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​CHAPTER ONE


​CHILD OF SHAME
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The tree was the only place I felt safe.

High above the village, hidden among the branches, I could see everything without being seen. The wind moved differently up there. The noise of people softened. The weight I carried seemed lighter.

Sometimes I climbed it to think. Sometimes I climbed it to hide.

That day, I climbed it because I wanted to be alone.

I was ten years old.

At ten, you don’t know much about the world. You know hunger. You know fear. You know who smiles when you walk into a room and who doesn’t. But you don’t always know why.

I was sitting quietly on a branch when I heard voices below.

My grandfather.

My uncle.

They were walking up the path beneath the tree.

At first, I wasn’t paying attention. Adults talked all the time, and most of it had nothing to do with me.

Then I heard my name.

Everything inside me froze.

“What did you expect me to do?” my grandfather shouted. “Report an officer? There was nothing I could do.”

The anger in his voice startled me.

I leaned forward. Branches pressed against my chest.

Below me, my grandfather looked older than I had ever seen him. Tired. Broken. Defeated.

My uncle shook his head.

“There is a child now,” he said. “An abomination. The least that man can do is raise him.”

The words landed like stones.

A child.

An abomination.

I didn’t fully understand what they meant, but somehow I knew they meant me.

My grandfather stopped walking.

“No.”

The word came out hard. Sharp. Final.

“He can never have him.”

Silence followed.

Then my grandfather spoke again.

This time his voice sounded different. Not angry. Wounded.

“He is mine now.”

Another pause.

“My shame to keep.”

The world stopped.

The wind stopped.

The birds stopped.

Everything stopped.

My shame.

Not my grandson.

Not my child.

Not my family.

My shame.

Something broke inside me that day.

Something a ten-year-old boy should never have to carry.

Below me, the conversation continued, but I barely heard it. Bits and pieces drifted upward. My mother. Rape. Disappointment. Leaving. Family secrets.

But all I could hear was one sentence.

My shame to keep.

The words wrapped around my chest like a rope.

Suddenly I couldn’t breathe.

I climbed down so fast I nearly fell. My feet hit the ground and I ran.

Past the huts.

Past the animals.

Past the fields.

I ran until I reached the river.

The river had always been there. Long before me. Long before my grandfather. Long before the pain.

I collapsed onto the bank.

My lungs burned. Tears poured down my face.

For a moment, I thought about throwing myself into the water.

What was the point?

My own mother had left.

The village treated me like a disease.

My grandfather called me shame.

I was ten years old and already tired.

So tired.

I sat there for a long time, watching the current move. Watching the water carry away leaves and branches. Wishing it could carry me away too.

One question kept rising inside me.

Do you love me?

Not my grandfather.

Not my uncle.

My mother.

Do you love me?

Did you ever?

The river never answered.

The wind never answered.

The sky never answered.

Only silence.

Years later, I would understand things I couldn’t understand then. I would learn about pain. About trauma. About survival. About impossible choices.

But on that day, sitting beside the river, none of that mattered.

I wasn’t thinking about understanding.

I wasn’t thinking about healing.

I wasn’t thinking about the future.

I was just a little boy trying to figure out why nobody wanted him.

Or at least that was what I believed.

The strange thing about childhood is that children often blame themselves for wounds they did not create. I thought there must be something wrong with me. Something broken. Something ugly. Something unworthy.

I didn’t know then that the shame didn’t belong to me.

I was carrying other people’s pain.

Other people’s secrets.

Other people’s failures.

And I was carrying them with the shoulders of a child.

The sun slowly began to set.

Eventually, I stood, wiped my face, and started walking home.

Nothing looked different.

The village was the same.

The animals were the same.

The people were the same.

But I wasn’t.

The boy who climbed into that tree was not the same boy who climbed down.

That day planted a question that would follow me across villages, across countries, across highways, and across decades.

A question that would shape the rest of my life.

Do I belong?

I didn’t know it then.

But the answer was waiting for me.

Far beyond the tree.

Far beyond the river.

Far beyond the shame.
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​CHAPTER TWO


​THEY CHOSE ME
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Life did not get better after the river.

At least not right away.

The next morning, the sun rose exactly as it always had. The animals still needed tending. The fields still needed work. The village still looked at me the same way it always had.

But something inside me had changed.

I now knew the truth.

My mother was alive.

She had not died, as my grandfather had told me.

She had left.

For a ten-year-old boy, there was a big difference between those two things.

One was tragedy.

The other felt personal.

I carried that knowledge quietly.

I never told my grandfather what I had overheard beneath the tree. I never asked questions. I never challenged him.

I was afraid of him.

Besides, I already knew what would happen.

At best, I would be ignored.

At worst, I would be beaten.

So I kept my silence.

The days blended together.

Each morning I woke before sunrise and took the sheep and cattle out to graze. I spent most of my time alone. The animals never judged me. They never asked questions. They never looked at me as though I were carrying some invisible disease.

People did.

The animals didn't.

That was enough.

Whenever I could, I climbed my tree.

The tree became more than a hiding place.

It became my sanctuary.

From those branches, I could look out over the hills and imagine another life. A different life. A life where I belonged somewhere.

I talked to myself
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