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ONE



THEN: OCTOBER 18, 0600 HOURS
MOGADISHU, SOMALIA


I float, I float, I float.


I open my eyes and for a second they sting, and then nothing. I look around. Underneath me the floor of the ocean swells up pale and solid. Above, the sun is broken on the water’s surface into a million shining pieces.


By now I can hold my breath for almost two minutes if I’m relaxed like this. I’ve carried a stone in from the shore, and the weight is perfect. It anchors me, and I am very still. Fish like slivers of glass sail by, too small for eating. Through the drone of water in my ears I can hear a crackling noise that my father once told me was the sound of tiny shrimp breathing. A jellyfish rides the current.


I think I’d like to be a jellyfish. This is what it would feel like to be brainless and transparent.


One minute and fifteen seconds. My vision is starting to pulse. I can feel my blood surging in my temples, telling me to breathe.


I wait.


One minute and thirty-eight seconds. Lungs burning, something animal in me screaming, Decide! Live or die!


I look up at the shards of sun and tell it, Not yet. I want to live, of course I do, but it’s so tempting to stay. As soon as I break for air, there’s no pretending to be anything other than a boy who must swim back and put his feet on the ground. A boy who will feel his weight again, surprisingly heavy on his bones.


For as long as I can, I resist. Two minutes and four seconds.


I don’t want to be the boy who will walk out of the waves, water sluicing down his black arms, falling from his white fingertips. That boy will walk past the fishermen’s boats, past the fishermen. He’ll walk from the beach onto the tarmac. He’ll pass old, shattered buildings that remind him of dogs’ incisors. He’ll pass new buildings wrapped in scaffolding like ugly gifts. He’ll disappear into Somalia’s capital city, the White Pearl: Mogadishu.


Two minutes and sixteen seconds.


My head breaks the surface and I gasp. Air and water sting my throat.


I tell myself I’ve chosen to live, but the water knows the truth. Waves brush my arms, soft as shroud linen.


The water knows I have to die.





TWO



THEN: OCTOBER 18, 0730 HOURS
MOGADISHU, SOMALIA


By the time I get back to the hotel, I am completely dry.


“Where have you been?” Commander Rashid says, closing the distance in two big strides and grabbing me by the collar. The others look at me from the floor, eyes shining in the gloom.


“Swimming,” I say, pointing toward the water. “Just swimming, sir.”


“Swimming?” His eyes bulge. “Swimming? What do you think this is, a holiday?”


“I’m sorry, sir.”


I am not sorry.


He looks me over, and I can tell he’s searching for signs that I’m cracking. Or that I’m having second thoughts, or that I’ve done the unthinkable and sold him and the Boys out.


“I needed to bathe,” I tell him. “Like a . . .” I pretend to search for the word, even though I’ve thought long and hard about what to tell him. “A purification.”


Commander Rashid’s voice is low and soft—a knife glinting in the dark. “That was a long bath, boy. Hakim Doctor has faith in you, but if it were up to me . . .”


He’s interrupted by Bashir jumping up from the floor. “Commander,” he says, “I apologize, but can I please have your assistance with these connections? I’m not sure if the wires go here or to the other panel.” He holds up a tangle of plastic and metal to demonstrate.


Rashid makes a strangled noise and lets me go. “Not that one, doqon! Do you want to kill us all now?”


The commander should know that Bashir could make a bomb out of two mangoes and a shoestring, but my friend’s ruse is lost on him. Maybe we’re all just that tightly wound right now. Bashir winks at me over the commander’s head and I creep away, slip into the adjoining room of the half-built hotel. It’s empty except for my brother, who is lying on the floor. One whole corner of the room is gone, like something has taken an enormous bite out of it. A mortar, probably. A hot breeze rummages through the rooms, but the smell coming off Khalid is still heavy and foul.


I pick up the bottle of water and tip it into his mouth. I try not to gag. Is it the smell or my guilt that makes me want to throw up? “How are you?” I ask.


“Fine,” he grunts, after taking barely a sip. “What do you think you’re doing, wandering off?” He’s trying to sound tough, but his voice is a rasp.


“I just went for a last swim, that’s all.”


“A swim? Now? Da’ud, you know there’s no time to—”


“Shh.” It barely even registers anymore when he calls me the new name. “Hakim Doctor said you aren’t supposed to talk. The stitches will open.”


The bandage across his stomach is a muddy red brown and needs changing, but we’re out of clean cloth. Only the Doctor would know for sure how bad the wound really is, but he’s not here. He gave Nur and Commander Rashid instructions over the phone and Nur stitched my brother up as best he could, but what Khalid really needs is a hospital, antibiotics. But he’s not getting any of that, not now that his face has been circulated across Mogadishu as a Most Wanted Jihadi.


Whether he lives or dies is all in God’s hands now, according to the Doctor. I get it: I know what would happen if we took him to the hospital. The doctors would turn him in for the money. I know that. But doing nothing is making me crazy. I try not to think what my mother would say if she saw me just sitting here watching him die.


If she knew that this was all my fault.


The soldier’s bullet didn’t hit where it was supposed to. Instead it sliced right through him, just under his ribs, tearing through his intestines, from the smell of it. “Septic,” I heard one of the guys whisper when he thought I couldn’t hear. I’m not sure if the shot really was an accident or intentional, but either way, looking at Khalid sweeps away all my remaining doubts about what I’m about to do.


My brother gurgles when he breathes, and his skin is the color of old canjeero bread. I pour a little water on a rag and wipe his face. He’s burning up.


“When do you leave?” Khalid asks.


“A couple of hours.”


He nods. It looks painful. He closes his eyes. “It should be me there, not you.”


“You should be here. Getting well, Inshallah.”


“I don’t want to be well,” he says very softly. His eyes stay closed. “It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.”


I don’t answer for a few seconds. I’m not sure which part he’s talking about, but it doesn’t matter. He’s right. None of it should have gone down like this.


I’m going to fix it, I want to tell him. I’m going to fix everything.


But I don’t say that. Straining for sincerity, I say what I know will make him feel better. “It was God’s will.” I must be a good enough liar, or Khalid’s a good enough believer. The crease in his brow smooths.


“God’s will,” he agrees.


I squeeze his shoulder gently, but I think he’s already asleep again. I wait until his breathing is regular. For a moment, he is Dahir again, just my big brother. Khalid the warrior fades away.


“Please, God . . .” I trail off. It’s all the prayer I can manage.


I stand and go to the others.


Commander Rashid is waiting for me. The thing he carries is bulky and awkward. Wires spring from it like insect legs. The commander’s mouth is a narrow, angry slash. He’s still watching me, still suspicious. But the Doctor has given his orders, and the commander will follow them.


He places it carefully in my arms and steps back. “Let’s see if it fits.”





THREE



NOW: NOVEMBER 4
SANGUI CITY, KENYA


“So . . .” the social worker says as she checks her papers, “. . . Abdiweli. How exactly did you end up here?”


The sinking sun through the bars on the window doesn’t show much of the police holding cell I’ve been dumped in. Not much you’d want to see anyway. The walls are unpainted concrete blocks, and the corners are furry with grime. There’s an army cot with a suspicious brown stain, and a bucket, which, from the smell of it, is where I’m supposed to relieve myself. Geckos cling to the wall and lick their eyeballs.


The woman watches me with sharp blue eyes. She told me her full name, but it was just a long jumble of syllables. I must have looked confused, because then she said, “Just call me Sam.” Which I think is a boy’s name, but I don’t ask. She’s from the UN refugee agency, and she says she’s here to help, but I’m not sure what that means. I’m still handcuffed to a table leg.


Sam frowns. “Do you need an interpreter?”


I shake my head and pick at a scab. The table between us is decorated with years of prisoner graffiti. Initials, verses from the Bible and the Koran, variations on “fuck the police,” penises. I wonder how the prisoners did it. With their fingernails? It’s not like anyone let them have knives.


The social worker begins to stand. “I think you might. Let me just see if I can call Sayid . . .”


“No, Madam Sam,” I say, the words coming out rusty but clear. “I speak English. I understand you.”


She lowers herself slowly back into her chair. She’s as white as a plucked chicken except for her nose, which is red. On her wrist a beaded Maasai bracelet announces “KENYA.” Maybe she forgets where she is sometimes and has to remind herself.


“So tell me. What’s your side of the story?”


I shift in my chair, tugging my too-short sleeve over the knobby bones of my wrist, like I can hide my hand. The stumps where my fingers once were are pulsing again, and under the grubby bandage I know the skin is angry, stretched tight against ugly black scabs. The whole mess is taking way too long to heal. It’s hot and it’s itchy—God, is it itchy. The handcuffs aren’t helping.


“I couldn’t pay.”


The police wanted a five-thousand-shilling “fee” to set me free. I must have pissed one of them off when I asked if they were stupid or just crazy, because I’ve been locked to this table for at least six hours. I wonder if the UN has to pay “fees” to get me out of here.


Sam’s eyebrows pinch. “I’m not talking about that.”


I shrug. “They told you why.”


“I want to hear your side. I’m trying to get you out of here.” Lowering her voice, she leans forward. Her loose brown hair sways into her face. “You’re lucky they even called us. You know how they’re treating Somali boys these days.”


I have been shifting, turning my good ear toward her without even realizing it. Does she know something? Why did the UN send a white American lady, not a Kenyan? Is she really from the UN? A shiver crawls up my spine. This is a trick. She’s trying to get me to slip up and say something.


After a long silence Sam says, “They tried calling your uncle first, but the line was disconnected.”


My mind goes blank. Uncle? Then I remember. That’s right, that’s what I told the police when they brought me in, that I stay with my uncle. I gave them his real name but a phony number.


“Where is he?”


My uncle Sharmarke died when I was ten. “I don’t know.” I scratch at the scab again.


It’s getting late in the day. All the good sleeping spots are going to be taken in the alley behind Kenyatta Street if I don’t get out of here soon. If I get out. Would sleeping in jail really be so bad? It couldn’t be any worse than the street. I resist the urge to lay my head on the table and ignore Sam until she goes away. Instead I say, “Maybe Uncle Sharmarke is at work.” Or dead. Probably dead.


“Do you have a different number? I can call him right now.”


I don’t answer.


“Don’t you want to go home?”


I’ve come to realize that with most adults, if I just don’t say anything, usually they give up. Eventually, I am rewarded with a sigh. “Did you steal that mobile phone?”


I shake my head no.


“The policeman says you did.”


I don’t try to set her straight. What’s the point? His word against mine. Guess who wins that argument. The first I heard of a stolen phone was when the officer grabbed me. Never mind that all they found in my pockets was a ratty wallet, empty except for a single business card that I can’t bring myself to throw away. No phone. But what am I supposed to say? I thought I saw one of the Boys walking down the street and freaked out? When I ran, the shopkeeper must have thought it was because I’d stolen something. He shouted for the cops. Cops grabbed me. And here I am.


Sam sighs. “Come on, kid, throw me a bone. You need to tell me whether you took it or not, so I can get you out of here. This will all be a lot easier if I know the truth. Being a thief is better than being a . . .” She stops herself. But I know what she was going to say. It’s on the lips of everyone in Sangui City:


Terrorist.


My toes curl up in my sandals. I stare at the trash in the corner. My bad ear starts to do that ringing thing, like it’s underwater.


Sam tries again. “Look, the police and the UN don’t want you to stay here; you’re sixteen, underage. That hand needs a doctor. Did you steal the phone or not?”


I shiver at the word doctor. Sam sounds annoyed, but maybe like she’s telling the truth. Maybe she does want to get me out. “No,” I say. “I didn’t steal it.”


“Then why did you run from the officer?”


“Because he chased me.”


Sam presses her lips together. She watches me for a long time. I find myself staring at her hands. Her skin is so pale that I can see blue veins under it. Finally she stands up, gathering her papers. “I’ll be back,” she says.


I watch the sun shift angles behind the window bars. This cell isn’t so bad, really.


I’ve been in worse.


It’s sort of a relief to leave my fate to Sam. Either she’ll persuade them to let me go, or she won’t. Being a white muzungu from the UN has got to help.


Sam seems a little better than the muzungus I’ve met at the Glory Christian Life Center. I’ve been there a couple of times because they give out free lunch. Those white girls are just a few years older than me, all big eyed and soft. They think because they’ve been in Sangui City for five minutes that they “get” Africa. That fixing poverty or elephant poaching or whatever is just a matter of rolling up their sleeves and getting to work. They say things like, “Africa calls to me,” as if Africa is a beautiful smiling woman beckoning from a doorway.


Wallahi, they’re annoying.


At the Glory Christian Life Center they’re always trying to talk to me about Jesus—that’s the price for food. The first time one of them started in with the whole “Do you know Jesus Christ, the redeemer?” thing, I almost told her to shut the hell up. Doesn’t she know talk like that can get her killed? But then I remembered I wasn’t in Mogadishu anymore. I’ve found myself spacing out like that, ever since that night. Getting confused, seeing things. So I calmed down and just listened politely, waiting until I could slip away and get my plate without seeming too rude.


Sam returns after maybe half an hour, looking flushed but victorious. A fat, grumpy police officer follows, keys in hand, and unlocks my cuffs. When he bends over me, I see spots of stew he’s spilled down the front of his uniform.


“All right, let’s go, Abdiweli,” Sam says.


I rub my wrists. They sting, but unlike my fingers, they’ll be fine.


“It’s just Abdi,” I say, like just Sam, but she’s already heading out the door.


This is good, I tell myself as I follow. Getting out of here is a good thing. You don’t want to be in jail. The words slide through my brain, failing to rouse any sort of response, good or bad. All I feel is nervous about being out and exposed again.


As we’re leaving, the police are bringing another guy into the station who’s bleeding from a pink gash on his scalp, his head bobbing around on a neck as useless as a rubber band. The officers have to pick him up under the armpits and drag him inside. He’s missing a shoe and smells like beer and pee. We keep walking.


My eyes automatically sweep over the people in the yard, but I don’t notice anyone suspicious. Ladies in bright kangas wait to bring food to locked-up family members. They sit under the palms with the patience of saints. Their kids scuffle in the sand. Men with somber faces and ill-fitting suits line up at an office window for something.


The white Land Cruiser Sam aims for stands out like an elephant in the parking lot, its antennas bristling importantly.


She sits up front with the driver, and I get in the back. They talk in muted voices while I look out the window. An officer has just come out and told the waiting women that they can queue up to bring food to the prisoners. They jostle for position in line, and a fight almost breaks out.


“Is this right? Your address?” Sam asks, twisting around in her seat.


I look at where she’s pointing on the form. The address I gave to the police was 100 percent fake. The driver, a Kenyan, looks at me and seems to see more than Sam can. “We want to take you home,” he says. “What neighborhood? Eastleigh?”


“No,” I say quickly. Definitely not Eastleigh, the place in Sangui City most people refer to as “little Mogadishu.” But I can’t tell them to take me to Kenyatta. That part of town is just office buildings and lunch restaurants. Nobody lives there. Well, no one but street kids anyway. So I say the first thing that comes to mind: Mbagani area, Jogo Road.


That satisfies them, and they both turn around and the driver pushes us out into the press of metal and glass that is Sangui traffic. The sun is setting and I hear the adhan, the call to prayer, start up from somewhere in the leafy-green neighborhood. I lock my door.


The car windows are cracked only a fraction, tinted so no one can see inside, but still, I keep scanning. Looking for what, I don’t know. That little sign that something is off, the tickling sensation in the back of your brain. That primal instinct that tells you when someone is looking at you, lining up their sights. The same people who taught me to listen to that part of my brain are here somewhere. The Boys are walking these streets, ready to slice me up. Because I’m their little traitor.


I try desperately to keep my eyes open, but it’s like my body has decided, Enough. You’re safe enough. I will close them for just one second. Just one.





FOUR



THEN: AUGUST 17
?, SOMALIA


Like I said, I’ve been in worse cells.


At some point while I’m lying on the damp concrete floor with my hands and ankles tied, I have a revelation. Here’s what I think: My family and I weren’t actually abducted from our beds in the middle of the night by soldiers. My mother, grandmother, little sisters, and brother are not in a nearby cell, broken or in the process of being broken.


I think that maybe, in fact, they have been abducted by aliens.


Wait. I know how that sounds, but just hear me out. Let me explain. It makes a lot of sense, actually. Why haven’t I been allowed to see them? Why won’t these soldiers tell me where I am?


Because they’re scared, that’s why. They don’t want me to know the truth.


I’m not talking about a bad abduction. I’m talking about one like in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. We showed it on repeat about a year ago at Salama Cinema Palace, the backroom DVD hall where I used to work. The movie was old as shit, but awesome. Isn’t it actually possible, totally possible, that right before the soldiers broke into our compound, Hooyo, Ayeyo, Hafsa, and the twins were just beamed up? I saw the light. It was blinding. Knocked me right out, didn’t it?


I close my eyes, open them, see the same thing: nothing. It’s that dark. I warm to the thought that in the chaos, childlike aliens with gentle little hands saw what was happening and stopped time, came down, and led my family away to their spaceship. They intervened at exactly the right moment and protected Hooyo and the others from the men who have me now. Maybe the aliens didn’t see me, or they thought I was dead. That’s why I got left behind. The soldiers only managed to get me.


I can picture it all so clearly. My family is sitting up there in space, and they are all fine. Ayeyo is complaining that the aliens talk too softly while she nods off in her comfy white space chair. And maybe instead of a little dog, like in the movie, there’s a cat up there for Hafsa to play with. One that looks like the tabby that ran away during the long rains last year. Faisal and Zahra play with silver alien LEGOs. Maybe even Aabo and Dahir are there. They found Aabo and beamed him straight up from whatever construction site he was working on in Saudi, and Dahir has escaped from the Boys. The little aliens are friendly, and when the time is right, when everything is safe again, they’ll rescue me from this pit and we’ll all go zooming off into space, to a better world.


I want to tell my captors that I’ve figured it out. I know what they don’t want me to know. But I can’t seem to make my body take on the task of sitting up. I tell it to move and nothing happens. My head and face are sticky and swollen, and my mouth won’t form words. I smell copper and urine, mildew and dirt.


Thoughts flit through my head in the dark like pale butterflies.





FIVE



THEN: AUGUST 17
MOGADISHU?, SOMALIA


“Hey, boy, kaalay, get up.”


Big hands grab me under my arms and haul me up off the floor. By the time my head clears enough to think about struggling, I’ve been dragged into another room and flung into a chair. My body is a symphony of pain: I hurt in too many ways to count or separate. I finally get one eye open, and the world swims at me in the shape of a man’s silhouette. I can’t see his face. The room is dark, and the only light comes from a bulb behind his head.


I try to figure out where all my limbs are. My hands are tied behind my back. My ankles are shackled together. It finally clicks that I’ve been like this for a long time. Days. I feel a tug at my feet. The soldier who put me in the chair is binding them behind me, attaching them to my wrists, hobbling me. The word helicopter pops into my head. It’s what they call this position: feet tied to hands behind your back. Every once in a while a body will show up on the street, still tied up like this, tortured, dead, dumped for the seagulls to peck at and the people to learn a lesson from.


Comforting thoughts.


“What is . . .” The garbled words in my head won’t come out right. “Where am I?”


The man doesn’t reply. He is smoking, a gray cloud pooling around his face in the stagnant air.


I shake my head, trying to get my vision to work. Bad idea. Hurts like hell. I can’t make the man’s face out, but the hand with the cigarette is white. Not good. There are no white guys in Mogadishu you want to run into. Especially not in . . . wherever I am. The cell has no windows. No way to tell where I am or how much time has passed. I don’t even know if I’m still in Mogadishu.


“Who are you?” I manage. “Where’s my family?” I feel something hard in my mouth and spit it into my lap. A piece of tooth.


The man exhales. “So many questions.” The words are Somali, but his gravelly voice isn’t.


Was there a white guy with the soldiers who grabbed us? I have no idea. When they burst into our house, I thought the men were thugs who’d come to rob us. It happens all the time in our neighborhood. But it didn’t take long to figure out that these guys weren’t your average pack of khaat-high looters. They had body armor and big guns and moved in an organized pack. They’d been trained. They were taking orders. They shone lights in our eyes so we couldn’t see. And all they said was “Be still! Stop talking!” again and again. The whole thing probably took less than two minutes. The last I remember I was being separated from my mother and grandmother, my sister and the twins, and tossed into a truck. I woke up here. Alone.


My best guess is that I’ve been here two, maybe three days. This guy is the first person to actually talk to me. The soldiers come to visit, but it’s just to beat me into a bloody mess every couple of hours like they’re on a schedule. Electrical wires whipped against my bare feet until they’re fat and oozing. Fists cracking against my face and ribs. It hurts to breathe. It hurts to be alive. They haven’t questioned me. They haven’t said anything. It’s like I was brought in just for the pleasure of beating the shit out of me.


The man continues to smoke and watch me. A soldier brings a cup of water and holds it to my lips. It runs down my neck as I try to swallow.


I think I might be in the Hole.


People don’t come out of the Hole.


That’s all I can figure, that I’m in the underground prison that’s been passed from president to occupier to warlord—whoever’s in charge of the capital—over the years. But the thing is, you have to be someone special to make it into the Hole. And not to be all humble about it, but seriously, I’m nobody. Ask anyone. I’ve worked hard at it. Abdiweli Mohamed, total nobody. Kid who does okay in school, keeps his head down, runs from trouble. Family as poor as anyone else’s. My dad’s not a politician; he’s in Saudi working construction like half the dads in my neighborhood. No one in my family is a troublemaker, unless you count my eighty-year-old grandma, my ayeyo, whose potty mouth would make a soldier blush.


The man pulls a chair out of the shadows and sits in front of me. I can see his face now. He’s definitely white. Shit. The only white guys in Mogadishu are the occasional journalist with a death wish and European and American military. They’re supposedly training the Somali army and the AMISOM troops from Uganda and Kenya. AMISOM—the African Union Mission in Somalia—and the army are everywhere, but the white guys stay out of sight, on bases near the airport. Whispered rumors are always going around about night raids by American Navy SEALs, bombs dropped by drones. If you’re smart, you don’t ask. You don’t want to know. You don’t want to have anything to do with it.


And you definitely don’t want to be stuck down in the Hole with one of them.


AMISOM and the army are supposed to be the good guys, and we cheer when they march down the street, and yeah, they’re better than Al Shabaab, but I follow one simple rule, hammered into me by my father before he left to find work in Saudi: Don’t trust guys with guns. Any of them.


I look around the cell again. Both guards have AK-47s trained on me. I may not have gone looking for trouble, but it doesn’t seem to have mattered, Aabo. It came looking for me.


“Are you hungry, Abdiweli?”


Hungry? That’s what he asks, after his friends have spent the last couple of days tenderizing me like a side of meat? The man waits for my answer. I shake my head no. I can see him better now. He has thin glasses and a beard. He isn’t in fatigues, just normal clothes, simple pants and a button-down shirt like a schoolteacher. He’s looking at me, but something about his gaze seems like he’s not really seeing me. Like he’s inspecting the engine of a broken-down car. As if I’m something mechanical that will work if he can just figure out which screw to turn.


“I need to ask you some questions,” the man says.


“Who are you?” I ask again.


“You can call me Mr. Jones.”


“My family . . .”


“Your family is fine.”


“Where are they? I need to see them.” I try to stop it, but my voice cracks. “Please.”


He cocks his head. “Maybe. My questions first, though. Then we’ll talk about your family.” Mr. Jones has a folder in his hands, which he opens. “I need you to be truthful with me. Can you do that?”


I look from him to the folder. I know where this is going. “I’m not a terrorist.”


“No,” he agrees, like he knows everything there is to know about me already. He holds up a photo of a man walking down a street. “Do you recognize him?”


At first I don’t. It’s the beard, maybe, and something about his eyes. He’s older, obviously. But then I do, like a slap across the face. For a second I don’t move. Then I lick my lips. “No.”


“Are you sure?” Mr. Jones flips the photo around, as if to be sure he’s shown me the right one. He lets me look again.


I shake my head. A bead of sweat rolls into my eye, and I blink. A thousand thoughts rocket through my brain, one after another: he’s dead he’s not dead that’s not him it is him where did he get that photo where is he is it really him it can’t be him—


Mr. Jones looks past me and nods. A signal. It snaps me out of my head. I start to turn, but feel my feet being yanked back, my toes scraped against the concrete, old wounds reopening. “No!” I shout, trying to shake free.


But the hands hold my ankles tight. I hear the telltale whistle and the electrical wire slices against the soles of my feet like a lick of blue fire.


Like all the other times this has happened, I scream.


“Oh, come now, it’s not that bad,” Mr. Jones says to me.


I let myself moan, high and soft like a girl. I am so beyond caring about how I look to these soldiers. I watch a string of my drool roll down my bloody shirtfront.


“Come, look again.”


I don’t lift my face.


“It’s your brother, isn’t it?”


When I still don’t answer, I hear the whistle, and I’m already screaming before it hits.


“It’s your brother Dahir. Okay, that’s enough.”


At first I think he’s talking to me, but then I realize he’s telling my torturers to stop. For a second I don’t believe it. I wait, but nothing happens. Choking a breath, I feel a sudden surge of relief. None of them have ever stopped once they start, no matter how I beg or cry or scream. Not until they’re good and ready. This man, he can control them. I feel words bubbling up, and I nearly let them slip. Thank you, I almost say.


What is wrong with me? Suddenly I feel worse than I’ve felt at any point so far and I gag, but nothing comes up. It’s like my eyeballs have come unhinged from my head and I’m seeing myself from a high, far corner of the room.


“We’ll take his identity as a given,” Mr. Jones says. “Dahir Mohamed, age nineteen.” He picks up my chin and forces me to look at him. His eyes are calm. Up close, I can see that Jones is older than I had thought at first. His face is wrinkled, blotchy. White hairs sprinkle his beard. “Where is he?”


“I don’t know,” I say.


“You don’t know.”


“No.”


He shakes me by the jaw. Not hard, just enough to make me look at him again. “We do. We know where he is.”


“Where?” I can’t help asking, even though I know he’s not going to say.


But Jones replies, “About seventy kilometers south of here. At an Al Shabaab training camp on the coast. You know who Al Shabaab are, right? The Youth, the Boys?”


I nod slowly.


He smiles, flashing stained teeth. “Of course you do.”


And suddenly I know that he knows. He knows that the last time I saw my brother was three years ago. Dahir was being driven away in the back of one of Al Shabaab’s battle trucks. I don’t know how Mr. Jones knows, but it’s there in his eyes.


My thoughts start flashing in pieces:


We thought Dahir was dead.


If the Boys take you, that’s the best you hope for.


But here is a photo of my brother. Alive. Walking down the street. In Mogadishu, it looks like.


Which can’t be. It’s impossible.


If he were here, he’d run away.


He’d come home.


My brain refuses to even consider any other possibility.


Jones stands up, walks to one of the walls, and stares at it, like he’s looking out at a beautiful vista. “How old are you, Abdiweli?”


“Sixteen,” I say, wary at the change in topic.


“And are you in school?”


Do I go to school? What does that have to do with anything? “Yes. Hamar Secondary.”


“Your mother teaches there.”


Why is he asking all these questions when he already knows the answers? “Yes,” I say.


“Is that where Dahir was abducted from?”


An old, familiar guilt starts to rise up inside me like a black tide. I don’t reply. I’m not sure I could speak right now, but it doesn’t matter. Jones nods, like I don’t even need to be here to hold up my end of the conversation. “You’re lucky to have escaped being recruited yourself. Al Shabaab say they’re here to drive out the foreign invaders and restore order, to bring back the Islamic caliphate, but they’re extremists, terrorists, plain and simple. They’re ruining this place, Abdiweli, this beautiful homeland of yours. Your government and your army are trying to exterminate them, but I have to be honest: your government and army are weak.”


Lucky. Luck had nothing to do with it.


“You’re American, aren’t you?” I ask. Suddenly all of this seems totally surreal, like maybe I’ve stepped into a second-rate action movie. He sounds like he’s repeating a memorized script. He’s playing the part of Shady Government Dude.


He smiles, like he’s impressed that I know he’s full of shit. “Does it matter? I’m not wrong about your country, am I? Al Shabaab has killed twenty-seven people in the last two weeks. Eight of them were children. Somali, all of them. Muslims. There was a suicide bomb at a park here in Mogadishu just the other day. They killed regular people taking their kids out for a stroll.”


I don’t answer. He’s telling me things I already know. Everyone knows what they do. My head starts to pound again. I realize my gaze has slid from his face and I have to wrench it back. The way I’m feeling, if I’m not careful, my thoughts will come untethered and fly away. I need to stay focused. I still don’t know where my family is. Or why this man is showing me pictures of my missing brother.


I force myself to speak clearly. “I have nothing to do with any terrorist stuff, I swear. I don’t know anything about my brother. I haven’t seen him since he was taken. What do you want from me?”


“It’s not what I want, Abdiweli; it’s what you want. I’m only here to help you, the Somali people, take charge of your city and your country and make them strong again. To turn this place into a democracy.” He walks over and sits back down. “So. Tell me. What do you want? Do you want your country back? Your home? Or, how about this: let’s not talk politics. Let’s keep it simple. Do you want your family to be safe? Your mother? Little Hafsa and the twins? They’re just innocent children.”


When I don’t answer, I feel a sharp slap against the back of my head. “He asked you a question, maggot!” the Somali soldier spits.


Mr. Jones raises his hand. “Shh, no, no,” he says softly. Then to me, “I can make them stop hurting you, Abdiweli. We can fix all of this. All you have to do is tell me you want to keep your family safe.”


I feel myself unraveling. His question sounds simple but I know it’s not. What is he asking? My voice is barely a whisper. “I want them safe.”


Mr. Jones puts a comforting hand on my shoulder. “What would you do to get them back? Would you be brave? Strong?”


I nod limply. I am so confused, so tired, so wracked with pain. I think about my father. Stay away from the men with guns, he said. But he also told me to keep my family safe.


“I . . . Yes. I’d do anything.”


Mr. Jones squeezes my shoulder and stands. “Good boy.” He nods at the man behind me. “Cut him loose and bring him upstairs.”





SIX



NOW, NOVEMBER 4
SANGUI CITY, KENYA


You see only the street, scabby and brown. You’re in the third-floor window looking down onto broken asphalt and sand. It’s empty and quiet because you emptied it. Those pockmarks on the wall above the sign advertising Nido Powdered Milk are yours. That body lying on the ground—he’s yours. A trail of black drops go around the corner. Except they’re not black, they’re red. And they’re not yours, they’re still his, because he’s still alive.


So you watch the street, because it’s your damn job, and if you think about anything else other than this one small piece of real estate—if you think of your mother or your brother, or even scratch the place where a fly is crawling on your neck—you won’t see the bullet that the still-alive AMISOM soldier will send flying at Samir’s head. Samir with the Dumbo ears who sucks his thumb at night when he’s asleep. Samir, who’s creeping down your street, trying to get to the next safe spot. Samir, who’s knocking on doors, pleading, but nobody will let him in because to them he’s the bad guy, and he can’t shoulder the doors open because his shoulder’s hanging all weird and bloody. So he creeps on, and you sweat into your sandals and watch for a wink, a flicker, anything that will show you where the guy you’ve shot has gone and where his next bullet will come from.


And Samir throws up his hands. It looks like he’s saying, Screw this, I give up, but then you hear the shot, and you can think all this before you hear the shot because that’s where your head is, taking everything in like you’re seeing it amplified through crystal, and Samir hits the wall and slides down in a red streak and you spend one full inhale, exhale looking at it, and then you move on because he’s gone.


You swing your muzzle toward where you think the shot came from, and you’re whispering, “Come on, you sonofawhore,” even though you should be praying, and you spray all over the wall, wasting ammo now, veering toward losing control, breaking what glass there is to break, and then you stop and you take a breath in and you see him. You squint back at your sights and breathe out, and for a split second before your finger chokes the trigger, time slows and you feel like the exploding center of a thousand-pointed star. There is no difference between you and the gun, and you hear your name shouted but you don’t respond.


Da’ud, Da’ud, Abdi, Abdi—


“Abdi. Abdi.”


I jerk awake like a sprung trap.


“Hey, easy,” a funny voice says.


I blink, heart pounding, sinuses full of adrenaline.


Sam has her hands up, like I’m safe, see? She exchanges a look with the driver. “We’re here.”


Not Mogadishu. A city street. Some other city. Sangui City, Kenya.


“This is Jogo Road. Where’s your place?” the driver asks.


I look around, wiping drool off my chin. Samir is dead. Long dead. It’s dark now; the sun set while I slept in the back seat of the cruiser. “Over there,” I say finally, choosing a direction at random, pointing with a finger that still shakes.


I roll the window down a little. I’m covered in sweat. I take deep breaths through my nose, trying to stay quiet. I can smell the ocean from here, mixing with the smoke of charcoal cookstoves and sweet-rancid wafts of garbage. Everything is dark and yet too bright. We pass kiosks selling neat rows of dry goods lit with fluorescent bulbs—sugar, long-life milk, cooking oil, children’s shoes, bras. Butchers and charcoal sellers are doing a tidy business with the day workers coming home. The cars around us lurch and press like a herd of cattle. I feel my pulse start to slow.


“When we get there, I want to talk with your uncle,” Sam says.


“Okay. That way.” The street I’ve chosen is dark. Light from the shops shows only the first few meters of the space between buildings, and the ground is a chewed-up mud track, the kind that would swallow a sedan whole.


The driver eyes it skeptically, like I’d hoped.


“I can walk from here,” I say.


“No, I want to talk to your uncle,” Sam repeats.


“He’s not home. He’s working.”


“Let me try calling him again.”


She dials, and I overhear the inevitable chime and a pleasant voice saying, “Samahani. Sorry, the number you are trying to call is not available.”


I put a hand on the door handle.


“Not so fast.” Sam looks around, thinking. “Your uncle. Where does he work?”


“He’s a porter,” I say. “In the market.”


“Which market?”


“Um, the big one.”


Her eyes narrow. She looks back down the dark street. “Which flat is yours?”


I point vaguely. “There.”


“The one with the lights on? With blue curtains?”


“Yeah, that’s it.”


People on the street are starting to stare at us. The big white UN car, Sam’s white skin. I open my door, slide into the muggy night. If I just go fast enough, Sam and the driver will watch me vanish into the dark, and that will be the end of it. I’ll steal some food, find a corner to tuck into, and . . . A car door opens behind me.


“Abdi, wait.”


Is she serious? Our audience of passersby doubles instantaneously. People stop to gawk at her. Muzungus don’t come to these sorts of neighborhoods after dark. Even I know that, and I’ve only been in Sangui a couple of weeks. I hear the driver trying to convince her of the same, but she tells him two minutes, and to stay here with the car, and then she’s following me down the road, the idiot.


I walk faster, and my senses go on automatic alert as we leave the light. It’s fine, I tell myself as my eyes skip around the shadows. It’s fine. No snipers here. Nobody watching. No one here recognizes you.


But still, I move quickly, not waiting to see if Sam is following me. My feet only stutter as we reach my “home.” I lead the way up the filthy, trash-covered stairs onto the apartment building’s landing, to the flat with the blue curtains.


I have no idea what I’m going to do next, and I’m starting to think I should just run, but then Sam puts one hand on my shoulder and reaches past me to rap on the door. Before I can quite get myself to move, it’s flung open and there’s a woman glowering at us. A tumble of children freeze in the middle of play behind her. They stare.


“Yes?” The woman’s eyes flick from Sam to me, suspicious.


“Good evening—sorry to bother you. Does this boy live here?” Sam asks.


“Eh? This boy?” The woman gives Sam a look like she’s playing at something. “No.”


Sam’s grip tightens. “That’s what I thought. Thank you.”


And I should run, I know I should, but I just can’t find the energy it will take, or the enthusiasm for the effort, and then we’re walking back down to the street, back toward the cruiser, and I don’t know what I’m doing, I’m simply walking down the road. Watching myself walk down the road. Letting Sam steer me. My legs feel like they weigh a thousand kilos each. Then I’m getting back in the car. I shouldn’t.


But I get in and buckle my seat belt.


When I glance back at the apartment, the big lady and her kids are still watching us from their doorway.


“We go?” the driver asks.


Sam buckles her seat belt too and nods. “Twende, back to West Ring.” As we part the sea of cars and people, she asks, “You don’t have an uncle, do you?”


I see her in the rearview mirror. I shake my head no.


“You don’t have a place to stay.”


Shake, no.


The driver eyes her.


She sighs, looks at her phone. “Are you hungry?” she finally asks.


I glance up. “Yeah.”


“Let’s stop by Kuku Express,” she tells the driver. She puts her phone to her ear. “My boss is not going to like this.”


“No,” the driver agrees.


I sit very still, low in my seat, and stare out the window at the lights of the city. I try to find stars in the sky, but the electric glow of buildings is too bright. It’s like stars are something ridiculous I dreamed up one time. Like it’s totally possible that they never existed at all.





SEVEN



THREE YEARS EARLIER
MOGADISHU, SOMALIA


I was thirteen and it was an almost normal morning.


“Dahir! Dahir!”


My mother stood in the doorway to the courtyard and glowered toward Dahir’s room. “Quit doing your hair and come on! Don’t you make me late, not today!”


At her ankles two-year-old Faisal fretted and tugged, like he knew some plan was afoot that would leave him at home alone with Ayeyo and his twin sister while the rest of us went off to do something exciting. Hooyo scooped him into her arms and swept back into the house, her skirts snapping. She sounded angry, but it was clear that she was as excited as any of us.


Ayeyo, propped up on cushions in her favorite corner, was feeding Faisal’s twin, Zahra, doughy bits of canjeero and banana. BBC Somalia blared on the radio next to them. My grandmother never missed the morning news. As loud as she played it, our neighbors never missed it either. Though she’d never admit it, she was pretty deaf. The whole neighborhood could probably hear her radio.


“Dahir is going to go bald as an egg,” she predicted, taking Faisal from my mother. “Combing his hair every five minutes.”


“I think he’s checking out his beard.” I winked at my sister Hafsa, who was standing next to the front door, impatience in every muscle. “Maybe a sixth hair came up overnight.”


She grinned. Ribbing Dahir for how much time he spent preening in the mirror was one of our favorite hobbies. When he wasn’t around to hear and beat us up, of course.


Hafsa pulled her backpack straps up on her shoulders for the millionth time. It was as big as she was, stiff with newness. Her school uniform practically sparkled. It looked like Hooyo had carried on the tradition with her third-born of buying our uniforms two sizes too big, so they could be worn for longer. Even though she was a teacher at our school, Hooyo didn’t get a discount on stuff like uniforms and supplies. In my case, she usually just mended the holes in the armpits and knees of Dahir’s hand-me-downs. “You want a new uniform, you buy it!” she’d shout and give me that look that said, I dare you to complain.


You did not complain to my mother unless you wanted to get smacked with her sandal. My mother wielded that sandal like a djin with a sword: so fast and mercilessly, you’d swear she was magic.


So old uniforms for me it was. It wasn’t so bad; most of the kids at my school were in the same boat. If you had enough money for new uniforms every year, you went to private school. Lucky for Hafsa, she couldn’t very well wear her big brothers’ old uniforms, so hers was new for her first day of school. She’d been dressed and ready with her backpack on since the call to Fajr prayers before dawn, clomping around the house in her also-too-big shoes to accidentally-on-purpose wake us all up.


Hafsa was seven and should have started school already, but last year the schools were closed most of the time because Al Shabaab Boys kept storming in and rounding up kids, carting them off to join their rebel movement. The Boys treated schools like an open candy jar. Just reach in and take whatever you want. Even Hooyo, who normally wouldn’t have let us miss school even if an asteroid was headed straight for Mogadishu, decided that at fifteen and twelve, Dahir and I were just too likely to get snatched up. Instead she left us at home and went to school alone, refusing to stop teaching. But most days no students showed up to her biology and English classes.


“If I don’t go, I don’t get paid!” she would protest when my father would try to persuade her over the phone to just quit. He was already in Saudi working construction by then. 


“You’re a woman and you teach English,” he would say, never quite managing to keep the pride out of his voice. “You’re basically begging them to come after you. Maybe you should leave the city . . .”


“And do what? Go to the filthy camps in Kenya where we’ll live in tents with the animals? Al Shabaab Boys are there too, you know. Do we go to Saudi? With what money?”


She would wave his worry off. “If I see those Boys coming, I will run and hide and pretend to be a cleaner. Inshallah, God will keep me safe from brainwashed ciyaalsuuq hooligans.”


Or she would lie and say to him, “You’re not here. You don’t see it. The news makes it look much worse than it really is.”


She would change the subject. “Zahra has that cough again. I’m going to have to take her back to the clinic. Can you send money? Wallahi, they charge too much for medicine.”


Aabo told her he would take more jobs, find some way to make up for the money lost. But what Hooyo didn’t say was that it wasn’t actually about the salary. I overheard her asking our auntie Nafisa, who owned a small shop, to borrow money. I heard her tell Auntie what she hadn’t told my father. The truth was that none of the teachers were being paid. The government was broke, or at least that was what the politicians said from behind their tinted Land Cruiser and Mercedes windows as they went hurtling through the streets from one guarded compound to another.


Auntie Nafisa told Hooyo she should come work for her. It was safer. But my mother just shook her head and said, “Someone’s got to teach these kids. If they grow up ignorant, who’s going to fix this country?”


It wasn’t until the school headmaster finally stepped in and told my mother to go home because they were locking the school up that she finally did. She was the last teacher to leave. That was six months ago. Since then she’d turned her sights on Dahir, Hafsa, and me, and she was as brutal with her homework loads as she was with her sandal. I’d almost cried with relief when we heard that the Somali army and AMISOM had finally kicked the Boys out of Mogadishu, and schools would open again.


Of course, my excitement was nothing compared with Hafsa’s.


“Dahir is ready!” Hafsa screamed, announcing my brother as he stepped out of the old servants’ quarters. He’d taken over the little room when he turned fifteen, long after we couldn’t afford a maid anymore, saying, “I need my privacy!” Which, of course, didn’t stop Hafsa and me from sneaking in to poke through his stuff and stare at the Pepsi-branded posters of football players that he’d scavenged from neighborhood cafes.


Scowling into the sun, he strode toward us on gangly legs. He’d grown taller over the last months and looked a bit like one of the storks that stalked Lido Beach. His hair was meticulously arranged into curls so oily, they practically dripped. My mother called this look, currently popular among all his friends, Wet Sheep.


Dahir ducked through the low doorway in a wave of cologne and immediately went to the small mirror in the hall to adjust his shirt collar. Hafsa and I watched him silently.


“You smell,” Hafsa said finally.


Dahir turned on her, nostrils flaring. “I smell?”


We went still. For a second it looked like Dahir was going to shout at her. His temper was as short as his legs were long these days, a fact all of us complained about. Even my mother would tell my father, “That boy is such a teenager,” shuddering like he had some gross disease. Aabo would laugh through the phone and say he was glad that at least there was a man at home to take care of us, to which Hooyo would snort, “Ha! Please. I said teenager, not man. My mother would be more use in a fight.”


(To be fair, she might have been right. My ayeyo was as scrappy as an alley cat.)


“I smell?” Dahir asked again, bending closer to Hafsa.


I shifted nervously.


“I smell like”—he lunged for her—“a Ladies’ Man?” Grabbing Hafsa by the waist, he pulled her into a biceps curl. Her initial scream of terror quickly turned to giddy squeals.


Ladies’ Man, as I knew from snooping in Dahir’s room, was the name of his cologne.


“You smell”—he held her squirming to his face—“like you’ve been sleeping with the chickens!”


“I do not!” she screeched. “Stop!”


“Pshew, when did you last have a bath, chicken girl?”


“Last night! You’re mussing my uniform!”


“Some impression you’re going to make on your first day of school!” Dahir lifted her again and again until Hafsa was breathless from laughter, putting her down only when he realized he’d forgotten his new pen in his room. He was about to get it, but at that moment my mother came out of the kitchen like a hurricane, shooing us all out the door, shouting about how the headmaster was going to beat us all if we were late. Ayeyo yelled to not forget to buy milk on the way home. Faisal started crying again. The BBC jingle blared.


There was no such thing as a normal morning anymore, but on that first day of school we were close. Almost there.


Dahir was sixteen.


If he’d known he would never see our home again, my brother might have lingered. He might have breathed in the smell of dew rising off the packed-dirt yard of our compound, of wood smoke from breakfast and the yeasty tang of bread rising in the kitchen. Maybe he would have stopped to look at the family photograph that Hooyo wanted taken at a proper studio before Aabo left. He might have smiled at how high she hung it on the wall, just below the age-faded photograph of the Kaaba that her grandfather had brought back from his hajj in the 1950s. Smiled at how starched and stiff we looked in that photograph she was so proud of, all of us together in front of the soft-focus background. He might have paused to pick up small, ordinary things. A favorite chipped cup. A spoon that all of us had, at one time or another, put in our mouths.


But he didn’t know. How could he have?


The morning might not have been totally normal, but we all expected to make it home that night.


Everyone did. Except him.





EIGHT



NOW: NOVEMBER 4
SANGUI CITY, KENYA


“Slow down, you’re going to choke.” Sam offers me a napkin with a look like she’s afraid I might bite her hand.


It takes all of my willpower to put the chicken leg back on my plate while I chew. I wipe grease off my face. Lovely, lovely grease. It has been too long since I’ve seen you.


Sam’s apartment is huge, but there’s nothing in it. Maybe she’s just moved in. She at least has a TV and an uncomfortable-looking sofa. Books lean against the wall in stacks. In front of the balcony doors a potted plant has died in a crunchy heap. Maybe she’s been here a while. It’s hard to tell. There’s nothing on the walls but a calendar over the kitchen table I’m sitting at. The top half is a photo of yellow puppies in a basket, and the calendar half shows two months: November and December. The days up through today, November 4, are marked off with big slashes of red marker. The sixteenth of December is circled heavily.


I can tell she doesn’t want me here, but she’s told me about fifteen times to make myself at home.


After leaving my fake home on Jogo Road, she made a bunch of phone calls in the car in a low voice, one after another that went like, “Hi, this is Sam, I’m calling from the UN. Is this Halima? [Or Kadijah or Mohamed or Kamal.] Yes, I’m sorry to call at dinner [sorry to call so late; yes, I know it’s late; sorry, did I wake you?], but I have a boy with me, a minor, and he needs a place to stay, and I’m wondering if you have space for him to sleep . . . ? He’s sixteen . . . No, a boy . . . Um, I’m not sure . . . Oh, but you were on the list of families that— Oh. Okay— No, of course. I understand . . .”


And on and on and on like that, glancing over her shoulder at me while I pretended I couldn’t hear until she ran out of numbers to call. Finally, as we pulled up in front of Kuku Express, she turned to me and said brightly, “So just for tonight, you might have to come and stay at my flat. I have an extra room.”


Then, not waiting for an answer, she jumped out and went inside, phone glued to her ear again. After putting in our order, she paced the sidewalk and waved off beggars and talked to someone in a tone that sounded like she wanted to shout but was trying to be polite. Maybe it was her boss. I heard her say, “It’s just not professional . . . Not a babysitter . . . Why not a hotel?” and the driver and I sat in uncomfortable silence, each pretending like we couldn’t hear her, until he finally got the bright idea to turn the radio on and drown her out with pop songs.


And that’s how I ended up here. In her house. Sitting at her table eating chicken and chips like it’s the most normal thing in the world. Like last night I wasn’t fighting three other kids and a dog for garbage scraps. She made me wash my hands really well before I ate, and she’s checking out my messed-up hand while I eat with the other. I shouldn’t be eating with my left hand like this; left hands are “dirty” hands, reserved for bathroom business, but I’m starving and I can’t stop myself.


She frowns at the two missing fingers—stumps, I guess you’d call them—and the scabby scarred mess that surrounds them and scatters up my arm.


“How did this happen?” She swabs gently at the dirt crusted into the scabs.


I see other hands swabbing gently in my mind, and I have to resist the urge to pull away. “Accident.”


“What kind of accident?”


I’ve already told the lie several times, so it comes easier now. “I was cooking and the propane tank exploded.”


“You lost both fingers like that?”


I frown. No one has ever questioned my story. “They were burned badly. They had to be cut off.”
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