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CHAPTER ONE — THE BROKEN CITY

	 

	When I stepped back into Mogadishu, the city felt wrong in a way that went beyond destruction. It was not the Mogadishu of my childhood, nor the one I had left only a few years earlier. The streets were familiar in shape, the buildings still standing, but the city no longer carried itself the way it once had. It felt hollowed out, as if something essential had been removed and never replaced.

	Nearly half the population was already gone. Families moved along the Afgooye road toward places like Ceelasha Biyaha, carrying whatever they could manage. Those who stayed behind lived inside a question no one could answer: what would this war turn into, and how much would it take before it was finished with us?

	The city had developed its own weather. Thunder arrived almost every day, followed by rain—but not the rain of nature. The sky rained artillery shell fragmentation. Heavy weapons and military firepower fell from every direction, tearing through neighborhoods, markets, and roads. Buildings burned. Bodies—civilian and combatant—remained in the streets for days.

	On one side were Ethiopian troops, AMISOM, and Somali government forces. On the other were fragmented militias, splintered groups fighting without a single command. Their methods were calculated and brutal: mobile artillery fired and moved quickly, suicide car bombs followed by hit-and-run attacks, grenades thrown from within civilian crowds. Fighters disappeared into neighborhoods they did not protect.

	The response followed a pattern. Artillery answered artillery. Shells fell into populated areas—Bakara Market, residential streets, transport routes. The militias vanished. Civilians absorbed the damage.

	Living inside this environment did something to me. It forced old knowledge to the surface—lessons learned before I was ten, before I had words for them.

	Seconds and minutes matter.

	I learned that as a child. One Friday afternoon, we were sitting in the sand near a neighborhood street when a man ran past us carrying an AK-47, panic sharp in his movement. Others followed him, firing. We scattered. I hid behind a rock that could not protect me. A boy two years younger than me did not move fast enough. A stray bullet struck his head. He died instantly. His older sister carried his body away, crying in a way that split the air. The sound never left me.

	Years later, that lesson returned on a larger scale.

	One day around midday, I was on a civilian bus on Makka al-Mukarrama Street. The bus stopped near an Ethiopian military base, dropped passengers, then moved again. Another bus approached from the opposite direction. As it passed the base, an attack began. Soldiers fired everything they had. Our driver turned sharply into a side street. The other bus stayed exposed. Over a dozen civilians were killed. We survived by timing alone.

	Another day, in Bakara Market, militia attacked government forces. The response came immediately. Artillery shell fragments fell into the crowd without warning. I ran into an open shop on the ground floor of a four-story building. Others stayed outside, pressed against the wall. A shell struck that wall and killed many of them instantly. Another round hit near the shop gate. Those of us inside survived.

	The last time, it was late afternoon during the final days of Ramadan. People were buying clothes and groceries for Eid. I was walking home toward Hodan district. The militia fired mobile artillery toward the airport and presidential compounds, then drove away. African Union troops guarding those areas returned fire with the same artillery.

	That day there was nowhere to hide.

	I kept walking. I prayed and kept moving. Shells struck behind me, then ahead of me—close enough to feel the air tear. I saw an elderly woman severely wounded, crawling on the ground.

	I did not stop.

	In Mogadishu, artillery often hits the same location twice, sometimes three times, within minutes. Civilians learned this rule the hard way. Many who rushed to help the wounded died in the second or third strike. Survival demanded a discipline that looked like cruelty from the outside.

	That day, before I reached home, I counted fourteen bodies—men, women, and children—lying where minutes earlier they had been alive.

	Fire followed me through the city.

	Burned homes and destroyed buildings pulled another memory from childhood. When I was five or six, my younger brother and I were alone in a temporary house made of wood and corrugated metal. We played with fire. A flame caught a piece of cloth, then spread to the wooden frame. Panic moved faster than the fire. Neighbors arrived with buckets and put it out, but twenty to thirty percent of the house burned.

	Watching Mogadishu burn years later, that same feeling returned: how quickly something small becomes uncontrollable once fire takes hold.

	Death became ordinary.

	In the 1990s, bodies in the street were common. Sometimes they were killed at night, sometimes in daylight. Once, out of childhood curiosity, I touched the bare foot of a dead man when no one was watching. It was hard and cold.

	The Mogadishu I returned to was different. Bodies could no longer be approached. Even the injured were sometimes used as bait. Guns were aimed at them. Anyone who went near would join them. Bodies remained on the ground until animals arrived.

	Mogadishu no longer functioned as a city for civilians. It operated according to artillery logic. Kindness carried risk. Survival depended on distance, timing, and restraint.

	Years later, the people of Mogadishu would thank God for three things: the day foreign troops finally left, the day militias retreated, and the day a government ordered an end to shelling civilians. Those days came later.

	I did not see them.

	The war did not end while I was there. Shells continued to fall. Streets emptied and refilled. People left, returned, and left again.

	I did not wait for peace.

	I left while the system that produced the killing was still intact.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER TWO — A HOPEFUL FUTURE APPEARED — UNEXPECTEDLY

	 

	At that time, I was still in Mogadishu, and my life had no clear direction. I was hopeless and directionless, moving through days shaped by uncertainty rather than intention. Survival filled the space where planning should have been. The future did not extend far enough to imagine.

	The proposal came without warning.

	It came from someone close to me, a man I respected deeply. At different moments in my life, he had acted as a mentor—correcting me, guiding me, and opening doors I would not have found on my own. He was a disciplined and well-established businessman, respected for consistency rather than talk.

	He told me about his export and import company in China. It had multiple branches and was doing well. Then he told me he wanted me to work for him.

	The offer did not arrive as rescue. It arrived with conditions.

	Before China, there would be preparation. I needed to speak good English. I needed to understand basic accounting software—Peachtree, QuickBooks—and develop strong Excel skills. Nothing was promised without proof. Hope came in the form of structure.

	He funded my move to northern Somalia, where life was safer and quieter. There, my days became organized. I studied English at two different schools, both taught by East African instructors. I worked as a salesman. I attended accounting classes part-time. Progress was slow, but it was measurable.

	During that period, I also worked for another businessman, a relative of my mentor, who was opening a new branch of his company. He already had branches in Mogadishu, Bosaso, and other cities. I worked for him for a year. He trained me in sales. I stayed focused, worked hard, and avoided unnecessary attention.

	When the time finally came to leave for China, something changed.

	The man I was working for refused to let me go. He tried to convince my mentor not to take me to China. He never explained himself directly. Later, I learned the reason: he valued my work too much to lose me.

	I was twenty years old. Another employee in his late twenties worked beside me. Nothing was said openly. The imbalance existed quietly, unacknowledged, shaping decisions without words.

	In early 2010, around March, I chose the China opportunity. In May, I traveled to Djibouti and obtained a Chinese visa from the embassy. On June 10, 2010, I flew to China.

	The future did not arrive as comfort.
It arrived as obligation.
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