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  Chapter 1

  
  






The Whiteness of the Horse and the Rising Earth.

My father owned a white horse. Not many men in our village had horses. Camels, yes camels were wealth and currency and survival itself in a landscape that gave very little and took without apology.

But a horse was something different. A horse was speed and a particular kind of pride, the pride that comes from owning something that serves no purpose except to announce that you are alive and that your life has room in it for more than bare necessity.

The horse was white, or as white as anything stays when it lives in the red dust of the Somali interior, moving through thorn scrub and dry riverbeds and the long open distances between places. 

Papa rode it when we relocated from one seasonal grazing area to another  not every day, not for ordinary distances, but when the journey was long enough to carry some weight of ceremony. I was allowed to ride it sometimes, under Papa’s watching silence. I was seven, maybe eight.

Old enough to be trusted with things, young enough that trust still felt like a gift. The horse was patient with me the way animals are patient with children tolerating my clumsy mounting, my uncertain hands on the rope we used for reins, my weight shifting awkwardly on its back.

I loved it the way children love anything that is large and alive and theirs to touch without asking permission. The well was close enough that Papa felt comfortable sending me alone. 

His instructions were simple, delivered in the quiet economical way he delivered everything, a man who understood that too many words diluted the importance of any words. 

Take the horse. Let it drink. Come back. I nodded. Took the rope. Led the horse out of the compound into the morning, which was still holding some of the coolness that night leaves behind before the day burns it away. 

The path was familiar  red earth packed hard by years of feet and hooves taking the same efficient line through the scrub. The horse walked beside me with its head slightly lowered, its breath soft and rhythmic. I felt important beside it. Responsible. The particular seriousness of a child given a task that matters. We were halfway to the well when the sound came. I don’t know what made it. A crack, sharp and sudden, too loud for the quiet morning, from somewhere in the scrub to our right. The horse’s head came up. Its body went rigid under my hand. I felt the moment of decision happening inside it  the animal calculation of threat and response, faster than thought. It bolted. The rope burned through my palm as I tried to hold it. I remember the heat of rope moving fast through skin, and the way my hand opened by itself, because the body knows when holding on will only cause more damage. 

The horse was already gone, its white shape vanishing into the thorn scrub with a speed that seemed wrong for something so large. I stood in the path holding my burned hand and looking at the place where the horse had been. 

Then I walked home alone.

Papa was in the compound when I arrived, working with rope and wood, something practical that required his hands. He looked up and saw me returning without the horse. His face didn’t change. He didn’t ask what happened. He waited, which was worse than asking. 

The horse ran away, I said. Something made a noise. It got scared.

He set down what he was holding. Stood. Looked at me for a long moment  not with anger and not with the kind of expression that needs explaining. Just looking, and in that looking was something I couldn’t name yet but could feel entirely. 

The weight of loss. The understanding that what was gone mattered in ways that went past the animal itself, into places I was too young to follow. Show me where, he said. We searched through the afternoon and into the cooling evening, Papa calling for the horse in a voice I’d never heard from him before low and almost gentle, the voice you use when coaxing something frightened back toward safety.

On the fourth day they found it. Dead. A snakebite, they said. Probably soon after it ran, stumbling into the wrong stretch of ground in its panic. It had died alone in the scrub, far from water. Papa said nothing when they told him. He nodded once, went out to see it himself, and came back hours later without speaking about it. But I saw his face in the weeks after. Something in it that hadn’t been visible before, or that I’d been too young to read. A kind of tiredness that lived deeper than the physical kind. The look of a man who has had the world confirm what he already suspected about the fragility of anything good. I carried the guilt of it. I still carry it. The guilt of having been given something precious to protect and having failed, even though no child could have held that rope against the horse’s fear, even though the logic of it was clear and the fault was no one’s. Guilt doesn’t live in the brain. It lives in the body, and my body remembered the rope burning through my palm and remembered standing alone on that path and remembered walking home to tell Papa that what he’d trusted me with was gone. That was before the drought. Before what came next made the loss of one horse seem, in retrospect, almost gentle. Three years without rain. Three full cycles of seasons that should have brought the rains that bring the grass that feeds the animals that feed the people. Three years of clouds that formed and then dissolved without releasing anything. Three years of earth cracking open along its own seams, exposing pale dry layers underneath that hadn’t seen sun in anyone’s memory. The cracks were wide enough to fit a hand into and deep enough that you couldn’t see the bottom. The earth wasn’t just dry. The earth had stopped pretending. The landscape changed colors. What had been red earth and thorn scrub turned pale the color of bone left too long in sun, bleached beyond itself. The camels that were our wealth went thin and then skeletal and then still. We would wake to find another one down, already being attended to by flies, its eyes showing that particular flatness of things that have stopped being alive. By the second year we had almost nothing. By the third year the word almost was unnecessary. Families began to leave. They packed what they could carry and walked toward places they’d heard still had water, still had something resembling a future. Some made it. Some didn’t. Stories reached us of children dying on the road, of mothers arriving in camps carrying babies who had died along the way because stopping to bury them would have meant dying themselves. We stayed longer than most. Papa was stubborn about leaving  not proud, which is about other people’s opinions, but stubborn, which is about what you think of yourself and about the commitment you’ve made to a place and the refusal to admit that the land you’ve worked has finally won the argument. But by the third year he understood that staying meant dying, and dying without purpose is just waste. Mama came to me one morning. I was lying on my mat conserving energy the way everyone conserved everything movement and words and the small daily expenditure of hope. She said we were going to walk to a nearby village, to a relative who might have water, who might have something to eat. She said it quietly, as though saying it too loud would make the desperation more real. I stood. My legs felt borrowed from someone older. Mama looked at me the way mothers look when they’re calculating what their child can survive. Can you walk? Yes. We left before the sun was fully up. The landscape we moved through was a geography of conclusion  every thorn tree leafless and gray, every water source cracked into geometric patterns that looked almost deliberate from a distance and were devastating up close. We passed dead animals and passed other people walking, all in the same direction, all carrying the same expression of those who have run out of other options and are now trying the last one. The village was three hours away, maybe four. Time moved differently when your body was consuming itself for fuel. Mama walked ahead of me and didn’t look back often, but when she did I understood what she was checking for. The relative was a man whose name I don’t remember. He looked at us and nodded in a way that said he’d been expecting something like this and that we were not the first. Mama asked for water. Then, almost apologetically, asked if there was anything for me to eat. Someone brought tea not the relative but a stranger, a man from the village whose face I would remember for exactly as long as the moment lasted. He handed me the cup with both hands and I took it with both of mine because my hands were shaking and the cup was hot and I wanted the heat, because heat meant something nearby was still alive and producing warmth. The sweetness reached my tongue first, almost shocking the way a forgotten thing is shocking when it returns. Then the warmth in my throat. Then my stomach receiving it, my body recognizing nourishment and reacting immediately in the only way it knew how.

I saw Mama’s face. She was watching me. I wanted to tell her it was good. Then the ground moved. Not moved. I moved, which is different. My legs went and my vision darkened at the edges and I was falling in a way that felt both slow and fast, the cup dropping from my hands, the sweet tea spilling into the pale dust, the world tilting and then going away.

I woke to Mama’s face above mine, her hand on my forehead, her voice saying my name with a steadiness that was its own kind of love. Slowly, she said, when I tried to sit up. Her hand was firm on my chest. Your body forgot how to eat. We stayed overnight. I remember very little of it the weakness, the sweating, the way my body felt simultaneously heavy and weightless, like something taken apart and reassembled without all the original pieces. Mama sat beside me and didn’t speak much. What she was doing by staying, by not leaving, was already more than words. In the morning we walked home. The walk back took longer. Papa was in the compound when we arrived. He looked at Mama’s face and at mine and understood without needing explanation. He nodded once, asked nothing, and went back to whatever small task he’d been doing before we returned because when there’s nothing useful to say, and when work is the only language still available, you return to the work. That night I thought about the horse again. About how it had died alone in the scrub, frightened and lost. About how I had walked to the village and walked back and was still here, still breathing, and how survival felt less like victory than like being given a little more time, without any clear indication of what the time was for. Outside, the stars appeared. The same stars that had watched this land before the drought and would watch it after steady and indifferent and unchanged. Mama’s voice came through the dark from where she lay. Sleep now. I closed my eyes. Sleep arrived the way everything arrived in those years: slowly, incompletely, and without promising anything about the morning. But it came. And in the morning, despite everything, we woke again.
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A Journey of Pain, Survival, and Reclaiming my self 1970–2026.




The Price of Survival. The Jerry can is taller than I am. Mama stands it beside me each morning before the sun has properly decided to rise, tilting her head the way she does when she’s calculating something she won’t say aloud. The yellow plastic reaches my chin. She doesn’t shake her head anymore. She sed to, those first months, but shaking your head at a fact doesn’t change the fact. Now she just hands me the smaller container and turns back to whatever she was doing, which is always something necessary and never anything easy.




I’m four, maybe five. Age here is something you carry in your body rather than mark on a calendar — in the thickness of your calluses, the particular way your knees ache after a long walk, the knowledge that sits in your chest like a smooth stone. What I know with certainty: I can carry water. I can walk until the skin splits on my heels. I can move through two full days without being a child, because the dry season has no interest in what you are. Only in what you can manage.

Papa is already in the fields when we leave. He’s been there since before the light came, since the darkness was still thick enough to hold things. From our compound I can see the pale shape of him moving between the sorghum rows, his hoe a slow rhythm against the earth. Three fields. Three planting seasons. Three chances each year to stay ahead of hunger. Even a child understands the arithmetic: if the crops fail, we fail. If the rains withhold themselves, everything else follows.




But Papa reads the sky the way some men read faces  looking for assurances in clouds, for warnings in the direction the wind bends the grass. He plants by what he knows in his hands and his feet, things no one taught him and no one could. Most seasons we eat. Most seasons our store of grain holds through until the next planting.

There was a drought, two years ago or three. Time compresses when you’re hungry. What I remember: the earth splitting into dry plates, the sound of my baby sister’s crying growing fainter over days until it stopped, and then the silence that moved into our compound and sat down and never quite left. Mama’s face changed that season in ways it hasn’t changed back. We don’t speak about it. Speaking about it would require us to look directly at it, and there are things you look beside rather than at.

You know the way? Mama asks, tying a cloth around my head, her fingers quick and certain. She’s asked me this every time for six months, since I first became old enough, strong enough, necessary enough to make this walk. I know it

You stay close to the group. You don’t

I know, Mama. She holds my chin for a moment. Her eyes are the dark red-brown of the soil Papa turns in the mornings, and they hold the same expression the soil holds  something patient, something that has endured and intends to keep enduring. The lions move at dusk, she says. Make the resting place before dark. We always do. You don’t consider the alternative while you’re walking toward water. You simply arrive before darkness. Though darkness has many hours. And dangers arrange themselves according to their own schedules regardless of ours. At the edge of the village I join the others. Six of us today: three women, two girls roughly my age, and me. The only boy. This fact settles on me in a way I can’t articulate a mild shame, not quite shame, something adjacent to it. Boys my age should be watching the family’s goats, or learning to bring down birds with a careful arm and a slingshot. Not walking two days for water. But my older brother, nearly twelve and close enough to a man that Papa treats him like one, works the fields from first light. That leaves me. Small and useful and in-between. The women don’t speak as we set out. Neither do the girls. Breath is currency on this walk and you spend it only when you must. The sounds around us: our feet against hard pan, the hollow complaint of empty Jerry cans, a single bird crying out somewhere above the flat landscape before thinking better of it. We walk. The earth is its own shade of thirst out here red and pale brown and, where the sun has worked longest, a bleached near-white, the color of things that have given up what they had to give. Acacia trees appear at intervals, their small leaves casting shadows thin as pencil lines. Dry riverbeds cut across the path, embarrassing in their emptiness, full of the memory of water and nothing else.

My feet have memorized this route more thoroughly than they know our compound floor. I recognize each landmark the way you recognize family: the acacia split by lightning last rainy season, severed cleanly down its center as though something enormous had reached down and made a decision. The termite mound, man-height and older than anyone’s memory. The place in the path where the ground dips  where we all look down and walk faster without discussing why. Around midday, when the heat has settled fully onto us like a second sky pressing from above, we stop in the thin shadow of a rock outcropping. One of the women Amina, who is related to us in some way I’ve never mapped, cousin or aunt or something else the family tree has complicated  passes around dried millet paste. I eat my portion slowly, in small pieces, making a ceremony of it. It doesn’t address the thirst. Nothing does except water, which is still a full day ahead.

Your father’s fields are doing well this season? Amina asks. Yes ma’am. He says the early rains were enough. She nods, settling this information somewhere inside herself. In good seasons Papa shares what he has. In bad ones we all diminish together, which is its own kind of comfort, or we tell ourselves it is. He’s a good farmer, your papa. Good farmer. The words carry more than they say  they mean still alive, they mean still feeding his children, they mean the kind of man whose hands have learned what this earth requires. We rest thirty minutes, no more. Rest longer and your body begins arguing with you, presenting reasons to stop or turn back. The women stand while they’re still tired, before satisfaction can soften them. I follow their lead. The afternoon presses harder than the morning. Heat rises from the ground and descends from the sky together, so that you walk through it rather than under it. Sweat stops moving and begins to coat, and the dust sticks to everything and I become part of the landscape, red-earthed and slow. But still moving. One foot. Then the other.

This is the only thought that helps: the next step. Not the well, not home, not the full container on the return walk. Just the step you are currently taking and the one that follows it. The sun is lowering when the baobab appears on the horizon — that impossible tree, its trunk wider than a family’s sleeping space, older than the village and older than our family’s memory of the village. Someone told me baobabs can outlive a thousand years. Standing at the edge of the landscape, unbothered by drought or sun or the slow failure of everything around it, this one looks capable of outliving anything. We’ll sleep in its shadow tonight, which feels like sleeping inside something’s patience.

But first: the resting place. We move faster in the last stretch, the women’s strides lengthening and me working twice as hard to match them, my calves burning, the strap of my Jerry can cutting into the place on my shoulder it always finds. The light is cooling into orange. Beyond us, somewhere in the darkening scrub, the hours are shifting from the kind of dangerous that moves in heat to the kind that moves in shadow. I’ve never seen a lion. But I’ve heard one once, that low rolling sound that seems to come from inside the ground, and I’ve seen what they leave when they’re finished. Last month they found a man from the next village, two days after he went missing. Everyone knows that story now. Everyone carries it. The resting place appears just as the sky commits to its brief, extravagant orange  a cluster of mud-brick structures low to the ground, surrounded by thorn fencing that offers more symbol than protection, but symbols matter when you’re small and tired and the darkness is arriving. Amina steps forward to speak with the woman who comes out to meet us. I wait with the others, holding my empty container against my leg. Whatever is offered or promised, it’s enough. We’re gestured inside. We spread our mats between two structures. The women speak quietly. I sit at the edge of their circle, not quite included and not quite separate  in between, the same as always. In between childhood and what childhood becomes when it’s needed for something. In-between safe and the acknowledgment that safe is relative, conditional, a thing that holds only until it doesn’t. I think about Papa, still moving between the rows until the last light fails. I think about my brother beside him, learning the sky. I think about my younger siblings back home, still small enough to play, still allowed their uselessness, and I feel something about them that isn’t quite envy but lives near it  something I don’t have a name for yet. Above us the stars come through, too many to count, more than seem reasonable, bright enough that they feel closer than stars have any right to be. Mama would have a story for them if she were here. But she isn’t here, and I’m too tired for stories. Somewhere past the thorn fence, something roars. A long, low sound that travels across the ground before it reaches the air. I don’t open my eyes. You learn this eventually  that you cannot flinch at every sound the night makes. You would never rest at all. So you breathe, and you let the darkness hold what it holds, and you sleep the sleep of someone who has been useful today and will need to be useful again tomorrow. 
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A Journey of Pain, Survival, and Reclaiming my self 1970–2026.

No Map for This Journey

My name is Abdi Mohamed Farah, and the first home I knew could be carried on our backs. The Aqal lives in my memory the way certain smells do  not as something you think about but as something that arrives uninvited and fills you completely. Bent sticks and woven grass and animal hides shaped into a dome that moves with the wind, that breathes. We take it apart when the grazing fails, load it onto the camels, rebuild it wherever the rains have been more generous. This is what home means when you’re born near Garbahaarey, below the mountains: not a place but a practice. Not permanence but the knowledge of how to begin again.

I’m standing outside our Aqal in the early morning, four years old, watching my mother’s hands. They move through the milking the way hands move through prayer without hesitation, without needing to think about what comes next. The she-camel stands patient, her eyes half-closed against the flies already gathering in the heat, chewing something from yesterday. The milk comes in thin white streams into the calabash, making a sound like the first drops of rain on dry leaves, which is the sound we wait for all year.

Abdi. My mother doesn’t look up. Take the young ones to the forest after you drink.

The forest  she means the scatter of acacias three hours’ walk east, where the browse has held on despite the dry season. I nod even though she can’t see me, and wait for her to finish so I can have my portion.

The earth under my bare feet is already warm. Red dirt, packed hard from months without rain, the kind of ground that holds the shape of your footprint but gives nothing back without negotiation. By midday this same earth will raise blisters on skin that isn’t careful. I shift from foot to foot, feeling the heat moving up through my soles, and watch the mountains in the distance, which are always there and always the same and are the closest thing we have to permanence.

My mother hands me the calabash. The milk is still warm from the camel’s body, slightly sweet, tasting of acacia and desert scrub and whatever else the animals have found to eat out in the brown expanse. I drink half and return it without being asked. She’ll distribute the rest among my siblings  those old enough for the calabash and those still small enough to nurse. There are nine of us, or there were nine, or there will be nine again. The counting has always been complicated: two who died before I was old enough to form a memory of them, my older sister already living three days’ walk away with her husband’s family, her belly round with her third child the last time we gathered. She seemed older than I expected. Older in a way that had nothing to do with age.

The old bull tried to wander yesterday, my mother says. Keep your eyes on him.

I know which bull she means. The one with the scarred shoulder, the one who has outlasted more dry seasons than any other animal in our herd. He’s earned the right to his opinions about direction, but the desert doesn’t accommodate opinions.

I collect the young camels five of them, born in the last gu season when the rains came properly and the scrub turned briefly, impossibly green. They’re still playful, full of an energy the sun hasn’t yet worked out of them. They see me coming and begin to move before I’ve made the sound, because animals learn routines faster than children do. The old bull is slower to rise. He watches me with eyes that have seen everything at least twice, and I make the clicking sound my father taught me, tongue against teeth, and after a long considering pause the bull heaves himself upright. Dust lifts from his hide. He shakes  a full-body decision that travels from his head all the way to his tail  and then he begins walking, and the rest follow.

We move as the sun climbs.

The landscape around Garbahaarey is what it has always been and what it intends to go on being: red earth and pale grass and acacias spread at intervals like they’ve agreed to give each other space. Everything here exists at the far edge of what’s possible. The trees hold their moisture in small waxy leaves and defend it with thorns as long as my fingers. The grass waits months for rain and then, within days of the first drops, throws itself into seed as though it knows exactly how brief the opportunity will be. At four years old I don’t have language for what I’m observing. But I’m learning it in my body, through my feet and my sweat and the specific weight of the calabash at different hours of the day.

The young camels walk with enthusiasm for the first hour. Dhegdheer  the one I call long-ears, the one who has never quite accepted the fact of distance — keeps stopping to look back toward the Aqal, checking whether it’s still where she left it. Each time she stops I have to coax her forward with sound and patience and, occasionally, a small stone tossed near her feet. The water is ahead, I tell her, which is true, and which is all that matters out here. Truth is generally a practical thing.

The old bull doesn’t stop. He has been going to this water since before I was born and he has his own understanding of the route, which is probably more accurate than mine.

We reach the scatter of acacias late in the morning, the sun already serious overhead. The camels spread out without being directed, each finding
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