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    PREFACE

Vipassana is a practice of self-transformation through self-observation. It teaches you to explore the connection between mind and body, to focus with steady attention on physical sensation, the slender threads that weave the inner and outer worlds together. Through that disciplined awareness, the mind's impurities slowly dissolve, and what is left is calmer, more balanced, more capable of compassion and clarity and love.

I did not come to it looking for a book. I came to it looking for quiet.

For years, friends had urged me to write down my story. I always waved the idea away. I don't have the talent, I would tell them. Writing had never come easily to me, and besides, I did not believe my life amounted to anything worth a reader's time. That certainty held for decades. It did not survive ten days of silence.

From March 19 to March 30, 2025, I attended a Vipassana meditation course at the MidAtlantic Vipassana Meditation Center. It was a severe immersion: ten hours of meditation a day, with two hours of discourse in the evening. The schedule left no room for negotiation. We woke at four in the morning and meditated from four-thirty to six-thirty, then again in long blocks through the day, eight to eleven, one to five, six to nine. By ten at night the lights went out. By four the next morning we rose and began again.

The rules were absolute. No talking. No gestures. No eye contact. No touching. Everything that might distract us, cell phones, laptops, pens, paper, even car keys, was surrendered at the door on the first day. Men and women slept in separate dormitories, ate in separate halls, and walked along separate paths divided by a low fence. For ten days, each of us was entirely alone with the one person we spend a lifetime avoiding: ourselves.

At first my mind would not hold still. It wandered everywhere, dragging up moments I had not thought about in years, memories from childhood and from the worst and best years of my life, each one surfacing without warning and refusing to be filed away again. I had spent decades keeping these things in a place where I did not have to look at them. Now, with nothing to do but sit and watch my own breath, there was nowhere for them to go but up, into the light, one after another.

Faces came back to me that I had not allowed myself to picture in forty years. My mother at a window in the dark. A friend walking unarmed down a road. A girl on a bus, with a pearl necklace and a smile that had outlived everyone who saw it. By the third day I was not meditating so much as grieving, quietly, on a hard cushion in a silent hall, surrounded by strangers who would never know what was happening a few feet away from them. I wished, more than once, that I could break the rule about pen and paper, that I could write it all down exactly as it arrived, raw and unordered, before the discipline of ordinary life closed back over it. It felt, in that silence, as though I could have written my entire life in a single sitting.

But the retreat ended, as all things end, and the strange clarity of those ten days began to fade almost as soon as I returned to the world. What did not fade was the urge to do something with what had surfaced. I no longer wanted to write a memoir, a careful accounting of facts and dates. I wanted to take those resurfaced faces and give them a life on the page, to build something around them that could carry the truth of what we felt even where it could no longer carry the exact truth of what occurred. I wanted a story. And so this book was born, out of silence, out of memory, and out of a debt I had been avoiding for most of my adult life.

In these pages I have tried to show what life was like for my friends and me in Ethiopia under the imperial regime, up to and through the emperor's overthrow in the mid-1970s, and into the years of revolution and terror that followed. You will see the student movement, the Edget Behebret campaign, the Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Party and its armed wing, the EPRA. You will see family, friendship, and sacrifice. I wanted to honor the people I knew in those years, and the struggle of a generation that believed it could remake the world. More than that, I wanted to give them back their names.

Because these events took place more than forty-five years ago, and because I am reconstructing them from memory alone, I will inevitably make mistakes with names, dates, and the order of things. That is precisely why I chose to write a novel rather than a strict history. This book is not an attempt to document the EPRP or the EPRA. Some of the party's cofounders, and others who knew it far better than I did, have already written those books. My own knowledge and involvement were too limited for that. My only aim here is to tell the story of the friends I lost in the revolution, and of my family, who lived through that era and carry it still. That is all this is.

To refresh my memory and recover certain details, I drew on Asmamaw Hailu's two volumes on the EPRA (ኢህአሰ ቅጽ ፩ና ፪), Kahsay Abraha's የአሲምባ ፍቅር, Tadelech Hailemichael's ዳኛው ማነው?, Netsanet Mengistu's ሸክም ቢቀል, and Girmay Abraha's ከደርግ ማህደር, borrowing only the occasional anecdote that I already half-remembered on my own.

I want to thank my friend Ali Tahir, whom I always regarded as my older brother, for fifty years of loyalty and unconditional love. Without his remarkable memory, the chapters set in Gonder and the Zemecha would be full of holes. I called him twice a week to check a name, a village, the year something happened. My deepest regret about this book is that he did not live to see it. I was only a few chapters from the end when he died, suddenly, in December 2025. His death struck me so hard that I could not write a word for nearly four months. I would have given a great deal for him to read these pages before they went out into the world. They are, in part, his.

I thank my sister Nura for sharing our family's story from the years of the Red Terror, and for her honest feedback on the manuscript. I thank my brother Ahmeda for the long letter about Gonder that became part of this book, and my friend Bereket Simon for helping me recover the Mailaham operation in detail, and for verifying names and events that the two of us lived through together.

I owe a special debt to my adopted sister Hewi, who set down, in her own hand, the account of the twenty-six months she endured in prison during the Red Terror. It could not have been easy to return to those memories, let alone to write them out and send them to me. Her testimony appears in these pages largely as she gave it to me. I am grateful beyond words for her courage, both then and now.

I owe a particular debt to my cousin, Dr. Mohammed A. Nurhussein, author of Made in Ethiopia, who encouraged me to write this story for years and then edited the manuscript with great care. I also thank my dear friend TK, herself a fine writer, who never once let me quit. They believed in me more than I believed in myself, and I am grateful that I finally surrendered to their faith. For whatever it is worth, I have done my best to bring the people of those years back to life on these pages.

I should also acknowledge Abraham Verghese's novels Cutting for Stone and The Covenant of Water, which were a great inspiration to me as I worked.

Finally, I want to be transparent that I used artificial intelligence to help research historical events and to edit and proofread the manuscript. The story, the memories, and the lives recorded here are entirely my own.


    WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

I carry ghosts with me. Every single day.

They are the faces of young people, brilliant, passionate, fearless, who died fighting for something larger than themselves. They believed in justice. They believed in freedom. They believed in equality for all Ethiopians. And they paid for those beliefs with their blood spilled in the streets, their bodies left as warnings to others, their dreams extinguished before they ever had the chance to see them realized.

Some were killed by the very organizations they had given their lives to serve. Think about that betrayal. Think about dying at the hands of your comrades, your brothers and sisters in struggle, over ideological disputes that now, in hindsight, seem so tragically small.

My closest friends are among those ghosts. They sacrificed everything, their futures, their families, their very breath, for the people of Ethiopia. I will not let them be forgotten. I refuse to allow their memories to dissolve into history's convenient amnesia. This novel is my monument to them, built from words instead of stone, because they deserve to be remembered. They deserve to be honored.

But this book is also for my family.

My family moved to Gonder from Tigray. We are Muslims in a predominantly Christian city. Yet when the call came to resist oppression, those differences meant nothing. My family stood shoulder to shoulder with their neighbors, their Christian brothers and sisters, and they fought. They sacrificed. They bled.

Three members of my family joined the armed struggle and spent almost three years in the jungle, three years of hunger, fear, and constant danger. The youngest was arrested and tortured by the brutal governor of Gonder, Shaleka Melaku Tefera's cruel and inhumane crew. Our adopted sister endured unspeakable cruelty and spent years in prison for the crime of daring to dream of a better Ethiopia.

By some grace, no one in my immediate family was killed. But that grace came at a terrible cost, one that still echoes through our lives today. Their story deserves to be told.

And then there is you, the generation that came after us.

You criticize us from a place of hindsight and safety, judging our actions while we fought to build a better world. You claim we imported foreign ideas like Marxism and Socialism without considering Ethiopia's unique history and culture. Moreover, you hold us accountable for the subsequent issues, including the ethnic conflicts that continue to threaten our nation's unity.

Let me be clear: my generation made mistakes. Terrible, costly mistakes. You will find some of them in this book; I do not hide from them.

But we did not create ethnic divisions. National oppression existed long before we were born. We simply refused to pretend it did not. We brought it into the open because we believed, perhaps naively, that you cannot heal a wound you refuse to acknowledge. As socialists, we understood that national oppression and class oppression were inseparably intertwined. We fought for a New Democratic Popular Government that would dismantle the feudal order and address both forms of oppression at once.

Do not blame Walelign Mekonnen or his generation for naming the disease. They did not cause the infection. They tried to cure it.

And what did we sacrifice for that attempt? Everything.

My generation was unafraid. We stood before soldiers armed with batons and rifles, shouting our slogans even as they opened fire. We watched our friends fall, blood pooling in the dust, and we kept marching. We were arrested. We were tortured in ways that still jolt me awake at night. We did not break. We died, God, how many of us died, and we died believing in something larger than ourselves.

We were fearless. We were committed. And we paid the ultimate price.

So yes, we embraced Marxism. We adopted an ideology that was sweeping across the globe, through Iran and Vietnam, across Africa, and through the American civil rights movement. It was the language of liberation in our time. If we wanted to mobilize the intelligentsia and the working class, if we wanted to be part of a global movement for justice, we had no choice but to speak that language.

But now let me ask you, those of you who condemn us:

What have you done?

What sacrifices have you made to promote democracy, freedom, or justice for those still oppressed and discriminated against? Have you ever confronted armed soldiers because of your beliefs? Have you risked torture or death for a cause greater than yourself? Rarely!

You accuse us of importing foreign ideologies, yet you champion nationalism, democracy, freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, and federalism. Are those concepts homegrown? Didn't they come from the West? Why was it a crime for us to import ideas, but it is acceptable for you to do so? Why do you get to decide which foreign influences are legitimate?

The greatest irony is that you spend your days scrolling through Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok, platforms, culture, and values imported from elsewhere. You spend hours debating, analyzing, and arguing about British soccer teams, with detailed knowledge of players' lives or sensational gossip. You celebrate birthdays and weddings in Western style, put up Christmas trees, and observe Valentine's Day, Mother's Day, and Father's Day. The elite in Addis have embraced Western hedonism and self-gratification as their subculture, identity, and aspiration.

You import Western culture wholesale, every single day, and yet you condemn us for importing an ideology aimed at liberating the oppressed.

At least when we imported ideas, we did it for something. We did it to challenge a system of oppression. We did it to raise consciousness, to rally workers, peasants, and intellectuals to transform their country. We did it for justice, for equality, for a better future for every Ethiopian.

What do you do it for? Likes and shares? Fame? Money?

That is what separates my generation from yours. And I would choose my generation, with all its flaws, all its mistakes, all its tragic failures, a million times over.

I am an introvert. I keep things to myself. Opening up goes against every instinct I have. But I am doing it now because this story must be told. The atmosphere of that time, the fear, the courage, the hope, the betrayal, the blood, must be recreated as faithfully as memory allows.

I am presenting it to you as a novel, in the hope that you might finally understand what we went through. More than that, I hope it ignites something in you: perhaps the spark of the passion we felt, perhaps a lesson that could contribute to your people's liberation, perhaps simply a deeper understanding of what came before.

I know this book will be controversial. I know I will be labeled, criticized, and dismissed. Those labels are beside the point.

If this novel strikes a chord, if it lights even a small flame of love for your people, for freedom, for justice, then I will have succeeded.

If it sparks a single honest conversation about what educated people must do to save our country from disintegration, about what each of us owes to those who are still oppressed and marginalized, then every painful memory I have revisited to write these pages will have been worth it.

My friends are gone. Their dreams died with them.

But their story, our story, deserves to be told.

This is why I wrote this book.

For them. For my family. For you. And for the truth.


    PART ONE


      ROOTS AND DEPARTURES
    


    Chapter One: A Name on the Wind

I. Before I Arrived

"Yilas! Yilas!"

Sittom's high-pitched voice pierced the afternoon stillness, bouncing off the courtyard walls. She leaned out the window, tiny hands balled up as though commanding the entire world to listen.

Down below, our aunt Teway Aabbay paused mid-step, squinting up at the small figure perched on the sill. "Sittom," she called, hands planted on her hips. "Who is this Elias you're shouting for?"

Sittom turned, her face solemn with the absolute authority of a two-year-old. "He's my brother," she declared, as though the matter was settled.

"Your brother," Teway Aabbay repeated slowly. "And where is he?"

"In Sofi's belly." Sittom patted her own round stomach for emphasis.

Teway Aabbay was still laughing when she found my mother seated by the window, one hand resting gently on her swollen abdomen. "Do you know what this child of yours has been announcing to the whole neighborhood?"

My mother, Sofi, smiled, her fingers tracing absent circles on her stomach. "She's been saying it for days. I think even the merchants at Idaga know by now."

Teway Aabbay leaned in, dropping her voice to mock ceremony. "Well then. If the child says so, and the wind carries her words, the matter is settled. This baby will be a boy, and his name will be Elias."

Two days later, I arrived.

The room was dim, lit by a single bare bulb. The air hung heavy with the sharp, clean scent of burning eucalyptus leaves. My mother's cries gave way to the wet, indignant sound of my first wailing, and it was Teway Aabbay, my father’s older sister, who raised him as a mother, whom we consider a grandmother that we never had, who received me into her hands.

"Welcome to the world, Elias," she said, her voice warm as candlelight.

My sister had named me before I drew my first breath. In Adwa, that felt appropriate. This was a town that had always known how to claim things before the rest of the world caught up.

II. The Town That Won

Adwa was not a place. It was a declaration.

The mountains surrounding it- Soloda, Abba Gerima, Mount Semayata, and Amba Gelila- stood like ancient sentinels, their peaks wrapped in morning mist, guarding secrets older than memory. Below them, the town breathed and hummed and argued and prayed and laughed, going about the quiet, daily business of being the place that had once stopped an empire in its tracks.

Every Ethiopian child grows up knowing the Battle of Adwa. But growing up in Adwa was something else entirely. History was not a lesson here; it was the air itself. You breathed it in with the woodsmoke, the roasted coffee, and the dust kicked up by market crowds. You absorbed it through the soles of your feet on the same red earth where, in March of 1896, Ethiopian warriors had surrounded and annihilated an invading Italian army so thoroughly that their prime minister was forced to resign in disgrace and the entire continent took notice.

The Italians had come with colonial ambitions and modern rifles. They left, those who survived, in fragments of their former certainty.

Our house sat within the Haji Abdu Branda, the most distinctive landmark at the center of Idaga, Adwa's bustling marketplace. To reach it, you crossed the bridge over Ruba Assam, a river whose waters moved with the confidence of something that had witnessed centuries. The Branda itself was a long row of joined buildings, their wide verandas forming a sheltered walkway where shoppers moved by day and exhausted day laborers from surrounding villages slept by night, seeking refuge from the cool highland wind.

Ours was the largest house in the complex. The yard was generous, several lemon trees casting pools of shade, a swimming pool left behind by the Italians like a forgotten footnote, and a wide playground where we spent our hours in a blur of football (soccer) and hide-and-seek and rope-jumping and the weightless joy of having nowhere important to be.

From the veranda, life unfolded like a painting that never dried. The market square below was a kaleidoscope of woven baskets stacked improbably high, bolts of shimmering fabric, spices so potent their fragrance seemed to settle permanently into your clothes. At night, the square transformed again; a white sheet strung between poles became a cinema screen, and the whole neighborhood gathered on the stones to watch flickering images from another world.

My earliest companions were the sons of Ato Bizuayene and Teferri the pharmacist. We were inseparable the way only small-town boys can be, bonded by geography and mischief and the shared conviction that the Assam River, barely a mile away, was always worth the journey.

III. The River and the Needle

The warnings about bilharzia meant very little to us.

We had heard them, of course. The adults spoke the word with the gravity reserved for things that could end childhoods. We'd race through the tall grass on its banks, strip down without ceremony, and throw ourselves into the current with the full-bodied abandon of children who have not yet learned to be afraid of their own joy.

The sickness, when it came, was swift and merciless.

I remember very little of those first days, only the heaviness, the fever, and the way the world seemed to tilt and lose its edges. What I remember clearly is one particular evening: my mother's hand, warm and steady around mine, as she led me to the clinic, her face carefully composed into a calm she was performing rather than feeling.

"It will hurt, Elias," she said quietly. "But it will make you better."

The needle was worse than I had imagined. The medicine burned a slow, terrible path into my veins, and the world blurred and then went dark. When I surfaced again, my father was there, his hand resting lightly on my forehead, a gesture so gentle it felt like an apology for all the pain the world would insist on delivering.

The recovery was weeks of misery. The frequent, agonizing trips to the bathroom. The fever came and went like an unreliable visitor. The weakness that made even sitting up feel like an achievement. It was the sickest I had ever been, and it left its mark, not only on my body, but on my understanding that beauty and danger often share the same riverbank.

I never went back to the Assam River, of course.

IV. Stories Beneath the Lemon Tree

Evenings in Adwa were made for stories.

As the last light turned the courtyard gold, my father would settle cross-legged on a woven mat beneath the largest lemon tree, and we would gather around him, my sister Nura, small and bright-eyed, already leaning forward before he had begun; Sittom, who had named me and never let anyone forget it; and I, stretched out on my stomach, chin in my hands, ready.

My father was a gifted storyteller.

"It was right here," he would begin, pointing toward the distant hills, his voice rising with something that was equal parts pride and reverence. "Right here that Ethiopians stood shoulder to shoulder against the Italians. A battle for freedom. For dignity. For the right to exist on our own terms."

Nura would lean forward, eyes wide. "Did they have swords? Was there blood?"

"There were swords. There were rifles, too. But more than anything, there was unity."

He paused, letting the word settle. "King Menelik led the charge, yes, but it wasn't only him. It was all of Ethiopia. Farmers, warriors, priests, merchants. Everyone."

"And Empress Taitu." My mother's voice came from the doorway, firm and clear. She crossed her arms in that way of hers that meant the point was non-negotiable. "Don't leave her out. She commanded the southern armies as surely as the emperor commanded his. Without Taitu, who knows what might have happened?"

My father nodded with the measured respect of a man who had learned, over years of marriage, that my mother was usually right. Then he leaned forward slightly, his expression shifting.

"And then there was Bashay Awaalom."

The name landed differently than the others. Something in his tone made us go still.

"A Tigrayan," he continued. "Who fed the Italian commanders false information. He led them, step by step, into the narrow valleys where our forces were waiting. An ambush that the Italians never saw coming, because the man they trusted was working against them the entire time."

"A spy?" My uncle asked.

"A patriot," my father said simply. "Depending on whose story you're telling."

"What happened to him?" Uncle asked. "Afterward."

My father was quiet for a moment. He ran a hand slowly over his chin. "He disappeared.

Some say he fled, fearing reprisal. Others say he simply walked into the mountains one day and became part of them."

The silence that followed was the silence of a story that doesn't resolve neatly, the kind that stays with you. Above us, the lemon tree shifted in the evening breeze, and beyond the courtyard walls, the mountains of Adwa stood dark against the fading sky, keeping their own counsel.

I lay there thinking about Awaalom, the man who had helped change history and then vanished into it. Even then, at that young age, something about his story unsettled me in a way I couldn't name. The idea that victory and disappearance could belong to the same man. That you could give everything and still not be remembered.

That thought would return to me many times in the years that followed. In ways I could not yet imagine.

V. Mechal

Of all the gifts my father brought home from his travels, none compared to Mechal.

My father worked for his cousins, the Haji Abdu family, who owned Northern Transport Company, a pioneering bus company whose routes stitched together the far reaches of northern Ethiopia, from Asmara down through Adwa and beyond. His job as controller kept him constantly on the move, and he returned from each trip bearing something of the wider world: a story, a taste, an object that didn't quite belong to Adwa but somehow found its home with us.

The pedal car arrived one evening, a two-seater, and my sister and I immediately declared war over who would drive it first. We screamed, negotiated, compromised, and raced each other across the yard until the stars came out and our mother called us in. It was a fascinating experience to see that kids could also drive a movable object.

But Mechal arrived as something different entirely. My father had bought him from an Italian trader in Asmara, a small white Basset Hound with ears too large for his head and the absolute, unshakeable conviction that he was the most important resident of our household.

He was not wrong.

I taught him everything. With a whistle and the right-hand signal, Mechal would rise on his hind legs and hold himself there, perfectly balanced, like a soldier at attention. My friends would gather in the yard specifically to watch this performance, and I would stand beside him, swelling with a pride that was only partly mine.

He followed me and my sisters everywhere. He was, in the complete and uncomplicated way that only animals and young children achieve, my best friend.

VI. Leaving

I was six years old when we left Adwa. Old enough to understand that something was ending. Too young to understand what would replace it.

My father gently broke the news about Mechal, kneeling so that we were eye to eye.

"The journey to Gonder is too far," he said. "He wouldn't survive the road."

We found a home for Mechal with my cousin Se'edi, who lived some miles away. Se'edi, who had been my nanny when my mother gave birth to Nura, whom I was in some ways closer to than my own mother in those earliest years, promised to take care of him. I believed her. Believing was the only thing available to me.

That night, we were jolted awake by a familiar scratching at the door.

I was out of bed before I was fully conscious.

There was Mechal on the threshold, panting, tail moving in that frantic way that meant he had been running for a long time. His fur was dusty from the road. He had tracked us, somehow, through the dark, over miles, and found his way back.

We wept. All of us, together. My parents, my sisters, and I gathered around this small, determined animal who had decided, without anyone's permission, that he was not yet done with us.

But the decision had already been made. The bus was leaving in the morning.

I pressed my face to the window as we pulled away. The mountains of Adwa rose and held their position against the sky, Soloda, Abba Gerima, Emba Semayata, Emba Gelila, exactly as they had always stood, unmoved, and witnesses to everything.

Se'edi was there at the roadside, holding Mechal. He was straining toward the bus.

I kept my eyes on him until the road curved and the distance made it impossible.

Adwa was my first world. Its mountains, its marketplace, its river, its stories told beneath a lemon tree on warm evenings. The courage it carried in its name. The image of a dog who ran miles through the dark to find us, refusing to accept a goodbye he hadn't agreed to.

That stubbornness, that refusal to let go of what matters, was perhaps the first thing Adwa taught me. It would not be the last.


    Chapter Two: The Road to Gonder

I. Before Sunrise

The bus was already warm when we boarded.

The Semenawi Autobus, one of the Haji Abdu company's own, sat in the gray pre-dawn idling with the patient indifference of a machine that had made this journey many times before and would make it many times again. My father moved along its flank, checking the loading of our luggage with the focused attention of a man who understood that everything we owned was in those bags.

I held Ahmeda's hand as we climbed the steps. He was small enough that each step required a small effort, and he concentrated on each step with the seriousness of a recent and hard-won discovery. Behind me, Sittom and Nura jostled for the window seat, whispering and suppressing laughter as though the road ahead were a secret adventure rather than a departure. My mother boarded last, ZZ strapped to her back, the baby's small fingers already curled into her headscarf.

I found a seat and turned to look back through the smeared glass. On the roadside, growing smaller as the engine found its voice, stood the people we were leaving: my grandfather Aboy Mohammed Hussein, my uncles and aunts, cousins whose faces I knew better than my own, my half-brother Ali, and the friends whose names I had only just learned to shout across a yard. They raised their hands as the bus pulled away, and held them there, and kept holding them until the road curved and took them from my sight.

My father placed his hand on my shoulder. "We'll come back one day," he said quietly.

Even at six, I understood the weight of words spoken in that tone. The kind of promise a person makes when they are not entirely certain they can keep it.

II. Axum and the Gorge

We passed through Axum in the early morning, its great obelisks rising from the earth like the fingers of something ancient pushing through the surface. I barely looked at them. The weight of our leaving had dulled everything.

By the time we reached Shire, the landscape had begun to change, the familiar plateau giving way to something wilder, more dramatic, as though the earth were slowly revealing its true character. And then the road began its descent into the Tekeze gorge, and all other concerns became irrelevant.

The bus tilted forward, and the world outside the window dropped away. Far below, the Tekeze River caught the midday light, its surface shimmering with a lazy indifference to everything happening above it. The road twisted along the canyon wall in a series of hairpin turns, each one offering an unobstructed view of the abyss.

The air inside the bus thickened. A woman across the aisle pressed a handkerchief to her mouth, her face drained of color. Her husband rubbed her back in slow circles, murmuring something too quiet to hear.

The climb out of the gorge was worse than the descent. The bus groaned around each bend, leaning fractionally toward the edge before correcting itself, the driver turning the wheel with the economy of motion that comes from years on this road. My father's knuckles had gone white around the seat back ahead of him.

"These drivers know this road like the backs of their hands," he said, to us, but also, I think, to himself.

III. Maytsemri

We reached Maytsemri in the late afternoon, and the sight of familiar faces was a relief, so physically it was almost like stepping out of water.

My father's eldest brother, Bashay Mohammednur, was waiting with his wife and his two sons, Abdela and Nesru. The embrace between the brothers was the kind that men allow themselves only after long separations, brief but firm, saying more than the words that followed.

"You must stay for dinner," Bashay said, already gesturing toward the house.

"We have to press on, brother." My father's voice was gentle but decided. "We need to reach Adarkai before it is dark."

There was cool water, a short exchange of news, the bittersweet rhythm of a visit that both parties know is too short. Then we were back on the bus, and Maytsemri fell behind us, and the evening came down over the mountains.

That night at the hotel in Adarkai, I lay in the unfamiliar dark listening to the sounds of a town that had no idea who we were. Through the thin wall, my father's voice drifted low and steadily: The hardest part comes tomorrow. Limalimo.

I did not sleep well.

IV. Limalimo

We were moving again before sunrise, the cold pressing through our clothes as we boarded in the dark. But as the Simien Mountains rose around us with the coming light, even exhaustion surrendered to the view.

The peaks emerged slowly from the mist, enormous, and their upper faces streaked with the first pale color of morning. Gelada baboons moved along the rocky outcrops in loose groups, their golden chest-patches bright against the stone. An eagle turned slow circles against a sky that was just deciding to be blue.

And then there was the road itself.

Limalimo. The name carried its own gravity, and the thing it named justified every syllable.

The road had been built by the Italians around 1936, during the occupation, carved into the mountain face by an ambition that did not particularly concern itself with the cost.

The cost, as it happened, was enormous, thousands of conscripted Ethiopian laborers who died cutting this passage through stone, their labor essential, their names unrecorded. Near the summit stood a small monument, erected for the Italian engineers who had also perished. The asymmetry of that memorial, which was named and which was not, said something about the empire that no lecture could have improved upon.

My father told us this as the bus crept along a section so narrow that the outer wheels seemed to hover over nothing. He spoke quietly, almost to himself, as though recounting something he needed to say aloud to believe. "Whatever name you give this road, and people give it many, the road is real, and the dead are real. Neither is going anywhere."

When a truck appeared around a bend ahead, both vehicles stopped. The truck reversed inch by inch toward the cliff edge until there was space enough for us to pass, its tires inches from the drop. No one on our bus made a sound.

"Don't look down," my mother said softly, her hand finding mine. "Look at the baboons."

I looked at the baboons.

When we finally crested the summit, the road widened and leveled, and the abyss fell away behind us, the whole bus exhaled at once, a collective release so unanimous it was almost comical. My father leaned back. My mother closed her eyes. Ahmeda, who had slept through most of it, woke and asked if we had seen any monkeys yet.

V. Debark

Debark sat atop the Simien range, like a town proud of its elevation. When we arrived, its market square was bustling with activity, vendors shouting, children hurriedly running errands, and travelers stretching their legs after hours on mountain roads.

My father navigated us to a small Muslim restaurant tucked between larger establishments on the square's edge. The smell met us at the door: spiced lamb, woodsmoke, rendered fat in a hot pan.

"Tibs for everyone," my father told the waiter, his voice lighter than it had been all day.

"This town has the best lamb tibs in all of northern Ethiopia."

We ate with our hands, tearing into the tender meat, the fat rich and fragrant with berbere and mitmita. Even Ahmeda received a small, soft piece from my mother's fingers, which he gummed with great concentration and apparent satisfaction.

It was the first moment since leaving Adwa that felt uncomplicated. Just food and warmth and the relief of solid ground, my family around a table, nobody looking at a cliff edge.

VI. Arrival

The final hours passed through Dabat and Amba Giorgis, the bus finding its rhythm on the flat roads as the landscape softened and trees lined the road on both sides. When Gonder's outline finally appeared against the late-afternoon sky, its low buildings, its distant churches, the texture of a town that has stood for centuries, a sound moved through the passengers like a single breath slowly released.

"We're here," my father said. His voice held the full weight of the journey.

I looked at him, then at my mother, then at my siblings arranged along the seat in various states of sleep and wakefulness. Then I looked at Gonder through the window, this city that did not know our names yet, that held no memory of us, into which we were about to insert ourselves and begin again.

My heart ached for Adwa. For Se'edi. For Mechal, somewhere behind us on the road we had come.

But something else was there too, underneath the ache. Small and uncertain, but present.

We had made it.


    Chapter Three: The Camelot of Africa

I. First Light on Gonder

We arrived as the sun was going down.

The city emerged from the dusk in stages, first the low sprawl of it, the roads and rooftops and the distant suggestion of Italian buildings, and then, rising above everything else, the castles.

"Look," my mother said softly. "There it is. Gonder."

Her voice carried something I could not quite name at the time: wonder and apprehension wound so tightly together they had become a single feeling. I pressed closer to the window.

The Royal Enclosure, Fasil Ghebbi, rose against the amber horizon in silhouette, its towers and battlements dark against the fading sky. The walls were massive, ancient, indifferent to our arrival, as only very old things are. They had seen emperors come and go. They had watched armies and famines and the slow turning of centuries. We were just another bus pulling in at dusk.

Ahmeda tugged my sleeve. "Will we live in a castle?"

The laughter that followed was real, sudden, and unguarded, the first easy sound any of us had made since leaving Adwa. Even my mother smiled, adjusting ZZ on her hip.

"Not quite," my father told him. "But we'll find something."

I stared at the silhouetted towers as the bus slowed and the city's noise began to filter in through the windows. Something about the castles unsettled me, though I couldn't have explained why. They were magnificent, yes, but there was something melancholy in their grandeur, too. All that power and ceremony, and now just stone in the dark, waiting for tourists and schoolchildren to come and imagine what they had once been.

"But why did they leave?" I asked quietly. "The kings."

My father glanced at me. "Because even empires fade, Elias. But their stories remain."

He paused. "That's something worth remembering."

II. The Mud House

Our first home in Gonder was two rooms of mud-brick in the Tsadiku Yohannes Elementary School neighborhood, arranged around a shared yard. We stayed initially at the spacious Blata Seid complex while my father searched, and I think that brief comfort made the mud house feel smaller than it was when we finally moved in.

My mother stood in the doorway for a long moment without speaking.

"It's temporary, Sofi," my father said, setting a heavy trunk down near the wall. His voice was careful and measured. "We'll find something better."

"It's not just the house," she said. "It's everything."

He crossed the room and stood beside her. "Remember what your brother Hawoy said?

'A family builds its nest wherever destiny takes them.'" She didn't answer. But that night, after the children were supposed to be sleeping, I lay still in the dark and listened to her crying softly in the corner of the room.

Gonder was foreign to us. Its streets were louder and more chaotic than Adwa's; its rhythms were different; its language was Amharic, where we had spoken Tigrigna, and my mother, proud and private, found the daily indignity of not being understood a unique kind of pain. One morning, she went out to buy water, scarce in that part of town, and when the seller asked if she needed more, she answered with a word she'd constructed from broken Amharic and instinctive Tigrigna. The women nearby burst into laughter. She came home with her cheeks flushed and said nothing about it for the rest of the day.

But I had seen her face.

In the evenings, she sat on a low stool in the kitchen, her hands working dough without needing to think about it, her eyes somewhere far away. "I miss him," she said once, not to any of us specifically, but to the room, to the air. We all knew she meant my grandfather, Aboy Mohammed Hussein, still standing in the dust of Adwa with his hand raised as the bus pulled away.

"He wouldn't have wanted you to come here," Sittom said, with her characteristic frankness.

My mother smiled faintly at that; the first genuine smile I had seen from her since we arrived. "No," she agreed. "He wouldn't. But where your father goes, we go."

III. Attiye Amina

My father settled more quickly. He had a new post as treasurer at Semenawi Transportation, and he had his network: cousins, old friends, and colleagues who made the city feel, if not familiar, at least navigable. Men like Haj Omer Yassin and the family of Blata Seid Abdu were a constant presence in those early weeks, filling our doorway with conversation and the warmth of people who have been waiting for you to arrive.

My mother had no such network. Not at first.

Then we moved into a house that shared a yard with Attiye Amina.

Attiye was the former wife of my uncle Blata Seid, a small, dignified woman who wore traditional robes, wrapped her hair neatly, and had eyes that seemed to register warmth as a default setting. She was the first person in Gonder to speak to my mother in a motherly, affectionate way, pulling her close at their first meeting and simply saying in Tigrigna, "My daughter." Let me show you how to find your way here. This place will become your home, too.

Those words, the language as much as the meaning, broke something open in my mother. Sofi was her given name, but all of us called her Tewi, and so will I from here on. Something in her, Tewi, that the mud house and the long journey and all the weeks of homesickness had sealed shut.

Attiye became the fixed point around which our family slowly reorganized itself in Gonder. She guided my mother through the city's social currents and unspoken customs, helped her decode the language not just word by word but gesture by gesture, mood by mood. Her daughter, Kadri, became like a sister to us children. My cousins Ferry, Nurelign, and Shewit’s presence in the yard shifted the whole texture of our days.

"She's like my second mother," Tewi said one evening, and the way she said it, quietly, almost to herself, without any performance of gratitude, told me more than any elaborate declaration could have. She meant it in the truest possible sense. Attiye Amina had given her back something that the road from Adwa had taken.

IV. The Yard

Our next house belonged to Ato Gebrekidan, a municipal employee, and his wife Woizero Enanu, a woman of inexhaustible patience and genuine warmth who seemed to run her household the way a good harbor master runs a port: with efficiency, without fuss, and with an eye for weather. Their children were Workie, Ayumar, and Adela, and within days of our arrival, they had absorbed Sittom, Nura, and me into their games as though we had always been there.

My cousins Ferry, Nurelign, and Shewit, Attiye's grandchildren, completed the rotation, turning the shared yard into a small, self-governing republic of children. We played the usual games — soccer, hide-and-seek, rope-jumping — but also invented others, the kind that exist only in that combination of children, space, and unstructured time, that die when the children grow up and can never be properly explained to anyone who wasn't there.

The yard was where Gonder began, for me, to become something other than a place we had been deposited in by circumstance.

It was still not home. Not yet. Home was Adwa, was Se'edi, was Mechal. Home was my grandfather's hand raised in the dust.

But the yard was something. It was the beginning.

One evening, I sat with my father on the low wall at the yard's edge, watching the stars come out above the rooftops. The castles were invisible in the dark, but I knew they were there.

"Do you think we'll ever feel at home here?" I asked.

He turned his coffee cup slowly in his hands, thinking. "Home isn't always a place," he said finally. "Sometimes it's the people you're with. Sometimes it's the choices you make."

I turned this over, trying to find its edges.

"And if you don't choose it?" I spoke. "If you're just brought here?"

He looked at me for a moment in the way he sometimes did, as though I had surprised him. Then he put his arm around my shoulder and didn't say anything else.

The stars above Gonder were the same stars as above Adwa. I had not expected that, somehow. It seemed important, though I couldn't say why.


    Chapter Four: Tsadiku Yohannes

I. The Battlefield

The school was the largest in the neighborhood, Tsadiku Yohannes Elementary, established in the 1940s, its reputation preceding it through every conversation my father had with the men who helped us settle in Gonder. He enrolled Sittom and me on the same morning, walking us through the gates with the quiet confidence of a man delivering his children into good hands.

What he could not have anticipated was that those hands would, on occasion, form fists.

"Ambetha Korthami Tigre!" The voice came from somewhere behind us on our third or fourth day. I remember the words more clearly than the face, though I remember the face too. Locust eater. A boy with cruel amusement written plainly across his features, already scanning for an audience.

"And they wash their butt!" another joined in. "Kith athabi Islam!"

I stood very still. My Amharic was still unreliable, assembled from fragments and guesswork, but I understood mockery in any language. My fists balled up at my sides.

"We are humans," I said finally, keeping my voice as level as I could manage. "Just like you. And our faith teaches us that cleanliness is next to godliness." I did not say the other thing I was thinking that my backside smelled considerably better than his mouth, but I thought it with some satisfaction.

It did not end there, of course. It rarely ends with words. Fights followed, in the schoolyard and on the walk home, born of small slights that accumulated like debt.

Sittom and I nursed our scraped knees in the shade of a tree one afternoon and took stock of our situation with a pragmatic calm, two children making peace with where they had landed.

"I'll show them," Sittom said.

"How?"

She grabbed my hand and held it. "We'll learn their language better than they do." Her voice was fierce and quiet all at once. "We'll be smarter. Stronger. Better. We'll show them exactly who we are."

It was not a childish boast. It was a plan. And we executed it with the focused determination of children who have been given no alternative.

Slowly, the Amharic came. Slowly, the grades followed. Slowly, grudgingly, then truly, the respect of our classmates came too. We earned it the hard way, which is the only way it stays earned.

II. Nesredin, Temesgen, and Seid

The first friends I made at Tsadiku Yohannes were Nesredin, Seid, and Temesgen Moges.

Nesredin's father worked alongside mine, which is how we found each other, the children of colleagues, thrown together by adult arrangements and discovering, with some relief, that we practically liked one another. Nesredin introduced me to his cousin Seid, who was in second grade with us, their families originally from Eritrea. The three of us fell into the easy orbit of boys who share a classroom and a football (soccer) and an unspoken agreement to look out for each other.

Temesgen was different from the rest of us, quieter in some ways, louder in others. He had a voice that could carry across a yard without effort, and an extraordinary gift for whistling: any song, any melody, reproduced with a precision that made people stop and listen. We called him our little Melkamu, after Melkamu Tebeje, because he could imitate the great singer's songs note for note. His father was a tailor, and Temesgen had grown up around needles and fabric, learning the trade almost effortlessly. He helped his father in the afternoons, and this gave him a seriousness that sat alongside his playfulness in a way I found admirable.

He had no mother. Because of this, or perhaps simply because she was that kind of person, my mother treated him as a member of the household. I brought him home for lunch so often that he had his own preferred spot at the table. He ate Shiro and other vegetarian dishes because our household kept Muslim dietary practices, and therefore Tewi always prepared something special for him. As followers of the Orthodox Church, Temesgen’s family did not eat meat prepared in a Muslim kitchen, just as we did not eat meat slaughtered outside halal practice. This small, unspoken negotiation of faith and hospitality occurred every time he visited, and neither side ever made a point of it. It was what was done.

III. The Grass

We were playing football on the school field one afternoon, Nesredin, Seid, and I, the summer break stretching out around us in that way it has when you are seven years old and the days feel endless and calm.

Seid grew tired before the rest of us. He wandered to the edge of the field and lay face down on the grass, arms spread, cheek pressed to the ground, in the complete and uninhibited surrender to rest that children do without thinking.

We played on until the light changed. Then we gathered our things and walked home through the cooling evening, calling out to each other as our paths diverged.

The next morning, Nesredin found me before school. His face was wrong, the usual ease of it replaced by something tight and uncertain.

"Seid is sick," he said. "Do you want to come?"

We went together after school.

I was not prepared for what I saw. Seid was lying in his bed, but the face above the blanket was barely recognizable as his. The swelling had transformed his features entirely, his eyes reduced to slits, his cheeks grotesquely enlarged, his skin stretched and shining. He could not speak clearly. He could barely see.

I stood in the doorway and did not move for a long moment.

The adults said he had caught something from the wet grass. I did not understand this. I had lain on grass before, we all had, but the explanation was delivered with the gravity of an established fact, and I received it as such.

Two days later, Seid died.

I was seven, or perhaps eight. I had not yet learned what death really meant, not in the way your body understands it, the way it settles into you and stays. My father and Nesredin's father took us to the Muslim cemetery in Autobarko, and I watched as they lowered my friend into the ground, his small body wrapped in white cloth, and the earth began to close over him.

Is he sleeping? I remember thinking. Can he breathe under there?

I wanted to call out to him. I wanted to tell him to wake up and come back to school.

My mother told me that night that his soul was in heaven with Allah. I tried to picture it, Seid somewhere bright and removed from all of this, still himself, still the boy who had lain on the grass with his arms spread wide. I could not make the image hold.

At school, there was an empty space beside Nesredin, and every morning I looked at it and, for a moment, expected it to be filled. The expectation faded. The space remained.

The nightmares came within the week, dreams of grass rising up, of being pulled down into it, of something invisible and patient waiting below the surface. For a long time afterward, I could not see someone lying on wet grass without a rush of panic rising in my chest. I would warn them to get up. I could not explain why, not in a way that didn't sound strange.

But the deeper fear was harder to name. If Seid could be taken so suddenly, a boy I had been playing football with three days before his face swelled beyond recognition, then the logic I had been applying to the world, the assumption that the people I loved would simply continue to exist, was not as solid as I had believed. I began checking on my family at night. Just to hear them breathing. Just to be sure.

No adult explained any of it to me. They spoke in lowered voices and averted eyes, as though saying the word death too directly might do some harm. Their silence left my imagination to fill the space, and it filled it with worse things than the truth would have been.

I still do not know what killed Seid. No one ever told me. And that not knowing has lasted longer than almost anything else from those years.

IV. Rivalries

The two great elementary schools of Gonder in the 1960s and 1970s were Tsadiku Yohannes and Princess Tenagne Work, and the rivalry between them was the kind that shapes a childhood.

They stood on opposite sides of the city, two institutions with enough mutual awareness and competitive energy to generate in their students the pride and combativeness of people who understand they represent something larger than themselves. The rivalry was most intense in two arenas: the annual sports day and the national holiday parades.

Sports day turned the city stadium into something approaching the Olympics. Schools across Gonder sent their best runners, weightlifters, long jumpers, high-pole vaulters, and the competitions ran from first light until the light gave out. Gold, silver, and bronze medals were awarded with a full ceremony, and the roar from Tsadiku supporters when one of ours took the podium was the kind of sound that you felt in your chest before you heard it.

The Dagnew family dominated these events with a consistency that bordered on the mythological. Two brothers and two sisters, each the best in their category, their living room wall at home covered so densely with gold and silver medals that there was barely any plaster between them. I became friends with Gebeyu Dagnew and visited their house often, and I remember standing in front of that wall and feeling a complicated mixture of awe and something that was not quite envy, more like the recognition that some people are given a gift the rest of us simply are not.

My other friends, Solomon and Tesfaye Mekbib, Getent and Fasil Belay, were fierce competitors in their own right, and their achievements added to the school's collective pride. I was a decent footballer but had an irrational and apparently immovable resistance to running, which brought me into regular conflict with our sports teacher, Gash Gedlu, who could not understand this stance and frequently made his confusion known.

V. Marching

The parades were something else entirely.

Liberation Day — Miazia 27, the fifth of May — commemorates Emperor Haile Selassie's return to Addis Ababa in 1941 after five years of Italian occupation; the restoration of sovereignty was marked each year with the kind of pageantry that even a child could feel as something larger than ceremony. Coronation Day, on the 23rd day of Tikimt, November 6th, honored his formal ascension to the throne in 1930. Both occasions demanded the full performance of national pride, and the schools of Gonder delivered it with precision.

For weeks before each holiday, the school military band rehearsed new formations and new music, its sound drifting across the neighborhood in the late afternoons. Every student was expected to present in their best clothes, arranged by grade into formations led by designated parade leaders in matching uniforms and ceremonial hats.

From second grade through sixth, I was one of those leaders.

I will admit, without embarrassment, that I loved it. The uniform, the role, the feeling of standing at the front of something and setting the pace for everyone behind you. I borrowed my Uncle Ali's dark sunglasses for the occasion every year, stylish, slightly oversized, serious, and wore them with the certainty of a boy who believed their importance to the overall effect.

The parade route passed before the provincial governor's stage near the piazza, Colonel Tamirat Yigezu watching from his elevated position as the formations moved past. When Tsadiku Yohannes drew level with the dignitaries, the cheers from our supporters rose until they seemed to alter the air itself, a wall of sound that you marched through rather than merely heard.

ጎሽ ጎሽ ጎሽ፤ ጻዲቁ ነህና ሰልፍ እንዳታበላሽ፤፡ In those moments — chest out, step measured, the crowd in full voice — I felt connected to something that had nothing to do with age or smallness or the mud-brick house we had arrived in, or the boy who had called us locust eaters in the schoolyard. I felt connected to history, to the long story of this city and this country, and to the idea that belonging was something you could march your way into, one deliberate step at a time.


    Chapter Five: A Friendship That Changed Everything

I. The New Boy

The morning flag-raising ceremony was the same every day — the same formation, the same prayer, the same shuffle of feet on the dusty schoolyard — and I had learned to be present for it in the way you learn to be present for anything that happens daily:

reliably, and without much actual attention.

That morning in fourth grade, I noticed him because he looked slightly out of place in the setting. Not badly dressed, if anything, the opposite. His clothes had a city polish to them, a cut and quality that set him apart from the rest of us in a way he seemed either unaware of or unbothered by.

He approached me after the ceremony with the easy confidence of someone who has decided, as a matter of policy, not to be intimidated by new places.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"Elias."

"My name is Solomon Mekbib. I'm new here." He had large, expressive eyes that seemed to take inventory of everything around him. "I came from Addis Ababa a couple of days ago."

By lunchtime, it felt as though we had known each other for years. When the final bell rang, the decision was immediate and obvious.

"Come to my house," I said. "I'll introduce you to my family."

We walked the dusty streets in the long afternoon light, and Solomon talked about Addis, its neighborhoods, its noise, the way Gonder felt slower and quieter to someone arriving from the capital. By the time we reached our gate, he had relaxed into himself, the slight guardedness of the new boy replaced by something more natural.

My mother was in the main room, preparing coffee. She looked up as we came in.

"Tewi," I said, we called her Tewi, all of us, “this is Solomon. He just arrived from Addis Ababa. He's new at school."

My mother set down her coffee pot and smiled the smile she reserved for people she had already decided to welcome. "Come in, Solomon. Sit. You must be hungry after school."

She brought injera and stew and sat with us while Solomon ate, asking him about the journey from Addis, about his family settling in. He answered easily at first, and then, when the question touched on something deeper, he grew quiet.

"My parents divorced many years ago," he said, his eyes dropping to the plate. "My father and my brother Tesfaye have been in Gonder for some time. I stayed with my mother in Addis." He paused, and in the pause, I understood that the next words would cost him something. "She passed away a couple of years ago. After that, living with stepparents became very difficult. I wrote to my father, and he came to bring me here."

The room went still. My siblings, who had been moving about with their after-school chores, stopped.

My mother did not offer condolences or careful words. She crossed the room and placed her hand on his shoulder. "Don't worry," she said simply. "From now on, I will be your mother too."

Solomon looked up at her. Something in his face gave way, the careful composure of a boy who had been managing on his own too long, and without warning, he stood and embraced her, clinging with the intensity of someone who had been waiting a long time for exactly this.

"Thank you, Tewi," he whispered.

My mother held him for a moment, then stepped back with a practical smile. "Now eat your food before it gets cold. Growing boys need to eat."

II. Brothers

Over the following months, Solomon became as much a part of our household as the rest of us. He ate with us, studied with us, and argued with us. On many nights, he stayed over, sleeping on a makeshift bed on my floor, and we would whisper long after the rest of the house had gone quiet.

"Elias." His voice in the dark, one night.

"Mm."

"I want you to meet my brother Tesfaye tomorrow. He's a year ahead of us, and I am sure you are going to like him."

Tesfaye and Solomon look alike, but their personalities are very different. Solomon was very soft, naïve, trusting, and agreeable. Tesfaye, on the other hand, was tough, mischievous, and aggressive. Tesfaye introduced me to his friends: Getenet, Gebeyu, and Andargachew, all of whom are our seniors. They also became our friends, and our small band of brothers spread across the streets and hills of Gonder.

Our approaches to school, however, could not













III. Mr. Fantahun and Mr. Tsegaw





































IV. 6A










V. The Confrontation

















VI. Ninety-Eight Point Seven
















VII. The Winter Break



















