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A birth and a death 

The day that I was born, my father died . I was born in hospital. 

It was not an easy birth. My poor mother suffered a lot, but she 

loved me from the moment she held me in her arms . At the 

same time she was very anxious about my father. What would 

he say when he saw the baby? You see, I was the th ird 

daughter and my father desperately wanted a son. 

"This time it must be a son," my fathe r had told my mother 

when she was pregnant. He was convinced that after two girls, 

a boy would surely come next. He said that a son could look 

after him when he was old, and would carry on his family name 

when he died. 

Then I arrived, the third daughter. The birth had been difficult. 

The doctor told my mother that she would not be able to have 

any more children. My father then realised that he was never to 

have the son he so desired. He was very angry. He blamed my 

mother for producing three girls. Without a look at his new baby, 

he strode furiously out of the hospital. My mother never saw him 

again. 



My mother later learned from the police that there had been 

an accident. My father had stormed across the road on the 

bridge, not looking at the traffic. Thinking only of his 

disappointment, he had not noticed a jeep approaching fast. He 

had been knocked off the bridge into the deep, swift river. Other 
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people had seen him swept off downstream. His body was 

never found. 

So the day I was born, I lost my father. I suppose that if I had 

been born a boy, he would still be alive. But my mother never 

told me that. I only found out years later. My mother did not 

want me to feel any blame. She did not want me to feel that I 

was unwanted, being a girl. She wished me to feel that I was 

loved and cherished as a child. To my mother, it did not matter 

whether I was a son or a daughter. 

My mother grieved for my father, but she had to carry on with 

her life, looking after her three young daughters. My mother had 

loved my father. He had loved her too, in his own way. Now my 

mother found life at my father's family home unbearable. The 

family appeared to blame her for my father's death. They were 

not even able to have a proper funeral, as his body had never 

been found. They said that the family tree had ended, since she 

had no sons. My mother felt alone and deeply unhappy. 

In the end, after a year, my mother returned to her parents' 

home in a town near the great lake. She returned empty

handed. She arrived with just her three girls. As she used to tell 

us, we were her wealth. We gave her more joy than gold and 

silver could ever bring. 

My mother was a brave and strong woman. She decided to 
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be both mother and father to us. She wanted her daughters to 

grow up brave and strong too. She called me Leonora, her little 

lion. She said I used to roar like a lion when I was hungry. 

When I was a baby my mother sang me to sleep with her own 

lullabies. 
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"Sleep , little lion cub, close your eyes. 

Dream of the future , reach for the skies. 

You are my child, both daughter and son. 

You'll make me proud, my darling brave one." 



My mother had been married when she was just fourteen . 

She was only twenty-three when she was left alone with three 

little girls. She always said that she had been married too 

young. She wanted to give her daughters the chances that she 

had never had. Maybe that is why she sang me such unusual 

lullabies. I never thought my mother's songs were strange . 

I thought they were lovely. It was our neighbour, Mrs Mutasi , 

who thought the songs were wrong. 

Mrs Mutasi came to live in the house next door to our house 

when I was two years old. She liked to stick her nose into 

everyone else's business . 

Mrs Mutasi was much older than my mother and thought 

therefore that she had the right to tell her what to do. She told 

mother about what to cook and what to buy in the market. She 

told mother how to clean her house and how to milk the goats . 

And for as long as I can remember, Mrs Mutasi has told my 

mother how to raise her daughters. Also, for as long as I can 

remember, my mother has listened politely to Mrs Mutasi, and 

then continued to do just as she wanted. My sisters and I were 

glad of that. Life as Mrs Mutasi's daughter would not have been 

much fun. Luckily, Mrs Mutasi had no daughters. She only had 

two sons, Dan and Musa. 

Mrs Mutasi sang songs to her boys about growing into big, 
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strong men who would hunt wild animals and build big houses. 

She told my mother to sing the usual songs for girls, all about 

cooking and collecting water. 

One day, when I was still very young, Mrs Mutasi picked me 

up and started to sing her kind of lullaby for girls. 

"Rest now, little one, for your work is not begun. 

When you are grown you will cook, grind and sweep. 

When you are grown you will clean, wash and mend. 

So rest now, little one, for the work to be done 

Will not be complete by the setting of the sun." 

When I was older Mother told me about that incident. She 

said that I began to cry loudly when I heard this song. Mother 

had to hide her smile. She took me into her arms and said to 

Mrs Mutasi, "If that is all that girls have to look forward to, then 

no wonder they cry!" 

"What more is there to a girl's future?" asked Mrs Mutasi. 

"With education, there can be more, much more," my mother 

replied. 

Mrs Mutasi shrugged her shoulders and left. But the next day 

she was back again with more advice for my mother. 

Mrs Mutasi told her boys stories about brave men who fought 

battles and protected their families. My mother also used to tell 



us girls the most exciting stories. Mother made them up herself. 

The stories were always about girls and women doing unusual 

and adventurous things. 

I remember one particular story she told us. It was about 

three clever sisters who saved their village from a ferocious 

ogre. The ogre first came to the village early one morning and 

carried away two men for his breakfast. He ran off in the 

direction of the rising sun to find his home on the eastern side of 

the forest. The second morning the ogre came again, roaring 

with hunger. This time the sisters hid in a tree and watched as 

he snatched two boys. Once again the ogre used the rising sun 

to guide him back to his house. The third morning the sisters 

thought of a plan to catch the ogre. When he was about to 

return home, they tricked him by reflecting the sun in a mirror. 

The ogre became so confused by the two suns that he was 

lured into a deep trap . 

Of course we all loved this story . We three girls all thought 

that we could be as brave and as clever as those three sisters. 

We did not realise that Mrs Mutasi had also been listening to the 

story. She came forward , shaking her head impatiently. 

"No, no," said Mrs Mutasi. "That is not the right sort of story 

for girls. The three sisters were much too bold." 

My mother just grinned and said, "Well, it was only a story 

after all." 
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I wondered if it was 'only ' a story. It seemed to have a special 

meaning to me. One day I would find out how useful such 

stories could be. So would Mrs Mutasi. But for now, Mrs Mutasi 

just shook her head. 

"Tut! Tut! What are you teaching these girls?" she wondered 

aloud. 
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Chapter 2 Growing up 

My mother worked so hard to send us to school. She was 

determined that her girls would get a good education . But Mrs 

Mutasi told her, "I don't know why you bother to educate them . 

Why water a tree which will bear fruit in another man's garden?" 

I was only seven years old at the time . "What does that 

mean?" I asked my mother. 

Mother laughed. She tried to explain to me. "Mrs Mutasi thinks 

that girls will grow up and leave their parents behind when they 

get married. She thinks that only sons can look after their 

parents when they get old." 

I hugged my mother fiercely . "I'll always look after you, 

Mama," I said. 

One day, when I was ten years old, Mrs Mutasi told me why my 

father had died. 

"Your father naturally wanted a son and you were a daughter 

- his third daughter," she said unkindly. "He was so upset when 

he left the hospital that he did not look where he was going. He 
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walked into the path of an oncoming vehicle and was knocked 

into the river." 

I ran home crying to my mother. My mother was quiet for a 

moment when I told her. Then she said, "It is true that your 

father was upset on that day. He thought that he wanted a son. 

But if he could see you now, how delighted he would be. How 

much he would love you, little lion." 

She held my shoulders and looked me straight in the eye. 

"Any parent would be proud to have you as their child," she 

said, and she held me close. 

But I could not forget what Mrs Mutasi had said. One day 

I would show her that girls are just as good as boys. 

In our house we girls had to do the jobs that boys would usually 

do. We built the store house and herded the goats. We also 

shared all the work that girls normally do. As there were three of 

us, the work was never too much. My mother worked so very 

hard. How great a burden it must have been for her, raising her 

family alone. She always made sure that we got to school on 

time and had time to study in the evening. 

"You should use your girls as much as possible before they 

move on to their husbands' houses," said Mrs Mutasi. "What's 

the point in educating them? Here today, gone tomorrow. 

I never went to school and look at me, I'm fine." 
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My mother smiled sweetly at Mrs Mutasi and sent us off to 

school as usual. 

Later that day I saw Mrs Mutasi sitting outside her house 

holding two bottles. She studied the label on one and then on 

the other, looking very confused. When I went up to her she said 

quickly, "Just taking my medicine, Leonora." 

I 
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I looked at the two bottles she was holding. Suddenly 

I realised that she was about to drink from a bottle labelled 

'POISON! PESTICIDE!' 

"No! Don't!" I shouted, and grabbed her arm. Mrs Mutasi was 

angry with me until I explained that she was about to poison 

herself. Then she grunted her thanks, still not very pleased with 

me. 

A few days later I saw Mrs Mutasi in the market, trying to buy 

three large cans of oil. The stall owner added up the price. 

"Each can costs thirty-three, so for three cans ... let me see 

now ... " he looked slyly across at Mrs Mutasi. "Yes, you owe me 

one hundred and seventeen." 

I quickly did the sum in my head. I made it ninety-nine. I ran 

up to Mrs Mutasi and whispered to her "Take care! He's trying to 

cheat you." 

"What?!" Mrs Mutasi cried. "You must be wrong, Leonora. 

I always shop here!" 

"You should only pay him ninety-nine," I insisted. 

She looked at me long and hard, and then turned to the stall 

owner. "This girl says it should only be ninety-nine. What do you 

say?" 

"Well now ... er ... yes, yes, I think she's right! Goodness! 

I never normally make mistakes like that!" He threw me the 

nastiest look. Mrs Mutasi patted my shoulder. 
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After that Mrs Mutasi did not have so much to say about girls' 

education. Instead, she decided that it was her duty to stop me 

swimming and climbing trees. "Girls don't behave like that," she 

said sternly to me. 

"You should stop your daughter running free like a boy," she 

told my mother one day after she had found me swimming in 

the lake. 

This time my mother openly disagreed. "I think it is really 

important that a girl learns to swim. One day it might save her 

life." 
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Chapter 3 In disguise 

Mrs Mutasi was very proud of her two sons. The youngest boy, 

Musa, was the same age as me. He had always been my friend. 

His brother, Dan, was ten years older. My oldest sister loved 

Dan. When she finished school , she went to work at the local 

agricultural office. Dan worked there too. 

Dan was a fine man in every way, except that he was scared 

of his mother. He always did what she told him to do, even if he 

did not want to. Perhaps love really is blind, as my sister did not 

notice this. She married him. One year later she became 

pregnant. 

Mrs Mutasi was overjoyed. She was going to be a 

grandmother. 

"The baby must be a boy," she told my sister. 

"Yes, he must be a boy, mustn't he, Dan?" she repeated to 

her son. 

"Er, yes ... if you say so, Mother," said Dan. 

"It will be a fine boy! A son to carry his father's name, inherit 

his land, and look after us all when we are old," Mrs Mutasi said, 
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her eyes gleaming. "You'll have a son to be proud of, Dan," she 

told her son. 

"Er, yes ... if you say so, Mother," said Dan again , looking 

nervously between his mother and his wife. 

Musa told me all this. He thought it was all very funny , but 

I was worried about my sister. I did not want her to get blamed if 

the baby was a girl. 

Musa and I talked about it with our teacher. She explained to 

us, "It is so wrong that women are held responsible for the sex 

of the child they bear. If we look at science, we discover that this 
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belief is false. In fact, the sex of the child is mainly determined 

by the father's seed. But nobody should be blamed. And every 

child should be welcomed into the family with joy and love, 

whether a boy or a girl." 

When Musa told Dan about the father's role, Dan said 

nervously, "Oh, don't tell Mother this! Then she will be after me!" 

Musa and I laughed so much when he repeated Dan's words. 

But I still felt worried about my sister. I also could not understand 

why Mrs Mutasi was so determined that boys were better than 

girls. 

It was then that I began to form my wild plan. "Why don't I 

disguise myself as a boy for a day?" I suggest~d to Musa. "I can 

make myself into a ten-year-old boy like you. Then I can find out 

what is so different about being a boy." 

Musa laughed. "Leonora, you are completely crazy! You 

can't disguise yourself like that." 

"I can try," I said boldly. 

"I can't wait to see this," said Musa, still laughing. 

He agreed to find me some clothes. Then we waited for a 

suitable day to play my trick. 

- .-L,__.,_,r 

One Saturday, Mrs Mutasi decided to go to visit her sister who 

lived in the town across the lake. The journey there was a two 

hour boat trip. She told Musa that he could bring a friend along 
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for the day. My mother agreed that I could go. However, Musa 

told his mother that he was bringing a new friend from school, 

a boy called Leo. 

I waved goodbye to my mother and ran down to a hut near 

the lake where Musa had hidden the clothes. After I had 

changed, I met Musa. We giggled with nervous excitement. 

Would Mrs Mutasi recognise me? I was dressed in a shirt and 

shorts, with a cap pulled low over my eyes and a scarf wound 

up high around my neck. I had very short hair anyway. At the 
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last moment, Musa borrowed some dark glasses from his 

brother. My disguise was complete! 

"I would never guess that you were a girl!" Musa said 

laughing. Then he slapped me hard on the back in a laddish sort 

of way. 

"That's not funny," I said, gasping. 

On the boat I kept my head hidden in the dark glasses and 

scarf while I greeted Mrs Mutasi. I tried to speak in a gruff voice. 

I could hear Musa trying to stifle his laughter behind me. I was 

exultant when Mrs Mutasi did not recognise me. She left Musa 

and I together and went to sit in the shade. 

"It's worked! It's worked! What an adventure we'll have!" I said 

in delight. I felt so excited as I looked across the lake to the town 

on the opposite shore. I did not notice the dark storm clouds 

brewing over the lake on the far horizon. 

"Hey, boy! Untie that rope!" the boatman shouted in my 

direction. I looked around, then suddenly realised that he was 

talking to me! 

"Hurry up, boy!" he called. I sprang forward and untied the 

rope. The boatman started the engine and we set off. 
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Chapter 4 Shipwreck! 

The first hour of the journey was fine. Mrs Mutasi left us alone. 

Musa and I stood at the front of the boat looking out across the 

lake. 

We stopped half way to pick up some more passengers. The 

boat was now getting very crowded. I noticed one man who had 

difficulty getting on board . He had a broken leg in plaster and 

was struggling forward on crutches. Musa and I helped him onto 

the boat and found him a seat. 

"Thank you, boys," he said , gratefully. 

Musa nudged me hard in the ribs, but I just grinned cheerfully 

at him. I was really enjoying myself. 

The man told us that he was going to the hospital in the local 

town to have his leg checked. It was badly broken in several 

places and obviously caused him a lot of pain. 

Musa and I went back to standing at the front of the boat. 

Ahead of us, the sea looked calm and serene. We did not notice 

the dark ripples on the water behind us, a sure sign giving 

warning of a storm. Some time passed, then the wind whipped 
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up. Looking back across the lake, we saw dark clouds racing 

down on us like birds of prey. Then the storm swooped down on 

us with vicious speed. Suddenly a big wave caught the boat and 

tossed it up. I stumbled violently backwards. The wind lashed 

the lake water into waves that threw our ferry boat about like a 

matchstick. 

The other passengers began to cry out in fear. 

"Sit down low and keep calm," the boatman shouted. 

"We'll drown! I know it!" Mrs Mutasi screamed. 

"Mother can't swim," Musa cried to me over the noise of the 

storm. He managed to clamber back through the heaving boat 

to reach his mother. 

I crouched in the front of the boat, clinging to the sides. The 

wind howled in my ears as I peered through the roaring rain at 

the shore . It was not too far off. Surely the boat would be all 

right? 

The ferry lurched and groaned over another monstrous wave. 

As it crashed down into the hollow, a deluge of water burst .over 

the deck. People screamed in terror. I had never been so 

scared. I peered at the shore again. At least I could swim. 

I thought of my mother who had always insisted that her girls 

should learn to swim. Then I remembered that Mrs Mutasi could 

not swim . What would happen to her if the boat sank? 

I looked across the boat at Musa and his mother. Then I 
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caught sight of the man with the broken leg. I gasped in horror. 

He would not be able to swim either. Surely the other people on 

the ferry would help him? 

There was a wild shriek of wind which smashed the boat 

sideways into an oncoming wave. The vessel spun wildly out of 

control and lurched over on its side. Suddenly the old wood of 

the hull cracked under the strain, and water began to pour in 
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through the boards. With terrifying speed, the boat began to 

break up and sink. 

"Swim for your lives!" the boatman shouted, as people jumped 

into the water. 

I watched in terror as the passengers began to dive into the 

water and swim frantically for the shore. It was each man for 

himself. Nobody stopped to think of others. In seconds the boat 

would be under water. Then I saw Mrs Mutasi, frozen by fear, 

sitting beside Musa. He was desperately clasping her arm. 

Suddenly I saw a bundle of empty plastic petrol cans lying at 

the bottom of the boat. I crawled forward and grasped them. 

I threw some to Musa and held some myself. Then I saw the 

injured man sitting alone, the water now up to his waist. There 

was nothing he could do to save himself. Just as the boat finally 

sank, I managed to throw some cans to him. He clutched them 

gratefully and, with their help, managed to stay afloat. 

At first there was panic in the water. The shore was not too far 

away and most people were managing to swim there. But with 

the injured man and Mrs Mutasi, there was no way that we 

could reach the shore. Musa and I tied our cans together with 

my scarf so that we could support his mother, who was in a 

terrible state. I could see the injured man floating a little way off. 

Gradually the storm calmed down, and we began to hope that 

we might survive if a boat came past. As we bobbed up and 
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down in the waves, the injured man was carried near our group. 

We managed to reach him, so that at least we could all be tied 

together. 

The waves were calmer now, and so was Mrs Mutasi. She 

had tears pouring down her face. "My son, my son," she 

murmured over and over again, staring lovingly at Musa. 
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"We'll be all right, Mother," Musa gasped between waves. 

I looked at him. With Mrs Mutasi in such a state, it seemed we 

were both pretending to be braver than we felt. 

The man looked over at me. He was struggling to keep his 

head above water, pulling heavily on the floating cans. 

"Without you ... we would all be lost," he managed to gasp. 

As I looked at him, I thought that he seemed in some way 

strangely familiar. Then a big wave dragged me through the 

water. I wondered if we would survive this ordeal. 

When the wind next dropped, the man strained himself to call 

across to me, "I would be proud ... to have a son like you." 

I could not react. What did it matter if he thought I was a boy? 

My mind was choked by the fear of drowning. 

We floated on the water for what seemed like hours. Musa 

and I tried to kick our legs to move us towards the shore, but we 

soon realised that the current was carrying us away. 

I cannot remember now all that I thought about. At times I felt 

hopeful of rescue, at times I despaired. I kept thinking about my 

mother and how worried she would be, watching the storm and 

praying for my safety. I had told her that I would stay with her 

for ever, looking after her when she got old. I didn't want to let 

her down now by drowning. 

I looked around at the others. They must have been going 

through their own torments. There was little chance to talk as we 
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struggled to keep our heads above the rough water. 

At last Musa saw a beach and a line of trees above the 

waves. We were gradually drifting towards the shore. It seemed 

like a miracle when we finally felt the muddy soil beneath our 

feet. We staggered wearily ashore, gently dragging the injured 

man with us. For a while we all lay exhausted on the beach, 

feeling with joy the ground beneath our fingers. Mrs Mutasi had 

her eyes tightly closed. She was still lost in the terror of the 
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storm. From some deep memory I began to sing, very quietly, 

my mother's lullaby. 

"Sleep, little lion cub, close your eyes. 

Dream of the future, reach for the skies. 

You are my child, both daughter and son. 

You'll make me proud, my darling brave one." 

As we lay there, we heard the shriek of monkeys in the trees. 

The man eased himself up and looked around him. 

"I think we have landed on the side of the lake where the 

forest stretches back for miles," he said, gloomily. 

Musa and I scrambled up and looked around. He was right. 

Behind us grew dense trees and bushes. There was no sign of 

humans living near by. The only tracks we could see were those 

of animals coming down to the shore to drink. We all knew that 

the forest reached right up to the far hills. It would be impossible 

to make our way out. It seemed that our troubles were only just 

beginning, but at least we were not going to drown. 
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Chapter 5 On the beach 

When the man tried to move again, he gave a deep groan. 

I realised that he must be in great pain. The bandages and 

plaster of his leg cast had come away in the water. His broken 

leg was now unsupported. I remembered our First Aid classes at 

school. On the shore I found two pieces of driftwood and some 

sackcloth. With Musa's help, I tore the sackcloth into strips and 

bandaged the wood to the. man's leg to make a supporting 

splint. 

He smiled at me. "Thank you. That is much more comfortable. 

You really are a resourceful boy," he said warmly. 

Mrs Mutasi had sat up by this time and was looking around. 

As I raised my head from making the splint, she looked me 

directly in the face for the first time. I had, of course, lost the 

dark glasses and hat in the water. 

"Leonora?!" she cried out. "Leonora, it can't be you!" 

"It is me, Mrs Mutasi," I said quietly. 

"I thought I was dreaming when I heard your mother's song. 

7 



Oh, what are you doing here?" Mrs Mutasi said in great 

confusion. 

Musa sat down next to his mother. "It's all right, Mother," he 

said. "I can explain. It was all meant to be a game." 

Mrs Mutasi shook her head. "I don't understand anything just 

now. But I do know that you two children saved my life. Boy or 

girl ... it's all the same." 

The man looked at me closely. "Well, well, so you're a girl, are 

you? I would be just as proud to have a daughter like you. Your 

father is a very lucky man." 

"I don't have a father," I said, beginning to sob. I had been 

brave for so long. Now I felt exhausted by the trauma of the day. 

"I don't have any children either," the man said quietly. "I used 

to ... " He began to speak , then changed his mind. Instead, he 

said to Mrs Mutasi, "Madam, can you keep watch for a boat? 

That may be our only hope of rescue." 

The man made various suggestions of what we should do to 

find food and drink. Musa and I climbed trees to pick wild fruit. 

I smiled to myself when I remembered how Mrs Mutasi 

disapproved of girls climbing trees. She certainly did not 

disapp rove of the fruit I gave to her! 

The man could not move around, but he managed to make a 

fire by rubbing two sticks together. We worked until nightfall, 

making ourselves as safe and comfortable as possible. Musa 
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luckily found some birds' eggs, which we ate with the fruit. 

As night fell, our hearts sank. We had been on the shore for 

many hours, but there had been no sign of a boat. How many 

days would we be stranded here? Would we ever be rescued? 

Then we heard the first sounds of the wild animals. A jackal 

howled in the distance , and some creature gave a deep , 

rumbling growl. Mrs Mutasi was terrified . She was certain that 

we were going to be attacked . 
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The man helped keep our spirits up. He showed Musa and 

me how to build fires around the area we had cleared. The fires 

would frighten the animals away. 

We took it in turns, two by two, to keep awake during the night 

to tend the fires . We slept fitfully. Sometimes I felt a shiver run 

down my back. I was certain that, · in the deep darkness beyond 

our fires, the animals were watching us. Sometimes we heard a 

rustling in the trees, or the crack of breaking branches. The man 
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tried to keep us cheerful by encouraging us to sing songs 

together. It was a comfort in that long, fearful night. 

At the first glimmer of dawn, I awoke. The man was tending 

the fire near him and I went over to help. I had a sense of deep 

comfort from being near him. It was a feeling which I could not 

explain. 

We sat in silence for a while. Then , seeing my clothes , the 

man asked me, "Why did you want to dress up as a boy?" 

"I wanted to see how it felt. My sister is going to have a baby 

and Mrs Mutasi - she's my sister's mother-in-law - says it must 

be a boy." 

The man sat in deep thought for a moment. Then he said, 

"I was like that once. I wanted a son more than anything in the 

world." 

In the cold, grey light the man began to tell me his story. As 

he spoke, it seemed to me that the whole forest went still. The 

man talked very quietly and slowly. 

"It was ten years ago that I left my family. My wife had just 

delivered our third child, another girl. I longed for a son, but 

I now had three daughters ... My wife was told by the doctor that 

she could have no more children. Wrongly , I blamed her. I was 

so disappointed and wanted to blame someone. If only I had 

known then what I understand now ... How I have longed to be 

back with my wife and daughters." 
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As I watched the first shafts of the sun light his face, I felt 

myself shiver. There was something so familiar in his features. 

I scarcely dared ask the next question. 

"Why didn't you go back to your family?" 

He sighed. "How could I? They thought I was dead." 

"Why?" I asked, sensing the answer to come. 

"After I left my wife in the hospital, there was an accident. 

I was knocked off a bridge and into ci river and was washed 

downstream. I was very lucky not to drown. I must have hit my 

head on a rock, for I was knocked unconscious. I awoke later, 

$2 



washed up on the river bank. I lay there for many hours , thinking 

what to do. I realised that everyone would assume that 

I was dead. I decided then to do something which I have 

regretted all my life, something so shameful and so stupid. 

I decided not to return to my wife and our three girls. I convinced 

myself that she had failed me. But it was I who had failed her. 

I thought that I could start again. How wrong I was! Our children 

are our own flesh and blood. It doesn't matter whether they are 

sons or daughters, they are still our link to the future ." 

Now I knew who he was. For a long while I stared out across 

the lake, fighting back my tears. At length, without looking at 

him, I whispered, "Why did you never go back?" 

"Two years later I met someone by chance from my village. 

I learnt that my wife had gone back to her own town. My wife 

was always a strong woman. I knew that she would have built 

herself a new life. I felt that I had no right to return. I believed 

that I had nothing to offer the family." 

"You were wrong," I said in a faint whisper. I don't think he 

heard me. 

"What are you talking about?" asked a shrill voice . Mrs Mutasi 

was awake. 

I continued to stare out across the lake. I was unable to speak. 

Suddenly I made out the shape of a boat passing through the 

low mist over the lake. I leapt up, shouting and waving. Musa 
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and Mrs Mutasi ran down to the shore next to me. We screamed 

and waved, but the boat did not change its course. 

"They must see us! They must!" I cried. 

We were yelling as though our lungs would burst, but the boat 

did not change course. The people on board obviously could not 

hear us over the roar of their engine. 
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Looking down, I noticed a broken piece of mirror in a wooden 

frame which had been washed ashore. My mind went back to 

the story of the ogre which my mother had told me long ago. 

I held the mirror up to the sun and found I was able to reflect 

its rays back towards the boat. It made a perfect signal! The 

bright reflection flashed onto the boatmen. At last they looked 

across to the shore and saw us. The boat changed course. Mrs 

Mutasi, Musa and I hugged each other in pure relief. 

I looked through my tears of joy at the man sitting alone near 

the tree. He smiled warmly at me and said, "You clever, clever 

girl." 

I thought then that my heart would burst with joy and grief. 

I could find no words to speak, for I could not tell him that for ten 

years I had longed to have a father. And I could not tell him that 

now, in this lonely place, I had at last found my father. 

There is another story to tell of how my father returned to his 

family. For now, it is enough to say that when my sister's baby 

was born, my father, my mother and Mrs Mutasi welcomed their 

new grandchild with complete joy. 

It was a baby girl. 
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Activities 
C 

The activities are divided into learning stages which lead the 

children from understanding the issue, relating it to their own 

lives and taking action. They aim to develop different life skills, 

such as critical thinking, problem-solving , communication and 

empathy. The activities suggest things which children 

themselves can do. 

Understanding the story 

1 Discuss the story amongst yourselves. 

Which part of the story did you like best? Why? 

Which person in the story did you like best? Why? 

Why did Leonora's father want a son? Do you agree with 

his views? 

In what way did Leonora's mother and Mrs Mutasi have 

different attitudes to girls? 

Why did Leonora's father and Mrs Mutasi welcome the birth 

of the baby girl at the end? 



2 Draw a picture of your favourite part of the story and 

explain this to others. 

3 Make a list of all the things in the story that Mrs Mutasi said 

were not suitable for girls to do. Do you agree with Mrs · 

Mutasi? Hold a debate to discuss the various points on your 

list. 

4 Read the story to younger children at school and at home. 

Discuss the ideas. 

Finding out more about ourselves and our community 

1 Interview people of your grandparents' and parents' 

generation to find out in what way attitudes to girls have 

changed over the years. Are young girls today treated in 

the same way as their grandmothers were? 

2 Leonora's mother sang some unusual lullabies to her girls. 

Find out what lullabies are sung to young children in your 

area. Perhaps you could write some lullabies of your own to 

perform to the rest of the school. Would you write different 

ones or the same ones for baby boys and baby girls? 

3 Are there any proverbs or sayings about girls and boys in 

your area? Do people still agree with these sayings? Make 

up some new proverbs to express your views. 



Discussing and planning action 

1 Discuss your interviews. Make a list of any differences in 

treatment between girls in your time and girls in your 

grandmother's time. 

2 Discuss all the ways in which girls and women help their 

families. Make posters to illustrate these ideas. 

Taking action 

1 Make cards to welcome all new babies, girls and boys, born 

in the community. 

2 Write a play based on the story. Act this out and invite the 

community. Display your posters at the same time. 

3 Make up a game of snakes and ladders based on the story. 

At the bottom of the ladders, write all the things that 

Leonora did to save herself and her friends during the storm 

and on the beach. At the top of the snakes, write anything 

that Mrs Mutasi or people in your area say are unsuitable 

for girls to do. Play this game with your friends. 

Discussing results 

1 Do girls and boys feel any differently about themselves 

after reading this book and doing the activities? How? 

2 How have people in the community reacted to the 

activities? 



3 Have any baby girls or boys been born recently? How was 

the baby welcomed? 

What do you think? 

1 Do people in your community welcome the birth of a 

son or daughter equally? Why? Why not? 

2 Do you agree with this? 

3 Are girls and boys treated the same or differently as 

they grow up? In what ways? 

4 How do you think girls and boys should be treated? 

5 If girls and boys are both given the same education 

and opportunities, can they achieve the same things? 

Why? Why not? 
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Girl Child Readers 

This series of Child-to-Child Readers focuses on the rights of the Girl 
Child. The stories encourage children to reflect on the way that girls - and 
boys - are treated in their families and communities. While full of exciting 
adventure, these stories reveal the problems and discrimination faced by 
many girls. The stories show what girls can achieve if they are given the 
same opportunities and treatment as their brothers. The characters in 
these readers provide positive role models for both girls and boys, 
developing their confidence and self-esteem and demonstrating the 
importance of life skills, such as communication and critical thinking. A 
central theme for the series is the value of girls' education. 

To Have a Son Like You is a Level 3 reader. In this story, Leonora is the 
third daughter to be born to her parents. Her father, who is deeply 
disappointed not to have a son, disappears and is presumed dead. Many 
years later, Leonora saves a man's life in a storm. He says he would be 
proud to have a daughter like her ... but who is this man? This story 
illustrates how boys and girls should be valued equally in the family. 

The Girl Child series can make a useful contribution to educational 
initiatives seeking to promote girls' performance and retention in school. 
They can also be used as support material for life skills programmes, in 
and out of school. The books are graded at two levels, intended for upper 
primary and lower secondary classes. The readers can be used as an 
integral part of a Social Studies or Environmental Science curriculum . 
They can also be used in Language and Literacy classes. 
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