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  For Michael and Patsy Sargent




  







  Before you start reading . . .




  History books are usually written long after events are over and the people who lived through them have died. Historians can never know everything about the past, especially

  what was in people’s hearts. It’s their job to relate the facts as accurately as they can. Novelists have a different job to do. We try to help our readers understand how it felt to be

  involved in the events of the past, and why people behaved in the way they did.




  A few facts to get you started:




  Abyssinia is the old name for the African country we now call Ethiopia.




  Prince Alamayu, his father the Emperor Theodore and his mother Queen Tirunesh were real people, and so were General Napier, Captain Speedy, Mr Rassam and many of the other characters who took

  part in the Abyssinia Campaign in 1868. Most of this story is based on accounts of what happened by people who were there. The Cotton family on the Isle of Wight and Dr Jex-Blake of Rugby School

  were real people too, but Alamayu’s school friends are imagined.




  A shamma is a heavy white cloth, like a thick shawl, which all Abyssinians, men and women, wore wrapped around their shoulders, as Ethiopians still do today.




  Tej is an alcoholic drink made out of honey.




  The correct spelling for Prince Alamayu’s name is ‘Alemayehu’, but I have kept the simpler spelling which he used himself when he signed his name.




  

    Elizabeth Laird
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    Prince Alamayu of Abyssinia as a child


  




  







  The walls of this room have been whitewashed. Light streams in through the windows and hurts my eyes. It’s not very bad in the mornings, when my

  mind is hazy and I only want to rest. But in the afternoon the fever takes hold and the white walls seem to bulge as if there were crowds of people behind them, trying to push their way

  through.




  The worst time is the evening. Nurse Thomson comes in and stands over me with a glass full of an evil-tasting medicine. I can’t clearly make her out. She seems to be

  someone else entirely. Instead of her round face with the white cap and its flying ribbons sitting on top, I see the brown skin and flashing black eyes of my father, or the flaming red hair and

  brilliant blue eyes of Captain Speedy, or even the plump pink cheeks of Queen Victoria.




  ‘Who is this boy?’ they seem to say.




  ‘Don’t you know me?’ I try to say. ‘I’m Alamayu.’




  They shake their heads at me.




  ‘You don’t belong here, Alamayu. You ought to be at home.’




  ‘I know!’ My voice is dry and croaking. ‘Where? Where’s home? Where?’




  ‘Shh, dear,’ Nurse Thomson says, pressing me down on to the pillow again and putting the glass to my lips. ‘Drink this.’




  The medicine’s strong and at last it makes me go to sleep, but only after it’s filled me full of dreams. Not dreams, exactly. Memories. I thought I’d

  forgotten everything that happened to me when I was a child, a prince, in Abyssinia. I’ve spent the last years trying to become an English boy like all the others here at Rugby School. Those

  old days and all those far-off things – the lions padding around outside my father’s house, the eagles circling over the mountain tops, the bright African sun glinting on our spears and

  muskets and on the enemy’s helmets and rifles – have been locked away for so long that I thought they were gone forever.




  It seems that I hadn’t forgotten after all. Every evening the bulging walls seem to burst open and I can see myself, a young boy, back at home with Amma, my mother,

  upstairs in the King’s House in Magdala. It’s as if everything that happened to me then is happening again. Part of me is inside that little prince, being him again. Part of me is my

  new, older self, watching him.
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  My father was a king. More than that, he was a king of kings. An emperor. And he loved me.




  ‘My boy,’ he called me. ‘My prince.’




  When he wasn’t away at war he would send a slave to the house my mother and I shared with the other women. The man would come to the gate of our compound, and one of our own slaves would

  run silently up our house’s outer staircase and cough politely outside the door to the upper rooms.




  ‘Who is it? What do you want?’ Amma’s old servant Abebech would screech, dropping the comb she was using on my mother’s hair.




  ‘His Majesty calls for the Prince, his son,’ the slave would say in a respectful murmur.




  ‘It’s me! Father wants me!’ I would shout, and I’d rush to the doorway.




  Abebech was always too quick for me. She would shoot out one long skinny arm and catch me in a tight grip, and my mother would say, in her soft tired voice, ‘Wait, Alamayu, straighten your

  tunic. Come here. Look, your face is dirty.’




  ‘Father doesn’t care.’




  I would be dancing with impatience, trying to wriggle out of Abebech’s grasp. I would do it too. I’d be out through the door and tumbling down the stairs, racing across the compound

  to the gate, then the slave would take my hand and I’d trot beside him to the royal enclosure.




  I was seven years old then. I didn’t know anything about the world beyond our Abyssinian mountains. The sounds I heard were the whoop of hyenas in the night, the chanting of priests in the

  stillness of dawn, the trample of horses’ hoofs, the shouts of men, the crackle of musket fire, the clatter of spears, the screams of the wounded and the croaking of vultures. The smells I

  knew were the smoke of our fires, the spices of our rich cooking, the incense that scented my mother’s house, and my father’s sweat, when he picked me up and I buried my face in his

  chest. I had never heard of the British, or of Queen Victoria, or railways.
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  Last night as I lay in this bed, in the sickroom here in Rugby School, the fever took hold of me strongly. The white walls and ceiling faded away and I

  could see my first home as clearly as if I was standing right there in front of it.




  We lived in my father’s capital. In Europe it would have been thought of as a village, a simple collection of huts and houses, but it was on the summit of Magdala, a

  dizzyingly high flat-topped mountain. Our house, the King’s House, was the biggest building, bigger even than the church. In my feverish dream I climbed the steep path from Selamge, the flat

  plain on the shoulder of the mountain, and scrambled up the rough stony path to the outer gates. My father held me gently by the hand, and when the sentries saw us coming they put down their spears

  and leaped to open the wooden doors, bowing low as we passed.
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  Magdala




  The side of the mountain of Magdala rose in a sheer wall of stone on our right. On our left a cliff plunged down from the narrow path. And when I remember this, the

  nightmare begins. My father’s grip shifts from my hand to my wrist. His eyes, which are usually soft and full of love when he looks at me, harden until they are twin black stones. His dark

  skin flushes a deeper brown. His thin lips are pulled back from his teeth. I can even smell the stench of death rising from the corpses that lie rotting at the foot of the cliff.




  I am seized with panic. Will he cut off my hands and feet then throw me down to my death, as he did to hundreds of his enemies? As I stand, unable to move, my father picks

  me up in his strong arms. His eyes soften. His painful grip becomes a loving embrace. He holds me to his chest and as I draw in my breath to sob he strokes my hair and murmurs in my ear, ‘You

  are a prince of Abyssinia. Never let them see you cry.’




  I fling my arms round his neck and swallow my tears, and for a moment all comfort, all safety and all love are there.




  Then, as we stand on the perilous path, the ground beneath my father’s feet starts to crumble, and there’s a roar as the cliff gives way. He can’t hold

  me any more.




  ‘Alamayu!’ I hear him call, and then I’m falling, falling, all alone.




  The memory dream ends there. I land back in my bed in the cold middle of this cold island of England. The fever has gone, the night light has burned out and the night

  nurse is asleep and snoring in the armchair, with the grey light of dawn creeping in through the crack between the curtains.




  The clock on the school tower chimes six.




  ‘Magdala!’ I whisper to myself.




  I lie with my eyes shut, trying to transport myself back there again. I know that if only I can reach the top of the path and pass through the inner gates, I can run out

  on to the broad flat top of the mountain to the gate opening in the fence that surrounds our compound. Smoke from the cooking fires will be steaming out through the thatch of the kitchen huts

  behind the main house. In our upper room, the Queen, my mother, will be sitting cross-legged on her silk cushions with her favourite book, The Life of the Virgin Mary, open on its little

  wooden stand in front of her. Her lips will be moving soundlessly as she reads. She’ll reach forward to turn the heavy parchment page, but then she’ll see me, and her arched brows will

  rise, and she’ll open her arms, and I’ll run into . . .




  I am so nearly there. I so nearly reach her. But however close I try to come, I can’t see Amma’s face.




  So here I lie, and the memory dream has faded, and the long day stretches ahead. If today is anything like yesterday and the day before, I’ll drift in and out of

  sleep this morning, and then, towards evening, the fever will climb again and bring the dream memories back. I half long for them and half dread them.




  At least I have something to look forward to today. My friend Beetle (his real name is John Forster) is coming to visit me. They won’t let him stay long in case he

  tires me out, but it will be good just to see him and know that he’s bothered to come. My other good friend Bull (his real name is Samuel Bulliver) has asked to come too, but they won’t

  let him. I don’t mind much. Bull is so big and restless and talks so loudly that he really would wear me out. It makes me tired just to think about him.




  I suppose that Beetle’s my friend because he’s an outsider at Rugby, rather like me. It’s not that he’s a foreigner too, or dark-skinned, as I am.

  It’s just that he’s – different.




  Beetle doesn’t seem to notice what other people think. He doesn’t seem to care about who’s popular and who isn’t. He doesn’t try to make

  people like him. He is not really interested in cricket or football. (The football we invented at this school, which other people call ‘rugby football’, is just called

  ‘football’ here). It’s all one to Beetle if our house (Elsee’s) doesn’t win a match. He stares at me through his thick round glasses if I try to explain to him how

  much I want to score a try.




  Beetle likes insects and nature generally.




  ‘Insects are a lot like people, if you think about it,’ he says. ‘They’ve all got their special ways of doing things.’




  I don’t understand what Beetle means exactly because I don’t know anything about insects, but he certainly understands a lot about people too, more than many

  of the boys, anyway. He sees more about what goes on in school than I do.




  The best thing about being friends with Beetle is that he has always accepted me the way I am. He’s never been nosy. He sticks up for me too, in his odd way. He

  doesn’t pester me to tell him about the Abyssinia Campaign. He doesn’t say, like some of the other boys do, ‘Your father was that darkie madman who thought he could fight the

  British, and win.’




  You could say that Beetle’s eccentric. That’s what I think, anyway. The other fellows say he’s a crank. A rum cove. Crazy as a bedbug. They laugh at the

  way his collar sticks up.




  Beetle is no better at Latin and learning by heart and writing stupid essays than I am. I sit next to him in our form room. I don’t think he tries very hard to

  learn, especially when he’s bored. I do try, sometimes anyway, but my mind goes dreaming away. Then the thought jumps into my head that a prince of Abyssinia shouldn’t have to learn

  Latin verbs and all that mumbo-jumbo like a low-born priest, and after that I can’t take in anything at all.
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  This morning, the groundsmen, working outside below the window of the sickbay, have made a bonfire of the leaves that have been spinning down off the

  trees for the last couple of weeks. Tiny wafts of smoke have crept in round the loose-fitting window, and the smell has taken me right back to Abyssinia, to Mr Rassam’s house, where a fire

  almost always burned on a hearthstone in the middle of the room.
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  Mr Rassam was the British envoy and one of my father’s European prisoners. I didn’t know most of them, though I can dimly see, in my mind’s eye, their pale

  figures shuffling about our flat mountain top and hear the chains clanking around their ankles. Most of the time they were kept closely guarded in their prison huts. (There were hundreds of

  Abyssinian prisoners too, but their prison was on a different part of the mountain top, and they were never allowed outside.)




  People often ask me why my father imprisoned most of the Europeans who came to Abyssinia. I don’t really know the answer.




  ‘They insulted him,’ I say, and try to change the subject.




  It was true, after all. My father, a king of kings, wanted more than anything else to make friends with Europeans. He wanted them to teach him to make guns, so that he could defeat his enemies.

  But the British never bothered to answer his courteous letters. They probably put them into a drawer and forgot about them. I know that some of the travellers and missionaries who came to Abyssinia

  irritated Father. I’m not sure why. I think he thought they were spies. In the end he locked them all up to stop them making more trouble. I don’t think he ever thought that the British

  would send a huge army to rescue such a small group of people. There were only twenty or thirty foreigners in his prisons, after all.




  Being the British envoy, Mr Rassam was the most important of the European prisoners and he was allowed more freedom than the others. He had his round thatched hut, and his own servant, Samuel,

  was allowed to stay with him and look after him. He even had a little garden outside, where he liked to grow vegetables. My father liked Mr Rassam, even though he had taken him prisoner, because he

  was more respectful than the others. They often used to talk together.




  I liked Mr Rassam too. He used to sit on a stool beside his fire, the smoke wafting about the house, holding his hands out to warm them when the evenings were cold.




  ‘Well, little Prince,’ he would say (he could speak my language well, unlike the others), ‘and have you shot any birds today with that catapult of yours?’




  Then he would teach me to say things in English.




  Sometimes he would just sit there and sigh and look down into the fire. He was sad, I suppose, to be a prisoner so far from home. I didn’t understand that then. I do now.




  If Father had let the European prisoners go, the British would never have sent an army to Magdala to rescue them. Their rifles wouldn’t have torn our brave warrior stopieces, my father

  wouldn’t have been defeated and I wouldn’t be lying imprisoned here under these heavy blankets, too weak to move, coughing because of the woodsmoke and waiting for Beetle to come.
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  Sometimes, in this school full of men and boys, you can forget that such beings as women and girls actually exist. I don’t mind. I prefer it to having too many of them

  close by. But I wish I could remember what my mother looked like. She’s there sometimes in my dreams, but she always slips away from me before I’m fully awake.




  She was beautiful. Captain Speedy told me that. She was small, light and very young. She was married to my father when she was only twelve years old, and she was thirteen when I was born, no

  older than I am now. She hardly ever smiled or laughed. I only remember her tears and her prayers, always long, long prayers. She used to pick me up and hold me so tightly that the pattern of the

  scarlet embroidery which ran in ribs down the front of her white dress would be imprinted on my cheek when she let me go.




  I only twice saw my father and mother together. He never stayed in the King’s House on the windy heights of Magdala. He was nearly always away, leading his armies into battle against his

  countless enemies. Even when he was at home he slept in a simple tent, preferring the hard life of a soldier.




  Once he came into the room where I was playing in a corner with my string of ivory beads. Amma was reading as usual, rocking backwards and forwards, saying the Bible words soundlessly to

  herself. I know she heard someone come in. I know she realized it was him. But she didn’t stand up, as she ought to have done for her husband and her king. She went on reading, only lifting

  her eyebrows a little in a look of pained contempt.




  I saw the dark rage rise in my father’s face. It brought the familiar surge of fear. I dropped my beads and crawled behind the cushion on which my mother was sitting. Father’s lips

  were pressed so tightly together in his anger that a pale line had appeared around his mouth.




  ‘Look at me, woman!’ he commanded furiously. ‘Get up! Do you think I am a servant?’




  Behind him Gebre the eunuch, who slept across the doorway at night, was holding on to the doorpost with a trembling hand.




  My mother looked up, rose slowly to her feet and shook out the folds of her dress.




  ‘I didn’t hear you enter,’ she said coolly. ‘I was talking to someone greater than you – the Lord of Kings Himself.’




  She knew where to touch him. The wrath of God was the only thing that could frighten Father. A cautious, wary look came into his eyes as the anger died out of them. He didn’t say another

  word, but turned on his heel. Then, by the door, he saw fat Yetemegnu, the one the British called his second queen. She wasn’t a queen, not like Amma. She was just – just his woman. She

  was sitting in the shadows, her mirror fallen into her lap. She smiled up at him, her mouth half open in her loathsome way. He nodded curtly and she got up and trotted out after him, like an eager

  dog.
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  Reading the Bible in an Abyssinian house




  ‘What does Father want with her?’ I asked Amma. How stupid I was then, not to understand.




  ‘Don’t ask me,’ she snapped. ‘She’s nothing but a . . .’ Then she sighed so deeply that the links of her gold necklace clattered on her chest. ‘Go

  outside and play, Alamayu. Tell Abebech to bring me some oil for my head. It’s aching so badly I can hardly see.’




  Before I had reached the door she called me back.




  ‘Don’t forget,’ she said wearily, ‘that your royal blood comes from me. He –’ she jerked her chin towards the rectangle of light in the doorway through which

  Father had just disappeared –‘He calls himself a king now, but he was once only a bandit, and his mother was a humble herb seller.’




  I hated her saying that. I used to clap my hands over my ears whenever she spoke badly of my father. Anyway, I knew that she was wrong. I had often gone where she did not go, to stand beside my

  father when he reclined on his throne, his long hands resting on the shining silk that covered it, his face shaded from the sun by a silver embroidered umbrella, while a priest intoned in a

  sing-song voice the roll of my father’s ancestors – my ancestors – back and back through the ages, name after name, until he came to King Solomon himself who married the

  Queen of Sheba, and Solomon’s father David, and from him all the way back to the first man Adam and his wife Eve.
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  Once I blurted out to a group of boys here at school that I was descended from King Solomon. I’d hoped to make myself popular, but it went

  wrong.




  ‘Lying, aren’t we, darkie?’ one of the boys said. ‘King Solomon was in the Bible, so he must have been a white man. Everyone knows

  that.’




  ‘He was a Jew,’ I said. ‘Like Our Lord himself.’


  

  He seemed about to deny it, but then I saw him hesitate and he turned away, and the crowd around

  me dissolved. I learned after that to say nothing about myself if I could avoid it. I tried to forget everything I knew about my people and my country. I succeeded so well that I even forgot who I

  was, as well as all the things that had happened to me, until this fever came.




  [image: ]




  It was Amma, I think, who first made me realize that everything in my life was going to change. She saw that my father’s habit of imprisoning all the Europeans who came

  to Abyssinia, forcing them to work for him and putting them in chains, would lead to disaster.




  ‘Be polite to the ferenjis,’ she would say to me. (‘Ferenji’ is our Abyssinian word for Europeans.) ‘They’re your father’s prisoners now,

  but one day you’re going to need them.’




  My father was miles away from Magdala, fighting the rebels on the far side of Abyssinia, and while he was gone Amma was careful to be kind to Mr Rassam and the other European prisoners. She

  cooked dishes for them with her own hands and sent me off to deliver them.




  I was doing this one day, and had gone past the guards and was nearly at the door of Mr Rassam’s prison house, when I heard, from the voices and the clattering of chains inside, that some

  of the other ferenji prisoners were with him. They were speaking English of course. I stopped to listen. I liked to try to recognize the few words that Mr Rassam had taught me, but I

  couldn’t understand much at all. After a few minutes I was bored, and just as I was about to cough politely to let them know I was there, Samuel, Mr Rassam’s servant, ran past me into

  the house. He didn’t even notice me.




  ‘Sir!’ he called out to Mr Rassam in Amharic (our language). ‘They’ve landed! The British have landed! Thousands of men, with mules and horses and even elephants!

  They’ve come to rescue you!’




  I wasn’t really shocked that Samuel, who was an Abyssinian after all, sounded so happy. I knew that many of our own people didn’t like Father. It was why his prisons were so

  full.




  Mr Rassam gave a shout and started speaking English to the other men. They were cheering and clapping, as if they’d been freed already. I didn’t know what to do. I felt too shy to go

  in, but I was afraid to go back to Amma with the bowl of chicken stew still in my hands.




  The noise inside the hut quietened down as Mr Rassam asked Samuel, ‘How long before they get here?’




  ‘Weeks, sir. Months. You know what the terrain is like. All the way across the desert first, and where will they find water for the men, let alone the mules and horses? And then – to

  climb up here! Up and down, over one mountain after another. It can’t be done in a hurry. In fact, sir, I don’t see how they can do it at all, with the heavy guns they’re

  carrying.’




  I heard a strange sound then and peered round the doorpost to look inside. Mr Rassam was laughing. It was a creaking sort of sound, as if he hadn’t laughed for a long time and had

  forgotten how to do it.




  ‘Oh, they’ll do it,’ he said. ‘You don’t know the British. They’ll . . .’




  He stopped and lowered his voice. I had to strain to hear what he said.




  ‘Be careful, Samuel. We must all be careful. The King’s spies are everywhere. You know how easily he falls into a rage. One careless word, one hint of disrespect, and we’re all

  dead men. That goes for our servants too.’




  I didn’t like hearing him say that. I crept back to the compound gateway and put the dish of chicken stew into the hands of one of the men guarding it. Then I ran back home to my

  mother.




  Amma was sitting on her cushions while Abebech plaited her hair.




  ‘Did Mr Rassam like my stew?’ she asked me, yawning and looking at herself in her mirror.




  ‘I don’t know. I gave it to one of the guards.’




  She frowned and put the mirror down.




  ‘Why? I told you to give it to him yourself.’




  ‘There were other ferenjis with him, Amma. They were all talking. Samuel came running in. He said that the British are coming. They’ve landed. Who are the British, anyway? Is

  there chicken stew for our dinner? I’m hungry.’




  She ignored me. She was looking across at Yetemegnu, who had dropped the hank of cotton she was spinning and had lumbered to her feet.




  ‘It’s going to happen, then,’ Amma said quietly, and I was surprised because I’d never heard her speak to Yetemegnu before without shouting in a rage, although for months

  they had been forced to share the same house.




  Yetemegnu said nothing. They stood, their eyes locked together.




  ‘You must talk to the King,’ Amma said, ‘as soon as he returns to Magdala. He might listen to you. Tell him to let the prisoners go, or the British will come here and kill us

  all.’




  Yetemegnu didn’t answer for a long moment. I think she was as surprised as I was. She stood there, working her pudgy fingers in and out of the folds of her long white dress. At last she

  shrugged her shoulders. ‘Theodore is a lion,’ she said loudly, and I saw her eyes slide towards the two eunuchs standing at the doorway, then back to Amma’s face. ‘He will

  lay all his enemies in the dust at his feet and trample on them like the snakes they are.’




  Amma’s eyes too flickered towards the eunuchs.




  ‘Of course,’ she said flatly.




  Yetemegnu sank down again on to her stool. Amma leaned back against her pillows.




  ‘Amma, I told you, I’m hungry,’ I said.




  No one even looked at me. Something had shifted between my mother and her hated rival. It was as if they had become allies of a sort.
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  The door to the sickbay opened a little while ago. I lifted my head, hoping to see Beetle, but it was only Dr Bartlett. He held my wrist to take my pulse

  and tapped my chest.




  ‘Not so much fever today?’ he said to Nurse Thomson, who was standing to attention at the foot of my bed.




  ‘No, sir. It doesn’t usually go up until later in the day.’




  ‘And the cough?’




  ‘Bad, very bad, during the night.’




  ‘Hmm.’




  He had been looking grave, but saw my eyes on his face and smiled kindly.




  ‘Try not to worry, young man. We’ll get you on your feet again. Best not to think about getting back into school for the time being, eh? Let’s take one

  day at a time.’




  He and Nurse Thomson went over to the door and talked quietly. They thought I couldn’t hear them, I suppose. I made out the words ‘congestion of the

  lungs’, and ‘blood in the sputum’. Then they saw me looking at them and went out.




  I want to think about getting back to school, whatever Dr Bartlett says. I don’t mind being a schoolboy at Rugby now that I’m used to it, though I hated

  it at the beginning when I was new and everyone stared at me all the time. More than anything else I want to get back to playing football.




  The best times here are the half-holidays, because Beetle and I go off across the meadows to hunt for insects and all sorts of other wild creatures. (At least, Beetle

  looks for them. I just tag along with him, glad to be out in the open where I can think my own thoughts.)




  When he’s out looking for things, Beetle becomes like one of the animals he loves to watch. He walks stealthily and is careful not to make a noise. I copy him.

  I’m lighter than he is, and I know how to be still and quiet. I learned that lesson a long, long time ago.




  Beetle’s eyes can pick up the smallest movement in the grass. He knows if a vole is cowering there. His ears catch the lightest splash when a water rat slides into

  the stream. He knows where the crayfish are. He can put his finger into one of their holes, and when the silly thing nips it, Beetle pulls it out.




  I never really listen when Beetle goes on about finding a rare bird’s nest or chasing after a butterfly. He doesn’t care. He seems to be quite happy talking to

  himself.




  I’ll stop thinking about Beetle now or I’ll start to worry in case he doesn’t come today. Instead, I’ll go back to remembering.
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  My father was far away from Magdala when the news came that the British had landed. He turned back for home at once, urging on his army and dragging his cannon with him. At the

  same time the British troops, with their elephants and mules and guns and tents and all their baggage, were scrambling up and down the mountainsides towards us from the north. A race was on to see

  who would get to Magdala first.




  In all those weeks of waiting, nothing much changed for me. I remember a great buzz of talking and people coming and going. I was only interested in trying to avoid the whip my teacher liked to

  use on me when I forgot my Amharic letters.




  There was one day, though, that I can see even now through a haze of golden light.




  Father was still miles from home. I’d heard Samuel tell Mr Rassam that the British were sure to reach our mountain fortress first. I don’t think Samuel liked living on Magdala very

  much. He probably wanted the British to free Mr Rassam so that they could both go away and he could be a servant in a grand British consulate.




  The chiefs and princes who lived at my father’s court were all gossiping about the rumours too. They were traitors at heart, all of them were, and they started plotting as they always did.

  Amma was afraid that they would slip off down into the valleys and join the rebellious tribes who were gathering there, waiting for a good moment to attack Father.




  Amma set her women to make a feast. (I used to be able to smell the spices in my imagination, but I can’t do it any more.) When it was ready she made me stand still while Abebech shaved

  the hair from my head, all except for a tuft on top and a fringe round my face. Then she dressed me in a new silk tunic, put a heavy silver necklace with a pendant cross round my neck and tucked a

  gold-handled dagger into the sash round my waist.




  ‘Come, Alamayu,’ she said, grasping my hand as we stepped out of the house together, with the guards bowing as we passed.




  It was a great surprise to me, because Amma never usually went outside. When we had travelled with my father, he wouldn’t allow anyone to see her or his other women. We had to go by night

  with a strong guard of eunuchs, who would make anyone we met on the road turn their backs until we had passed. If any man dared to come into our house without the King’s permission, he would

  be killed at once.




  I could feel that Amma was nervous. She was holding my hand so tightly that it felt painfully crushed, but I didn’t dare say anything because her face was so set and determined.




  We walked out of our compound towards the house where Father usually stayed. Amma had told the servants to spread out a sea of carpets in the open air and to build a dais at one end piled with

  cushions. A screen had been set up to one side. Amma slipped behind the screen before anyone could see her, pulling me after her, and we looked out through a crack in it.




  The chiefs and their most important followers were waiting for us, sitting about on the carpets below the dais. Our servants were going round among them, passing out the food and drink.




  Amma gave me a little shove.




  ‘Go and sit on the dais,’she hissed in my ear. ‘You’re their prince. Show yourself to them. They’ve got to know that you’re your father’s heir.

  Don’t wriggle about, Alamayu, but sit up straight, in the way I showed you. Don’t move until I call for you.’




  So I had to walk up to the dais in front of everyone and sit down on the cushions, while the umbrella of state was brought out from inside Father’s house and opened above my head. Usually

  when I ran about Magdala those old men called out to me and petted me, picked me up and put their bristly faces against mine, but this time they were glancing sideways at each other and looking

  blankly at me. The silence was uneasy.




  I kept looking over to the screen. Amma was hidden from the chiefs, but from the dais where I was sitting I could just see her. She was scanning the old men’s faces and whispering to

  Gebre. They were checking to see who had come and who had stayed away. I think, too, that she was trying to work out who among them would be loyal to me.




  [image: ]




  An Abyssinian Chief




  Those old chiefs knew what they had to do. It was a crafty one who stood up first. He spent several minutes arranging his shamma over his shoulders and clearing his throat. Then, leaning

  on his stick, he began a long speech, saying how he would serve the King until his dying breath and be loyal forever to his son, the Prince. I knew what I had to do too. I bowed my head, just a

  bit, like I had seen my father do.




  The old man sat down and another one stood up, and another. I started yawning, but I knew that Amma’s eyes were on me, so to keep myself awake I thought about what I would do when I was

  king. I decided that I’d punish any teachers who beat children just because they hadn’t learned their letters, and that I’d make a law that boys could play with their catapults

  whenever they felt like it, and that there would always be honey for princes to eat.




  The chiefs went on and on, and I ran out of ideas of kingly things to do. I remember thinking that if I’d have to spend all my time sitting still and listening to boring old men talking on

  and on, then I’d rather not grow up to be a king at all.




  Gobezu, one of my father’s lions, ambled up to the dais and flopped down beside me. Father was so strong and powerful that he could control his lions with no more than a look and a word of

  command, but I was never quite easy with them. I’d often seen them tearing to pieces goats and sheep which weren’t much bigger than I was. But I wanted to look royal, so I put my hand

  on Gobezu’s head. His fur was coarse and rough. I saw the chiefs’ eyes widen when they looked at me, sitting up there with my hand on the head of a lion.




  I had never felt so much like a prince before. I would never feel so much like a prince again.




  When it was all over Amma sent for the chiefs who had stayed away. They arrived at our house one by one. They looked frightened. I think they had realized that she would tell Father that they

  had been disloyal. They bowed to the ground with sweat running down their faces. Amma didn’t let them see her. She watched them through a hole in a curtain and called out to them to swear a

  loyal oath to the King and to me. And they all did just that, falling over themselves to get the words out quickly.
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