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    DEDICATION
To my cousin Mohamed-Deeq, whose first-hand experience in the civil war provided the skeleton and the basis of my story, especially the war scenes, and to all young Somalis who were used, misused, abused, misled and betrayed by their fathers, uncles and leaders whom they trusted, respected and obeyed.
"Ratiga dambe ratiga hore saanqaadkiisuu leeyahay."
The later camel follows in the footsteps of the one in front.
-Somali Proverb-


    


GLOSSARY OF FOREIGN WORDS


•  anjeelo - a pancake, made from fermented dough, cooked on a griddle iron

•  bibito - small kiosk selling soft drinks and cigarettes

•  dafi - Ethiopian version of ‘anjeelo’

•  diraa - a long, loose over-dress made of semi-transparent Swiss voile worn by Somali women, especially women from the northern part of the country

•  emma - man’s scarf of fine white cotton lawn, worn loosely thrown over one shoulder

•  jihad - Muslim ‘Holy War’

•  khat - the leaves of a shrub, popularly chewed in Somalia and Yemen as a stimulant

•  maawiis - tubular-shaped cotton skirt worn by men. It is folded at the waist and reaches the ankles. Equivalent to the Indonesian sarong and Indian lunghi.

•  shaheed - a soldier or civilian who dies in the cause of a holy war; martyr

•  Ugaas - title equivalent to Sultan















































BeforeI knocked on the big red gate in front of me I paused as I remembered the heavy artillery shots I had heard earlier that afternoon. It was while we were playing a very serious football match in the Hodan quarter of the city about seven kilometres from the Medina quarter where I lived. Those shots were really scary. It was the first time I had ever heard such heavy shells. We even stopped the game and wondered what the hell it was all about. We tried to resume the game but the sound got louder and louder until we decided to terminate the game. It was unheard of for the kids to stop a "sharad" game, in other words a gambling football match. Sharad games function like this: a number of teams get together to play a tournament. Each team deposits an agreed amount of money and the overall winning team gets all the money to share among its players. That game was one of our last two games. The sharad was between ten teams and if we had won that game we would have had only one more game to play to win the whole tournament. Each team had deposited a hundred shillings for each player which meant that if we won the tournament each one of my team would get more than a thousand shillings. The tournament was a special one with the final set for New Year's Eve which was only a couple of weeks away. Anyhow, today's match was cancelled. "It must be some kind of military exercise," somebody said of the furore, and we dismissed the case and the game.

I heaved a sigh and knocked on the metal gate.
"Who is it?" asked the voice behind the gate. It was Mona, our maid, but what I couldn't understand was why her voice was so low, almost whispering. I could hardly hear it. I knocked again.
"Who is that?" she asked again, her voice still really low but a bit clearer this time.
"Will you open the damn gate or I'll break in!" I shouted in a half angry, half suspicious tone as I leaned against the closed gate to reduce my exhaustion and the dehydration caused by the heat of the afternoon sun under which we had been playing. I could hardly wait to drink a lot of cold water and lie down at once, and my impatience increased as the girl took longer than usual to open the gate.
"I know what you're doing!" I yelled from behind the closed gate. "It's OK I don't mind. Just open the damn gate!"
I was referring to her boyfriend. When Mona knew that none of the adults was going to be home she would sometimes bring her boyfriend to the house, and they would usually use my room to entertain themselves. She was too shy to meet him in the presence of others, and she didn't have a room of her own.
"Mona?" I said feeling her presence behind the gate.
"Is that you, Ali?" she asked still keeping her voice down. "Are you alone?"
"No," I joked for no reason at all, "I'm with a policeman."
"Police!" she exclaimed. "Uncle Farah! Uncle Farah!" I could hear her voice fading away as she ran back to the house. "Uncle Farah! The police are here!" She was calling my father. I banged at the gate to tell her I was only joking but she was too far away to hear me. I didn't know what to think. First I thought she had gone crazy, then somehow I knew something was wrong. Anyhow, the gate was flung open in a couple of minutes, and Mona appeared in front of me looking like a mad woman. She was not wearing her usual smile. She stepped aside as I entered, not saying a word. I was about to say something but the look in her eyes changed my mind. She was shaking and breathing hard, and she looked at me as though she had never seen me before. Then she looked behind me for my companion. The policeman.
"Where is he?" she mumbled, and before I said anything my father appeared in the yard coming out of the living room. Another huge dark man who looked like my father followed him.
"Oh," my father sighed and signalled to the other man to relax. "It's only my son, Ali."
By now I could feel something was terribly wrong, but I couldn't tell what it was.
"Close the door, Mona," Dad instructed and then added, "didn't I tell you not to open that gate without my permission?" The poor girl nodded and closed the gate slowly.
"What is this all about?" I asked, puzzled, as I stretched out my hand to greet him.
"You will find out very soon." We shook hands. "This is Alasow," he introduced his companion.
"How do you do, sir."
"How do you do, son."
"Follow me," Dad instructed me as he headed for the living room. I followed them silently.

There were three other men in the living room. I eyed them thoroughly to see if I knew any of them. I recognized two: Haji Ahmed and Haji Ismael, two business men who were our neighbours and very close family friends. They had helped the family by all means possible during my father's imprisonment. The third man, the only one of them who was thin and had a beard, was a total stranger to me. He also looked the youngest and was the only one who was wearing glasses. Except for the thin one, they were all smiling at me. I managed a smile in return.

"You know Haji Ahmed and Haji Ismael," my father started when I finished taking in the group, then added, "This is Dr. Osobleh," pointing to the thin man.
"How do you do, sir."
"How do you do." I realized he could smile too.
I didn't invite myself to a seat because I didn't know what I was expected to do.
"Sit down and relax my son," said the huge man named Alasow who looked like my father. I sat on the sofa beside my father and managed another fake smile. Relax? How could I relax when I was being watched by all those strangers surrounding me? The worst thing, however, was the silence which fell as I slid down into the sofa. None of them spoke and they were all watching me as though I was from another world. I knew the reason they had come together was political because I had seen all this before. The only difference was the company my father had. Tonight it was more than the usual politics, I thought. A part of me wanted to flee the intimidating silence of the room, but another part of me was curious. Why don't they just get to the point? I asked myself. All old men are like that, I thought. They have to drag things out so before they come to the real issue. Mona! I remembered suddenly. She must have some sort of idea of what was going on. I decided to excuse myself and sneak out to Mona to get a hint of what was behind this silent meeting. The question, however, was how to excuse myself. I looked at my father who was sitting in the other corner of the sofa and smiled. I had the feeling Dad sensed that I was trying to leave.
"Why are you sweating like that?" Haji Ismael interrupted the silence.
"Why else!" my father said seizing the opportunity to engage in the interesting pastime of scolding me. "He has nothing to do but to play football," he added sarcastically. "I hope you break your neck one of these days."
"Leave the boy alone," said Haji Ahmed. "He's not the only one. Every young man of his age is doing nothing else."
"What else can they do for God's sake!" added the thin man. "They have no universities, no jobs, nothing."
"That's right," my father said still smiling, "but none of these things come just like that. They have to make it happen."
"What do you want me to do, father?" I asked. "You always talk about things I don't understand."
"I want you to fight for your rights. Do you know what I did when I was your age? I...."
"I know what you did, Dad," I cut him short before he started bragging about how he had managed to marry by the time he was eighteen without paying the hundred heads of camel, cattle, and horses like the tradition was. How he had stood up to Italian colonization. How fast he learned the Italian language and so on. "I know what you did," I repeated, "but what do you want me to do exactly? Do you expect me to do the same as they did a hundred years ago? Or do you want me to talk about politics like you do." "That's at least a beginning!" he yelled. He had tried to interest me in politics a thousand times, and had failed at each and every attempt. "You just don't understand, Ali."
"I do understand but I'm not interested in politics. I'm interested in education and I don't have any because my father's not rich enough to send me abroad to study, and he's not smart enough to find a place for me in the local universities!"
A little laughter followed. Dad smiled uneasily.
"It's not being smart but it's being corrupt." His face expressionless. "Do you want me to take part in this corruption!" he asked angrily and his tone and expression suddenly changed into seriousness like it always did whenever that subject corruption was mentioned. "For God's sake I wouldn't have gone to jail for four years if I wanted to take part in the corruption that is rife! Do you know..."
"Calm down, Farah," said Haji Ahmed. "He's only a child."
"His ignorance drives me crazy and he wouldn't listen to me."
"It's the same with my children, too." He looked at me. "Let's get to the point, my son." The point? I waited with all my ears open.
"First of all don't talk to your father that way. Secondly, I agree that politics is a dirty game in general, and in our country particularly. However, it is not bad to listen to grown- ups talking about something you don't know. It might be useful one day, you never know. Besides,..."
"But Dad is always talking about tribalism, not politics!"
"Because that's what politics is all about in this country!" Dad shouted. "What's devastating our country is tribalism!"
"And maybe the lack of real tribalism," added the man with the glasses in a very relaxed and self-confident tone in an apparent contradiction to Dad. Dad glanced at the man with a lets-talk-about-that-later attitude. I wondered what the man meant. It never occurred to me that lack of tribalism was a problem. Dad never mentioned that part. I hoped the man would explain himself but he didn't. That was it. My country needed real tribalism.

"You have to understand tribalism," Dad concluded.
"Your father is right, my son," agreed Haji Ahmed. "This country, like many others, is ruled by tribalism and if you don't know the system you will get lost. No matter how good a politician you are!" he glanced at Dad and Alasow. "No matter how well educated you are!" he glanced at the thin man with the round golden glasses. "If you don't understand how this society's tribes are built, you will never be able to do anything about it."
I didn't understand what the man was trying to say but it made some sense.
"So I want you to listen to your father carefully without interrup
ting" He was staring at me when he added: "OK?" He looked at Dad.
I nodded and looked at Dad who was watching me.
"Listen, Ali," he started. "I know you don't like my lecture, but you will have to listen to me tonight." He stopped and looked at me if I had any objections. I had none.
"I'm not going to repeat my lect ure about how this country is run because I am sure you've had enough of it." He stopped and looked around for a reason I didn't understand. "Enough to hear but NOT enough to understand." He stopped again. "There is one thing, however, I want you to know." Once more he stopped but this time he looked at the men seeking their approval. They all nodded approvingly.
"Things...are getting out of hand," my father suddenly said out of the blue, "and this country of ours is on the verge of real break
down." He looked me in the eyes to make sure I was following him. My _expression didn't change because I didn't hear anything new. He was always saying that the country was in very serious trouble. Something I had never noticed.
"I mean it!" he continued. "We are about to have a civil war. Very soon."
"So this is what it's all about." I felt so relieved. "Who is fighting?"
They all laughed instead of answering my ·question.
"What's funny?" I smiled too. Not because I was amused but I felt stupid.
"The funny thing is that you don't even know what a civil war is,"said my father looking very serious and not blinking.
"I know it means that two tribes are fighting. But what's the big deal? I mean it used to happen every now and then."
"I'm not talking about two or three tribes," continued my father. "I'm talking about the whole country. There is going to be a civil war in which each and every one of us is going to take part. Do you understand what I am trying to say?"
How can I understand what he is trying to say? He's telling me that I am going to be forced to fight my neighbours. Or the military. Or whatever it might be.
"I mean it's going to be Hawiyas against Daroods!" he raised his voice. "Do you understand now?"
Hawiyas against Daroods! He was completely out of probability now.
"Do you understand what I'm saying?" he repeated still unbl Öinking.
I looked at the old men around me to avoid my father's eyes. They were all cool and expressionless.
"The government has been killing civilians publicly for the last twenty four hours," Dad continued. "I mean the Hawiyas!" He pointed at all of us with his forefinger indicating that we were the Hawiyas. "I don't think we can take it any more. We are going to defend ourselves, and that means destruction!"
We? Destruction? I didn't know exactly what these two horrible words meant and I didn't dare to ask. A part of me was already in pain.
"But why Hawiyas against Daroods!" I asked.
"Because the Mareehans are killing only the Hawiyas."
"And why is it not the Mareehans against the Hawiyas...I mean why generalise all Daroods?" I said stammering with words and wondering if I had suggested a better solution.
"Because the Daroods might defend the Mareehans," said Haji Ismael.
"They will for sure defend them!" yelled my father.
"But why?" I asked. It was the f ̈irst time I was willing to know about the political situation in my country. Not because it was interesting but because if what he said was true it meant I would be involved now. It meant I would be fighting. "I mean...the Majeerteen-Daroods, for example, were fighting the Mareehan-Daroods for years and you're telling me now that they might defend them. I don't get it. I mean what were they fighting for after all?" I liked this theory of mine and hoped it would do some good. "Isn't it because they don't like how this country is run just like you don't?"
"What do you think they were fighting for?" Alasow asked me.
They all laughed at what they called my innocence and ignorance.
"Let me explain this to you, my son," my father said. "True, Majeerteens were fighting the Marreehan government. The reason they were fighting was simply to get the power for themselves. Nothing else. They didn't fight because they wanted to chan ̄ge the injustice. They were simply looking for power. And what's more, they wouldn't like any Hawiya tribe, no matter how good they were, to replace this corrupt Marreehan government. Why is that so? Because they are brothers! They might fight one another or even hate one another but they would never...never let anybody who is not a Darood rule this country!"

"And that's why the rest of the Darood tribes would defend for this corrupt Marreehan government?"
"Exactly." This time his voice was low his face expressionless. "In the last twenty four hours sixteen Generals have resigned. Most of them were Hawiyas and Isaaqs but there are also a couple of Daroods. In another couple of days everybody who is not willing to fight the Hawiyas is expected to do the same. Do you get the picture now, young man?"
I nodded.
"A civil war," he said it so slowly and smoothly.
I watched my dirty feet.
"Do you think the people could divide, Far ¥ah?" asked Haji Ismael.
"Well," sighed my father as he took control of the situation. "That depends, I suppose."
I was glad the old men had shifted their attention from me. I took a deep breath and looked around the room as though I was a guest. At one end there was a round table and four wooden chairs surrounding it. It was the place we used to read and eat, but now it was mainly used only for dining because I and my brother Hassan (he's in Canada now) had finished high school. At the other end, where we were now sitting there were four arm chairs and a big sofa. Couple of cheap paintings and two framed family photos were on the wall. One of the photos was the whole family standing in a green field. I think it was one of the times we were in Afgoye for a picnic. The other was my father in military uniform dressed as a Major, taken just before he was kicked out of the army for what the government called dishonesty.
"On what?" Haji Ismael continued his inquiries.
"It depends on how Mr. President plays his game. I mean if he plays his usual way, which I am almost sure he will, the people will divide into two; Hawiyas and Daroods."
I didn't want to hear this any longer. I looked at my wrist watch to retry my excuse. My father had noticed my gesture once again. That is what I used to do when I think I have had enough of his lectures.
"You may go now, Ali," my father dismissed me. "But before you go," he continued, "I want you to know one more thing."
All the men focused on me once again. I felt horrible again.
"I am not telling you to stop seeing your friends but.."
"I won't let you," I interrupted.
"For God sake let me finish!" His voice echoed in the room. "I am not telling you to. All I want to say is be careful and don't trust everybody. No more football. No more discoth*ques. No more late nights. At least until things settle down a bit. You hear?" "OK" I said.
"Now you are dismissed," he said and smiled.
That man could smile even if he was told he would die in a week. As I left the living-room I didn’t quite know whether I believed his predictions or not.

––––––––
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My two stepmothers, Anab and Falis, my two little brothers, and Mona were in the courtyard, or the daash as we call it. Mona was sweeping the daash with a long broom. Anab was knitting as usual, Falis was preparing some tea for the guests, and my two little brothers were running about in the daash. None of them looked tense or upset like the men in the living-room. It was a relief.

“Get me some water to drink, Ahmed, will you?” I told my little brother, and sat on the ground close to where Anab was knitting. I was as wet as a well with sweat, so much so I could feel the sand sticking to my naked legs as I sat.

“I’ll get it!” said Nasir and both of them ran to the fridge in Mona’s room.

Our house had five rooms. Entering from the gate, two bed- rooms were in the front, the one to the left Falis’s and the one to the right Anab’s. Adjacent to Falis’s room were the living-room, and my room which had two doors – one which opened into the courtyard and one which opened directly to the street outside. Adjacent to Anab’s room was the one shared by Mona and the children. The rooms were connected like three sides of a square, and the area between these five rooms is the daash, which, if it were covered would be equivalent to what some people call the hall. Unlike the rooms, the daash was sandy and had no roof. It was a place for the kids to play, but mainly it was a kitchen. We liked to cook in an open area because we used charcoal instead of a gas cylinder and stove. It often makes a lot of smoke. “I got it! I got it!” The kids came running, each holding a glass of water. Nasir fell accidentally in the sandy daash.

“That’s all your fault!” shouted his mother at me. I didn’t talk back for once. I just took the glass of water from Ahmed and called to Mona. “Will you get my keys, please?”

“Yes,” she answered and disappeared into her room. She usually kept my room keys when I was going to a football match because I was afraid to lose them like I had done a number of times before. Luckily the boy wasn’t hurt so Falis let the matter drop. Usually we would have ended up in a fight or something.

“I’ll get another glass” said the little boy and ran back to Mona’s room again to refill the empty glass in his hand. “Here,” said Mona as she handed me my keys.

“Thank you,” I said and stood up to unlock my room. My whole body was as sandy as the daash itself. I was dusting myself off while Mona and my little brother, Ahmed, were chuckling at me.

“You look like somebody who’s just come out of his grave!” said Mona leaning the broom against the daash wall.

“When did you see somebody come from the grave?” I asked.

Before she made any response Nasir came running again with the glass of water. This time he made it. “Here’s the water, Ali.”

“Oh thank you Nasir. Thank you very much indeed.” I was kissing the boy when somebody knocked on the gate. Nasir ran to open it. “Don’t! Don’t!” yelled Anab. The boy stopped in shock. I stared at her angrily and said nothing. I headed for my room instead and unlocked the door while she herself went to open the gate.

“Is Ali here?” asked the newcomer. I knew it was the voice of my friend Musa. “Yes, but he’s sleeping,” said my stepmother.

“That’s a lie!” I yelled from my room and came out. “I’m not asleep!” Anab stared at me with hostility as I approached them.

“Don’t go out, Ali,” she advised. “You know your father will disapprove.” I was about to tell her to go to hell when she revised her tone. “OK,” she said. “I know it’s none of my
business – I’m just concerned.”
“Hey, Musa!” I started talking to my friend instead. “Are you OK?”

“I’m fine.” We were both outside the gate now. “What about you?” he asked as he sat on the steps of my outside door.

“I’m fine. Fine.” I was about to sit with him when I remembered that the outside door was still locked. “Hold on a minute, Musa. I’ll open the door from inside.” “Sure.”

I went back to the house, through the daash and entered my room taking the keys out of the inside door lock. I grabbed a towel from my bed and opened the outside door to where Musa was still sitting on the steps. In my country men always put a towel round their shoulders when they sit on the outside steps. In fact, they usually wear one when they’re at home relaxing. The reason, I think, is because the weather is always warm and they don’t want to stay dressed-up in the house, so they just wear their maawiis, which only covers them from the waist down, and they cover their upper, hairy parts with the towel. Anyway, it’s one of those things I learned from Dad. It seems a cool thing to do, I think, because it’s something only grown-ups did.

“So,” I said as I sat beside him. “Where have you been today? Why didn’t you show up? You knew we were depending on you to help us win.” Musa was our best striker and he always scored goals. I was the worst to score but I was a good defender.

“Before anything else,” he raised his hand. “I want to know about the result.”

“We won.”

“Of course!” he cheered. “Of course!”

I smiled.

“What was the score?”

“One, nil.” That was the score, though I didn’t tell him yet about the game not being finished. “Mustapha scored the goal?”

“Bad guess.” I smiled again. Musa was such a great guy to be with. We could always cheer each other up.

“Wait,” he said raising his hand once again. “Let me guess again.” He closed his eyes and concentrated. “Liban?”

“Wrong again.”

He looked me in the eyes. “You!”

I smiled.

“I knew it!” He stood up and kissed my head. “I knew it!”

Somebody opened the gate. We waited to see who it was. Mona appeared.

“Do you guys want some tea?”

“Yes, please,” I said.

“Why didn’t you show up today?” I asked Musa as soon as Mona had disappeared again.

“It’s a long story, my friend,” he said sadly. “You know these
old folks always exaggerate things.”
“I’m not following you, I’m afraid.”

“Here you are, boys,” said Mona as she placed two cups of hot tea on the steps beside me. I noticed it was getting dark.

“Thanks, Mona,” I said as the girl left us again.

“What’s going on, Musa?” I asked again and handed him his cup.

“Did they tell you anything?” he asked.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know.”

“I mean,” he said as I looked at him and remembered the little secret meeting in our livingroom, “didn’t your parents tell you anything?”

I didn’t know what to tell him exactly. ‘Didn’t your parents tell you anything?’ Anything! What he said and how he said it bothered me, somehow. Was he talking about what I was thinking about, I wondered?

“I mean anything political?” he added.

“I’m not sure. Why?”

“I mean this civil war thing.”

The words ‘civil war’ echoed in my ears. God it was true! Everything my father said might be true after all. Don’t trust everybody! Hawiyas against Daroods! God! Musa was not
only a Darood but Marrehan. Could I trust him? I wondered.
“My father told me not to go out any more.” He stared at me. I could see the fear in his eyes.

“So did my father,” I mumbled. But why? I asked myself as I sipped the hot tea. Why civil war?

“So you know what’s going on?” he asked still nervous. “I mean the USC and the Government?”

“The USC?” I asked. I’ve heard the name before but I don’t remember what it is exactly. “Who is the USC?”

“You must know this USC thing of yours,” he said. He looked astonished. “It’s the United Somali Congress.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about your father and his friends.”

“Hey! Hey!” I stopped him. “What has my father got to do with this?”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you knew...”

“Knew what?”

“That your father is one of the original members of the USC.”

“My father? Original member?” I was lost. Totally lost. “Wait a minute now! Tell me first what the USC is all about?” I managed.

“It’s a Hawiya rebel group founded in Rome a couple of years ago. They’re planning a coup.”

“You said Rome?” I stood up. “My father has never been to Rome!”

“Yes, he has.”

“When?” I remembered when my father went to Germany about two years ago. My friend must be mistaken. “He’s never been to Italy. He went to Germany.” I took refuge in the sentence.

“And after that to Italy.”

That sounded serious. I wondered if the guy was right. I wondered if Dad was right too. Has the guy been snooping on my family? How did he know all this? I didn’t care about Italy but about Germany – how did he know that my father had been to Germany?

“And how do you know about this?” I asked still looking at his startled eyes. He somehow still looked like my friend. NOT my enemy.

“My father and mother told me. But it’s top secret, you know.”

“And why are you telling me all this, then?”

“Because you’re my friend.”

“Musa! Musa!” Somebody called. “Come here at once, will you!”

“Hey!” he said. “It’s my mother. She doesn’t want me to be here. I’ll see you later.” He stood up, took two mouthfuls of the hot tea, and departed.

“When?” I yelled as he made off.

“Don’t know!” he yelled back as he disappeared in the darkness.

Musa was a Marrehan-Darood by tribe, but he was my best friend as a person. His family had lived right beside our house for many years. We grew up together, went to school together, and were friends for ages. We never kept any secrets from each other. Musa was living with his mother, Asli, who was divorced. I liked her, she was quite a good woman. All the neighbours respected her. His father was a Colonel in the army, the Commander-in Chief of the 54th Division of the Bay region, which was about 150 miles from the capital. He had another wife and children but they lived with him in Bay.

I usually enjoyed the darkness, but not on this particular evening. It was also windy so I decided to go in my room and relax. I closed the outside door, opened a window, and put some good music on. I stood in front of a picture on my wall. It was a photo taken last year in a hospital after I had broken my hand during a football match fight with another team over a referee’s decision. In the picture I was sitting on a bed all in white, and Dad was standing beside me with his hand on my head. We were both smiling. I got closer and stared at my father’s smiling face as though I didn’t know him. Is it true? I asked the picture. Could you be one of the USC founders as my friend said? I knew my father hated the Government but I never thought he would be stupid enough to establish a guerrilla group right here in the capital city. That would be too dangerous, and he knows that better than anyone else. It was not so long ago he had spent four long years in jail, and God knows what the family had been through then! You can’t do this to us again, I told the picture. You just can’t! I left the photo and lay down on my bed. I was suddenly aware of people talking. The voices came from the outside window. They must be in the street, I thought. I thought I heard my old man’s voice so I jumped up from the bed and looked through the window. It was my father saying good-bye to his friends who were leaving. I drew up a chair and sat by the window to watch them leave. I hated all of them. They were five, including my father. Haji Ahmed and Haji Ismael walked away towards their homes. Alasow and the man with the golden glasses were in a Fiat 132 car. I could hear them talking but it was difficult to hear what they were saying. I couldn’t see their expressions either, even though I could see their outlines. It was dark outside but the light from my win- dow cast some visibility. Alasow started the engine and shook hands with Dad. He saw me as he did so and waved to me. As the others looked at me I forced a smile and waved good-bye. They drove off to the right where the main street was.

I watched my father come back to the house. He was wearing his maawiis, a vest, and a towel on his shoulders. He was always dressed like that when he was at home in the evenings, and in the mornings when he woke and had breakfast. It was what he wore for relaxing after the day’s work and out of uniform. My inside door was ajar, and I could see my father close the gate as his friends left. Instead of going to the bedroom of one of his wives – depending on whose turn it was as he always did, he headed for my room. I was still sitting on the chair by the window when he entered. My father hardly ever entered my room, and would rather call me to the sitting-room if he needed me.

“Hello, there,” he said smiling as usual. I wondered how he could afford to smile in the middle of the mess he was in.

“Hi,” I said as I looked away. I could see a woman and three kids walking in the road in front of our house.

“You don’t look good, son,” he suggested, still standing at the door. I didn’t answer. I didn’t invite him in either. He invited himself in and sat on Hassan’s bed which was just behind me. My bed was too full to sit on, as usual. There were piles of clothes, newspapers, cassettes and so on, but I loved my mess and I always had trouble with the maid about that habit of mine. I looked at the photo on the wall again. I remembered Dad wearing an ugly white prison uniform when he was in the Laanta Buur Jail. How we used to talk to him behind the bars. How the soldier always watched us and listened to what we were talking about. It was horrible. I remembered those days when we used to eat once every twenty-four hours if we were lucky. How we were rescued by Haji Ahmed and Haji Ismael and others. I remembered everything that had happened during his imprisonment.

“Hey, son,” he reached for my hand. “You’re crying?”

I said nothing. He waited.

“Have you ever been to Italy?” I managed to ask after a moment’s silence.

“Italy?” he asked, in total surprise.

“You heard me. Have you ever been to Rome, the capital city
of Italy?”
He was speechless for a moment.

“Who have you been talking to?” he asked in a low voice, though I had the feeling it wasn’t because of fear that he lowered his voice.

“Have you?” I repeated. The words echoed in the room.

“Steady on!” he said in an even lower but sharper voice. He glanced at the part-open door. “Yes, but it’s not what you think. Don’t worry, nothing is going to happen to me.”

“Don’t worry?” I retorted. “What am I supposed to do?” I noticed I was shouting for he put his hand on my mouth to shut me up. I flung his cold hand away.

“Do you expect me to be happy when I know you’re going to jail again? I...I...” I couldn’t finish the sentence because I felt my throat was swelling. “You think you’re smart and nobody else knows anything! You...”

“It’s not what you think it is. Believe me I’m safe.” He stared at me for a long time before he added, “Where did you hear this?”

“Did you think nobody knew it?”

“No,” he said proudly. “Not at all. Everybody knows what the USC is and is capable of doing.” He stood up from the bed and drew up another chair to sit beside me.

“And you think you’re doing the right thing?”

“Of course.” He smiled. Oh, that old man could smile at any time. I remembered how he smiled at the prison guard when he told us to speak loudly so we could be heard. I remembered how he smiled when he was released and we had no food at home. “We will outlive them,” he would say smiling while his children starved. He never gave up.

“Why didn’t you tell me about this?” I asked. I was not crying any more.

“About the USC?” He was still smiling. “Would you have listened to me?”

I gave no answer for I didn’t have one.

“Anyway,” he added, “I was planning to tell you.”

“When?”

“Now,” he said. “That was why I came to your room.” He placed his towel on my bed. As little boys my brother Hassan and I used to fight about who would massage that very hairy
chest. But today the sight of it made me feel sick. I couldn’t have touched it. I hated Dad. “But since you found out from your friend Musa, let me tell you the reality of the USC and
their position for the time being and for the near future.” He watched me curiously while I waited fearfully. How did he know Musa was my informant? I wondered. Was it a lucky guess or did he really know everything that was going on? Besides, I kept wondering, what was he going to tell me? Was he going to tell me that they were starting the civil war tomorrow? Or was he telling me it would be after that? I hated myself for being there. And I hated my father for knowing all kinds of awesome things. In fact, that’s my biggest secret, even though I wouldn’t admit it to anyone, I trusted my father’s knowledge and experience and I trusted his judgement, and I didn’t like that one bit. I knew that he knew what I was made of. He knew me inside out, and he could tell what I was thinking and what I was up to. I knew that he knew everything that’s going on in this world, and I knew there was for sure going to be civil war because Dad had said so. I just didn’t like the way things were going. Not one bit. He was uncovering the truth about the cruel world which surrounded me. He was letting me know things I really didn’t want to know yet. I wanted to have a life,
and he was refusing me that life by revealing how unreal was my little world. I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.
“Listen, Ali,” he started. “There are certain things that people should live for, fight for, or even die for.” He was still looking at me. “Freedom is only one of them. And...”

“Are you one of the USC founders?” I asked.

“Yes,” he replied bravely. “But that doesn’t matter. I am a member just like you are a member. It is for every Hawiya.”

Member? This was the most dreadful of all the horrible bits of news I had been coming across that evening. I was not merely a spectator any more. I was a USC member! In my father’s words – just like he was a member! I was filled with terror and suddenly the cool breeze from the window turned into hot and boiling air. I wished the floor would tear apart and swallow me up at once before I could become a member of his organization. To my disappointment, however, the floor wouldn’t swallow me up.

“All Hawiyas are members whether they like it or not,” he emphasized.

“But I don’t want to be,” I said feeling sick inside. I didn’t know what to ask or what not to ask. I was afraid of the possibility of raising yet another horrifying subject. “I don’t want to be,” I repeated turning away my watering eyes.

“Do you prefer then,” he continued, turning my wet face towards him so he could see me, “to live like a prisoner! Like a slave! Huh? Look at me!” His strong hand was hurting my
cheeks. “Do you prefer that?”
“Free?” I burst. “Who said I’m not free?”

“If you were free you wouldn’t be afraid tonight! You wouldn’t be afraid that I might be killed! Would you?”

I made no reply.

“Would you?” he repeated. “That’s not freedom! That’s slavery!”

Silence.

“Freedom is being free in every way!” he started again. “Freedom is being able to say what you want to say. Choosing what you want. Refusing what you want.” He stopped again.
“Can you publicly criticise the government? Can you get education without knowing somebody in the government? Can you get a job? For God’s sake I’m a criminal simply because I’ma Hawiya! Don’t you see it?”
I was not crying any more. I was not as afraid as before either. I knew he was somehow right but I just wished things were not like that. I was trying to think but I failed.

“Do you want to live like that forever?” he asked.

“No, but...”

“Do
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