’s right ear, knocking him to his knees. A kick to his left ribcage emptied his lungs. As he wretched and gasped for air, he felt himself being hoisted onto a motorcycle behind a boda driver. Another man scrambled on behind him, the jeering crowd trailing them as the motorcycle eased out of the market. Imanriho instantly recognized the route—they were heading toward his employer’s home.


The crowd’s insults gradually intensified into death threats, which sharpened Imanriho’s focus. As the motorcycle slowed near a school, Imanriho lunged sideways and escaped while a chorus of female voices pierced the morning air in alarm. Imanriho’s adrenaline surged as he darted around trees, vaulted over ditches, and zigzagged between houses like a gazelle being chased by lions. He’d never run so fast.


But it wasn’t fast enough.


Imanriho was glancing back at his pursuers when an agile young man leapt from his doorway and sent the escapee sprawling. Before Imanriho could regain his feet, the crowd was upon him, dragging him and showering him with punches and kicks until he’d lost several teeth and could hear only ringing in his ears.


The pain was excruciating. Was this the end?


Through swollen eyes, he saw his employer’s neighbors emerging from their shanties. As they joined in the pummeling, Imanriho recognized his boss’s deep voice. “Stop! That is enough!”


A moment passed. Then another. No more blows.


“Someone bring my herdsman some water.”


Imanriho rolled onto his side and tried to sit up. His mouth fumbled for words of remorse, but only mumbles emerged. He scanned the crowd in vain for his employer’s kindhearted wife.


Suddenly a towering figure approached from behind him, blocking out the sun. Imanriho turned and squinted, trying to identify the object the man held above his head.


He heard his employer scream, “Nooo!” as the heavy stone tile crashed down on his skull.


Everything went dark.




CHAPTER 2


IHUNGU


“THIS IS YOUR NEW HOME. It is called Ihungu. You will stay here until you are released. Understand?”


Henry and Joseph nodded. The woman said she was called Rose, though her stocky figure, wrinkled face, and graying temples suggested her bloom had long since wilted.


“I am in charge, and you will do as I say. Understand?”


The boys nodded again. Henry’s joints throbbed from the jarring ride to Ihungu.


“Which of you is called Henry?” Rose snarled, squinting in the fading light of day at a document the Hoima police officer had handed her.


“I am the one,” said the older yet smaller of the two. “And this is my brother Joseph.”


Rose’s unflinching stare bore into Henry until he had to divert his eyes. Henry had honed his submissive posture during his two-month stay in the Hoima jail in the summer of 2008, where he and five other boys had been detained while awaiting word about their court cases.


Both brothers kept their heads bowed until Rose whipped her sharp-tipped umbrella upward toward the truck they’d just arrived on. “What are you waiting for?” Rose shouted to the driver in Swahili. “Leave!”


As the truck drove away, Rose calmed a bit. “This is the custody,” she said flatly, pointing her umbrella javelin at the concrete building directly in front of them. “You will stay there with the others.”


“Dinner is in one hour,” she said, gesturing to her right at a boy inside a detached kitchen structure. He was stirring the contents of a blackened pot on a roaring fire. Two months ago was the last time Henry had cooked directly over a fire. It was the day his world had burst into flames.
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Henry’s phone alarm buzzed on his pillow at 5:00 a.m. as usual. He raised his mosquito net in the darkness—taking care not to awaken his younger brothers, Joseph and Herbert, next to him—and felt the dirt floor for his flip-flops. The events of the past three days had replayed in his mind all night long. Trudging out the back door of his family’s small concrete dwelling, fifteen-year-old Henry’s troubles weighed on him like a lead robe.


“Good morning,” Henry said groggily.


His mother knelt on the floor of the detached kitchen and added chunks of wood to a small fire. “Good morning, son.” She sat up and studied Henry’s expressive eyes. She could see trouble swimming in them this morning. “Are you too tired today? You know you don’t need to help me every morning, don’t you?”


“I am okay, and two work faster than one. I will have enough time to prepare for school when we finish.” Henry lifted a boiling pot of water from the fire.


“Okay, but if this takes away from your studies, you must stop.”


He shook a plain white bag of wheat flour into the pot and began the ten-minute mingling process. “I will keep my scholarship if I stay on top. I will not fail to do so.”


“Your father and I are so proud of you. We want you to finish secondary school so God can give you opportunities we did not have.”


Henry paused his stirring. “Do you still believe that is possible? Even after what has happened?”


“Is that what is bothering you? Always remember, God’s plans are better than ours. Even when bad things happen, Henry, things outside our control, God will use them for good.”


“Your mother is as wise as she is beautiful.” The voice behind Henry was authoritative yet kind. Henry’s father ducked under the doorway and set a fresh bag of wood chunks next to the fire.


Henry saw his mother blush and hoped he would someday love his own wife as much as his father loved his mother after twenty-plus years of marriage.


“Your mother and I had to go to work before we completed secondary school. You must finish. Do not worry about the family; God will provide. Just trust in Him and He will make your dream come true.”


Henry wanted to believe this—that his dream of being the first in his family to go to university and become a doctor was possible. But he knew only one in twenty Ugandans attend university. His older brother, Kegan, had dropped out of school after Senior Four and now worked cutting hair and burning CDs. His older sister was also trapped in a menial job in Hoima even though she had completed Senior Six. Her national exam scores fell short of those necessary to earn a government scholarship, and the family couldn’t afford to pay her university tuition.


Deep down, Henry knew his family couldn’t afford to send him to university either. In fact, he feared that if he lost his scholarship, he would have to drop out of secondary school midway through Senior Three.


As Henry stirred the chapatti dough, his memories of three days ago were also stirred.


Henry’s phone had vibrated in his pocket during geography class. “Henry, come home right now,” his mom had pleaded.


Her desperate tone had set Henry’s heart racing. “Is everything okay? Should Joseph come?”


“Leave Joseph. No one is hurt, but I need you.” Then the line had suddenly gone dead.


Henry had sprinted the two hundred meters home, where his frazzled mother ushered him into his parents’ bedroom. The mattress had been overturned and cast to one side.


“It is gone, Henry. It is all gone!” she had said while sobbing.


Each day his mother made hundreds of chapattis and sold them to local restaurants, and his father cut, folded, and glued rolls of paper into homemade envelopes and sold them to Hoima drugstores for packaging pills. The family’s savings were kept under his parents’ mattress.


“Who did this?” Henry had asked.


“Imanriho. Your father was in town delivering envelopes, so I asked the herdsman to go buy some new scissors to surprise your father. Imanriho waited in the front room while I went to get the money. We both walked out together, and he started to leave but said he forgot his coat inside. After tending to the chickens, I came inside and found this.” She had swept her arm across the scene and said, “We have been saving for two years. It is all gone. All we have now are the animals.”


Henry’s father had been upset but more concerned with getting back the money than casting blame. Father, son, and some neighbors had fanned out across Hoima to search for Imanriho the rest of that day. After two more days had passed with no sign of him, everyone assumed he had caught a bus to Kampala or a matatu to Masindi.


“It has been three days,” Henry’s father declared while Henry was packaging chapattis with his mother, jarring him back to the present. “What is gone is gone.”


“Everything happens for a reason,” Henry’s mother said. “In time, God will show us why.”


As Henry walked to school, he tried to imagine what good could come from the loss of his family’s savings. Though nothing came to him, a faint smile creased Henry’s lips as his mother’s words echoed in his head. He marveled at her faith and wondered if he would ever trust God as much as she did.
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“What are you waiting for? Into the custody!” Rose snapped at Henry. The memory of his mother’s unshakable faith seemed so distant and unattainable now.


The wooden doorway to the custody was centered on the shorter side of a rectangular, V-roofed building. Carved into the concrete above the door was “1962.” Henry surmised this was when the custody was built—the same year Uganda gained its independence from Great Britain.


Behind him were rows of corn and a mango tree. To his right were two more buildings, both much smaller than the custody, with more corn and another mango tree beyond them—but surprisingly, no fence in sight. The boy Rose had pointed out earlier was cooking something in the smaller building on the far right. A rusting drum of water sat in front of the other building.


As Henry and Joseph approached the custody, a hand plunged through a rectangular hole in the door and deftly removed a golden padlock. The door slowly opened inward. Henry’s heart thundered as he and Joseph nervously ascended the three steps into the dark entrance.


Rose watched the door close behind them with satisfaction. Ihungu’s warden allotted her a monthly food allowance based on the number of inmates. More inmates meant more money. Because the corn grown on Ihungu’s ten acres produced more flour than the inmates needed, Rose could “redirect” the portion of the allowance otherwise allocated to corn flour.


She walked up the crumbling steps of the U-shaped building next to the custody and opened the door, dropping Henry’s and Joseph’s court documents onto the disorganized pile of papers between sacks of beans, corn flour, and cassava on one side, and stacks of hoes, shovels, and machetes on the other. Heaped in one corner of this storeroom was a mound of T-shirts and flip-flops.


As she closed the door behind her, she yelled, “Two more bowls—twenty-one to feed tonight! Smaller portions for everyone.”


“Yes, ma’am,” replied the shirtless, shoeless boy in the kitchen. He knew this actually meant twenty smaller portions for the juveniles and one large portion for Rose. He’d been warned not to talk back to her … and not to get between her and food.


Sweat streaked his face and smoke clouded his eyes as he gingerly slid another piece of firewood between two stone supports. Recalling his own arrival at Ihungu a month ago, he hoped the two new boys wouldn’t make the same mistake he’d made by resisting what was about to happen.


Henry and Joseph crept inside the custody like it was haunted. As the door creaked to a close behind them, their pupils strained to capture the light trickling in through slits high on the walls. Henry scanned the length of the room, barely able to see a few dozen water jugs scattered along the walls near the back. Closer to the door lay blanket-covered mats in two evenly spaced rows of six—some with two boys on them; some with one. Most boys leaned against the side walls.


As their faces came into focus, none of the silent, penetrating stares conveyed even a hint of welcome. But in their eyes, Henry detected more apprehension than hatred. Henry finally exhaled.


Suddenly, one boy stood right up in Henry’s face. Like the others, his hair was trimmed short. He wore a faded-red Arsenal soccer jersey and was almost six feet—eight inches taller than Henry. “I am Jamil, the Chairman. Remove your shoes and shirts,” he menacingly instructed in Swahili.


Henry and Joseph glanced at each other, back at the Chairman, and then at everyone else leaning forward in anticipation. Chairman of what? Henry wondered.


“Take off your shoes and shirts, now!” The Chairman puffed his chest like a prizefighter at a press conference. His flashing eyes, clenched teeth, and tight fists punctuated the urgency in his voice.


Henry and Joseph complied. Another boy darted forward, scooped up their things, and disappeared through the custody’s doorway, returning empty-handed moments later. Their simple act of obedience released the tension in the room.


Jamil returned to his mat adjacent to the door, mildly disappointed he wouldn’t need to subdue them as he had the previous arrival, who had learned the hard way that the shoes and shirt were coming off. The others had also been reminded that insubordination came at a cost.


Another boy rose from a mat on the other side of the door. “I am called Sam. I am the Katikkiro.” His countenance was stern but noticeably less intimidating than Jamil’s.


Henry knew Katikkiro (Kah-tee-kee-roh) means “prime minister” in Swahili, which meant Sam was in charge. Aiming for an appropriate balance of deference and confidence, Henry looked Sam in the face and stretched out his hand. “Nice to meet you. I am called Henry, and this is my brother Joseph.”


Sam paused. Henry’s hand didn’t move. No one breathed.


Henry swallowed hard, wondering whether to drop his eyes and withdraw his hand. Suddenly, Sam flashed a toothy smile and shook Henry’s hand.


“Nice to meet you too. Welcome to Ihungu. With you, we are now nineteen. We have only twelve beds, so you will share with others. There is also one girl, but she stays with Rose in the store—the building between the custody and the kitchen.”


Sam assigned Henry and Joseph mats and said, “We will eat soon, so sit quietly and wait. At nine o’clock you will be told the Rules.”


Henry wondered what the Katikkiro meant by “the Rules” but knew he would learn soon enough.


All the boys appeared clean and healthy, though thin. Many of them looked Munyoro, like Henry and Joseph, but several appeared to be from different tribes. Oddly, none of the conversations among any of the boys were in the Munyoro language of Runyoro—all were in Swahili.


Some of the prisoners had small boxes of personal effects; some just had small piles of playing cards and clothing items. Even through the crusted paint on the walls, Henry could read dozens of carved messages, many of which were simply names. Others were phone numbers. Still others were pleas for help.


Thin slats near the top of the walls let in slender rays of light—as well as malaria-carrying mosquitos, yet there were no mosquito nets in sight. The boys’ mats were thin, deteriorating foam or piles of reeds. A threadbare blanket covered each one, and there were no additional blankets to cover them. Between the mats were one-gallon white or yellow plastic jugs filled with drinking water. The back wall of the custody opened into a small room with a floor that sloped down to a drain. Near the entry point hung a clothesline.


At dinner inside the custody, each boy received a small bowl of corn-based posho, beans, and potato-like cassava root—food that Henry was served nearly every day at school. Henry wondered if he’d ever eat with his classmates again.


After sunset, with no electricity nearby and the closest streetlights two hundred kilometers away in Kampala, a curtain of inky darkness draped Ihungu. At precisely 9:00 p.m., an excited hush settled over the room. The Katikkiro stood and lit the only candle lamp in the custody. “Henry and Joseph, please come to me.” The boys obeyed.


Sam walked them from mat to mat to introduce them to each prisoner. With the lamp in each boy’s face, Sam asked, “Do you know Henry or Joseph?” Most were from Masindi or the surrounding villages. None was from Hoima, fifty kilometers away. No one recognized either of them.


Then Jamil, the Chairman, took the lamp and began the meeting. “We have rules at Ihungu. Violating these rules will result in punishment.”


He cleared his throat and addressed the entire room as if he were Moses returning from Mount Sinai with the stone tablets. Proceeding from memory, he announced:


•  Rule #1: Cruelty to others will be punished.


•  Rule #2: Escape is forbidden. If a prisoner attempts to escape, he will be caught, brought back, and punished.


•  Rule #3: Talking about escape is forbidden. To make sure no one speaks of it, prisoners may speak only Swahili. We took your shoes and shirts so you would not try to escape. You will get them back after three months if you do not attempt escape.


•  Rule #4: No stealing. Prisoners who steal will be severely punished.


•  Rule #5: No walking at night. Once this lamp is put out, prisoners must stay on their mats. If a prisoner has to get up, he must first tell the Katikkiro, who will light the lamp. Walking at night without permission will result in punishment.


•  Rule #6: No rumor mongering. Prisoners who talk about others or repeat what they hear will be punished.


•  Rule #7: Prisoners must carry their gardening tools in front of them when going to work. Those who carry their tools on their shoulder will be punished.


“Those are the Rules of Ihungu. Do you have any questions?” Henry had several, but decided this wasn’t the time to ask.





JULY 18, 2008


The boy next to me fell asleep right after the Katikkiro put out the lamp. I did not. I had not seen two of my brothers and my sister for two months. I had not seen my father for one month. I wondered how my mother would survive without the income from the envelope business. She would soon have to start selling the animals.


I wondered how long Joseph and I would be here. I missed school, and I knew the third term of Senior Three would be starting soon. Would the headmaster let me rejoin the class in the middle of the term? Or would I have to wait a year? It felt like my dream of attending university was slipping away.


I heard two or three boys crying softly. One of them sounded like Joseph. When Joseph cried in the Hoima jail, I could comfort him. I thought about going over to his bed, but that was against the Rules.


I imagined what my mom would say if she were here. She would tell me God is in control and that He uses even the bad things to make good. I tried to remind myself of this. I wanted to believe it very much.


I did not know what else to do, so I prayed very hard, like I had been praying every night for two months.


I asked God to help Joseph go to sleep so he would not be sad. I asked Him to protect my mom and brothers and sister at home. I asked Him for my father’s release so he could take care of my family. I asked Him to help Joseph and me be released soon. I asked Him to help me get back in school.


But most of all, I asked God to help me keep believing He was hearing my prayers.







CHAPTER 3


THE GOVERNMENT


DURING THE NIGHT, Henry had awakened often, whenever the boy sharing his mat moved, coughed, or snored. Each time, Henry found himself momentarily disoriented as he scanned the room for something familiar, only to be filled with despair as the reality of his nightmare confronted him.


Whenever he closed his eyes, images from that fateful day replayed all over again.
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The morning Henry’s family gave up searching for Imanriho—three days after the theft—a warbling, high-pitched sound rang out in front of Henry’s school, signaling that someone was hurt … or about to be. All forty students in Henry’s Senior Three class rushed to the open windows overlooking the main road from town.


“Back to your seats, students! This instant!”


The students grudgingly returned to their rickety desks while their teacher lingered at the window a bit longer, until the din and dust of a throng of villagers dissipated. His countenance betrayed the seriousness of the situation. “Get back to work,” he sighed. “I am sure you will find out what happened after school.”


A few minutes later, the headmaster strode into their classroom. “Students, I do not know why the crowd assembled or why the alarm sounded. It is not important you know either. You will focus on your studies and ignore the commotion. No students or staff may leave today without my permission. Is that understood?”


His drill-sergeant delivery made clear this was a directive, not a question. This scenario played out in each classroom, including Joseph’s Senior One class. Though Henry would have to wait to learn who had sounded the alarm and why, deep in the pit of his stomach he feared he already knew the answer.


The rest of the day Henry kept recalling his father’s words from earlier that morning: “What is gone is gone.”


But Henry now couldn’t help wondering if what was gone … had returned.





MAY 29, 2008


Each day I attended school from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. After class, I stayed until 9:00 p.m. to study with those who boarded at school. Because I was first in my class, I could eat supper with the boarding students for free. On this day, which was near the end of the second of three terms, I went home before supper because I could not stop thinking about the alarm that morning.


When I got home, my youngest brother, Herbert, was waiting outside. He told me what had happened. He was talking very fast and loud. I could not believe what he was telling me.





The Chairman’s voice jerked Henry back to Ihungu at 5:30 a.m. The Katikkiro’s candle lamp hurled shadows around the room, allowing just enough light for Henry to see Joseph’s puffy red eyes as they locked on his own. The brothers carried on a wordless conversation: We are okay. We are together. Stay strong.


The boy sharing Henry’s mat had told him the night before that Ihungu had two sets of toilets—one behind the custody and the other in the field where they occasionally played soccer.


When Henry’s turn came to relieve himself, he was more than ready—he’d been holding it since he’d arrived at Ihungu. Stepping into one of the three plastic outhouses behind the custody, he found only a jagged twelve-inch hole in the cement floor. What was underneath was not far below; Henry’s eyes burned from the stench.


Back in the custody, Henry was allowed to rest for a few more minutes until a thunderclap startled him out of a light doze. When two more claps followed in rapid succession, he realized it wasn’t thunder at all but a heavy fist pounding on the custody door.


“Everyone out! We should have left five minutes ago!” Rose barked.


Henry and Joseph groggily followed the others out of the custody. The Chairman brought up the rear to ensure everyone exited. Two boys distributed shovels while the prisoners lined up. The morning chill bit into Henry’s bare chest and back, and moist ground coated his bare feet. It had been years since Henry had walked any appreciable distance without shoes.


As the prisoners marched in a tight line, Rose imprinted her work rules on the new arrivals:


1.  March in a single line. If someone gets out of line, I will assume he is trying to escape.


2.  Carry the gardening tool in front of you, not on your shoulder, so you don’t poke the boy behind you.


3.  Do not talk while walking to the farm.


4.  Upon reaching the farm, spread out and work in a line.


5.  Work hard and fast or you will be punished.


6.  Whoever finishes first must help the one farthest behind. In return, the helper gets a portion of the helped one’s breakfast.


7.  No eating or drinking anything until all the work is finished.


Twenty minutes later, they arrived at a square patch of cleared land. Rose ordered them to spread out two arms’ lengths apart and to each prepare a row of sweet potato heaps. Henry’s family had a small farm where they raised chickens, cows, and pigs, and on which they grew crops, so he knew what to do. Each boy mounded the red dirt into two-foot-high piles and jammed sweet potato branches into them.


The act of shoveling this dirt transported Henry back to when his youngest brother, Herbert, had shown him another mound of fresh dirt just months ago.
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Herbert talked so fast, Henry could only catch pieces of his words: “… thief found … villagers beat him … buried in our field.”


“What? There is a dead man buried here?” Henry had heard about mob killings before, but never had one happened so close to home.


“Around eight thirty this morning, a neighbor spotted Imanriho in the market,” Henry’s father told the family over their usual dinner of rice and beans. “Some boda drivers brought him to the house. I was working in the field when I heard an alarm and saw the crowd coming up the road with Imanriho. He had been beaten very badly, and they were still beating him in front of our house.”
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