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Dedications


In today’s reality, where selfishness has been deemed virtuous and decency a crime, I dedicate this book to the chivalrous beings of humanity, our last hope. 
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PART I









Chapter 1


Oromo


Ahmed Selassie had dark brown eyes and light brown hair and was the youngest of four. Muhammad, Fatima, and then before Ahmed came his favorite sister, Hessna. His family lived in Harar, an ancient, walled, Ethiopian city of 150,000, five hundred kilometers from the capital, Addis Ababa, in the state of Oromia. At 1,885 meters above sea level, Harar is titled the “City of Saints” and is the fourth holiest place of Islam. Prophets assuredly enjoyed the climate; the average high temperatures are in the upper seventies and low temperatures in the mid-fifties, throughout the year.


Ahmed’s Abbaa (father), Hussein, was a wise, knowledgeable, and trusted merchant who spoke eleven languages. The state of Oromia produces cotton, every type of grain, potato, mango, avocado, banana, lemon, pineapple, peach, onion, garlic, coriander, ginger, okra, and many other varieties of vegetables. The region exports coffee, oil seeds, hides, and skins. Ninety percent of the inhabitants work in agriculture.


Ethiopia also has vast amounts of gold, silver, platinum, uranium, nickel, marble, and natural gas, but Ahmed’s family concentrated on marketing agricultural products.


Ahmed was five years old. His family was leaving on vacation to visit Lake Basaka in Metehara. Haadha (mother) said that Lake Basaka was paradise on earth. Metehara is full of beautiful, rugged mountains and streams and wildlife, including hippopotamuses, crocodiles, lions, leopards, rhinoceros, buffalo, giraffes, wild ass, zebras, and elephants.


The area is also home to the nyala, ibex deer, the colobus monkey, and the red fox, Ethiopia’s rodent-eating wolf. These animals are found nowhere else in the world but Oromia.


It was quickly becoming a family ritual, and in midsummer; Haadha and Abbaa prepared for days. Haadha boiled jars of fresh fruits and vegetables. Abbaa worked on the tents, bows and arrows, and fishing equipment. Unfortunately, Ahmed was sick with the flu.


Hoping that Ahmed would recover, the family postponed the trip a day. However, harvest would soon arrive and the family could wait no longer. They sadly departed without him. Ahmed was disappointed, but he also loved being with Abbaa Gudaa (grandfather), his father’s father and a proud, patriotic man from Harar. Everyone seemed to love Abbaa Gudaa. Ahmed believed that Abbaa Gudaa was the most important man in Oromia.


Ahmed was different from any child Abbaa Gudaa had ever known. He was curious about everything. Ethiopia, with over one hundred million inhabitants and eighty distinct people and languages, was the perfect home for such a mind. The Ethiopians are a fascinating mixture of Arab, Asiatic, and African, with skin tones from very light to very dark.


Ethiopia, the second-most-populous nation in Africa, is a mysterious country, where all religions and races are tolerant of one another. Oromia, Ethiopia’s largest region, is larger than Belgium, France, Italy, the Netherlands, and Switzerland combined.


Abbaa Gudaa, too, was secretly happy that his grandson would miss the family vacation. In the past, together, they had visited many of the hundreds of beautiful shrines and mosques that speckled Harar. Once Abbaa Gudaa brought Ahmed to the Harar Beer Bottling company. The owner loved Abbaa Gudaa and gave him tickets to the soccer game at the Harrar Birra Stadium.


The morning after the family left on vacation, Ahmed sat on Abbaa Gudaa’s lap and listened to an old Harar story. His grandfather spoke with heart and expression, stopping along the way to make sure that Ahmed digested every word. Abbaa Gudaa told Ahmed that stories like this one would help mold Ahmed into a fine man.


Once upon a time, there was a very holy man. He lived in the city Addis Ababa, and every day he went to the mosque five times to pray. But the city was big, and there were many people in the streets. “This place is very noisy,” the holy man thought. “I can’t pray to God here. I must go to a quiet place, far away from the city.” So the holy man went out of the city. He walked for a long time.


At last, he came to a high wall. There was an orchard of fruit trees on the other side of the wall. “This is a fine orchard, with many fruit trees,” thought the holy man. “Those guavas and bananas look delicious, and I am very hungry.” A stream of water was running out of the orchard. The holy man looked at it. “What’s that yellow thing in the water?” he thought. “Oh, it’s a guava. It’s outside the orchard, and no one can see me. I will eat it.” So the holy man took the guava out of the stream and ate it.


Soon it was time to pray, and the holy man began to wash himself in the stream. But then he began to think. “Why did I eat that guava?” he asked himself. “It wasn’t mine. It belonged to the owner of the orchard. I did a bad thing. I must go to the owner of the orchard, and I must tell him I am sorry.” So the holy man found the gate of the orchard, and he went inside. The orchard was very big, with many guava and banana trees. In the middle of the orchard there was a big house.


The owner of the orchard was coming out of the house. The holy man went up to him. “Excuse me, sir. I want to tell you something,” he said. “I found a guava in the stream outside your orchard. I was hungry and I ate it. But it was your guava. I was stealing it from you. Please forgive me.” The owner of the orchard looked at him. “No,” he said. “I can’t forgive you. You did a bad thing. Now you must do something for me.” “What must I do?” the holy man asked. “You must marry my daughter,” said the owner of the orchard. “My daughter has no eyes and she cannot walk. But if you marry her, I will forgive you. If you do not marry her, I will not forgive you.” The holy man was sad.


“This is a big price to pay for a small mistake,” he thought, but he said to the owner, “Yes, I agree. I will marry your daughter. Let me see her now.” “No,” said the owner of the orchard. “First you must marry her. Then you can see her.” So the holy man married the orchard owner’s daughter. She was covered with a veil, and he could not see her. “Now,” said the orchard owner. “My daughter is your wife. Take off the veil and look at her.” The holy man took off his wife’s veil. “Oh!” he said. “But—but you are beautiful! Are you blind? No, you can see! Are you lame? No, you can walk! But your father said, ‘My daughter has no eyes and no legs.’”


The owner of the orchard smiled at him. “You did not understand me,” he said. “This was my meaning. My daughter has no eyes for wicked things. She never looks at them. And she cannot walk in evil places. She always follows the path of goodness. I was looking for a holy man to be her husband, and now, my dear son-in-law, I have found one.”


And from that day, the holy man lived with his wife and her father, and they were very happy.


Abbaa Gudaa finished the story, and they ate injera bread with vegetables. Ahmed fell fast asleep in Abbaa Gudaa’s bed, which was in the room next to Ahmed’s parents’ room.


Ahmed woke to hear his Eessuma (mother’s brother), Wako, and Abbaa Gudaa crying and screaming in an ancient Oromo dialect.


Ahmed understood only that darkness had the family in its grip. Soon the house was full of women, screaming, ripping their gowns, and pulling their hair out.


Ahmed lightly sauntered into the front room of the house. Women were washing the bodies of his mother and two sisters.


Ahmed ran to his sister Hessna. She had a gash on her head and her eyes were frozen open. Rigor mortis had set in on his mother’s body, and an old woman was sitting on her arm forcing it to lie flat with the rest of her.


Two other packages were wrapped in white. Ahmed cried, sure that the wrapped bundles were his father and his brother Hussein. Abbaa Gudaa arrived from behind and carried Ahmed into the yard where men were singing verses of the Koran.


Abbaa Gudaa looked into Ahmed’s face and cried. Ahmed hugged him with all his might, hoping that doing so would wake him from this horrible nightmare. His family’s car had gone off a cliff on the way home from their vacation.


After a few moments hugging and kissing, Abbaa Gudaa placed Ahmed on the ground. The man next to Ahmed took his hand. Abbaa Gudaa took Ahmed’s other hand and began singing. Ahmed did not know the words. But his babbling mixed with tears created depth and substance.


Ahmed understood that the men were singing to distract themselves from the pain. He sang with all his soul.


For six days of mourning the house was filled with friends and relatives.


At the end of the week, a huge ox was slaughtered, and the family and their friends had a great festival.


Women took turns raising Ahmed in the air. They sang to the salvation of his dead family. They sang for his rebirth without them.


At noon, lunch was served. After lunch, the women cleaned the house. The men distributed the Holy Koran. With passion and persistence, they completed the entire book. Around sundown, everyone ate a series of dishes made of local vegetables and spices, then drank tea. The women tidied the abode, and the banquet was over.


Ahmed’s aunt and cousins came over each day to care for him and Abbaa Gudaa. Abbaa Gudaa wished that he had been on the trip. He no longer uttered a word. Ahmed understood; the loss was too much to pronounce. Ahmed, also, did not speak.


After a week, Abbaa Gudaa died.


It was 1981. Ahmed was six years old. He moved in with his aunt and uncle’s family. One night while it was still dark, his aunt packed him a small suitcase. The women cried and hugged Ahmed. They then walked him to the bus stop in the center of Harar.


The bus arrived, and his relatives cried and kissed him again. Ahmed boarded the bus with his fifteen-year-old cousin Jafaar. Jafaar was light skinned with hazel eyes and jet-black hair.


The trip between Harar and Addis Ababa was exciting. Ahmed watched out the windows. He saw waterfalls, lakes, mountains, zebras, giraffes, monkeys, and elephants. Every hour or so, the bus stopped at another town. Some passengers would get off and some would get on.


Ahmed and Jafaar ate the injera and vegetables that his aunts had prepared. There was an elderly man seated behind them who didn’t bring food. Jafaar explained to Ahmed that it was their duty to share with him. Ahmed was certain that Jafaar would someday become a good man like their Abbaa Gudaa had been.


The bus erupted into applause as the tall buildings of Addis Ababa came into sight.


Everyone disembarked in the center of town. Ahmed and Jafaar had never seen anything like Addis Ababa. They walked about for a few hours. Finally, they took the train to the Bole International Airport, finding it incredibly difficult to believe how smooth and fast the railed bus traveled.


On the plane, Jafaar let Ahmed have his seat by the window. The takeoff was an experience Ahmed never wanted to forget.


Ahmed looked down. He tried to see if he could spot his house from the sky. He missed his family terribly, but the adventure that he was living numbed the pain. They landed in Frankfurt and then boarded another plane for New York.


At New York’s JFK Airport, Ahmed’s adeera (father’s brother), Uncle Caleb, met them and took them into New York City by cab. Ahmed looked out the windows at the tall buildings, bridges, garbage, water, and people, all the time wondering what he was doing there.









Chapter 2


New York


Uncle Caleb was a fifty-five-year-old philosophy professor at New York University. He had arrived in the United States twenty-five years prior, in 1955, when he was thirty years old.


Ahmed looked up and down the street as they exited the cab. There was no sand and no dirt, just streets, sidewalks, and buildings. He carried his bag up the thirteen stairs to Uncle Caleb’s apartment, not wanting or expecting assistance. Jafaar followed closely behind Ahmed but stood on the concrete landing staring at the new world until Uncle Caleb tapped him on his shoulder.


The house was brown, filled with leather, woodwork, tables, and chairs.


Uncle Caleb spoke perfect Oromo, perfect Arabic, Amharic (the official language of Ethiopia), Farsi (Persian spoken in most of Iran), Dari (spoken in Afghanistan), French, English, and Italian.


At 3:24 in the afternoon, Uncle Caleb rolled out a rug and he and Jafaar said Asr, their afternoon prayer. Ahmed, who had witnessed prayers thousands of times, sat on the large, ripped leather chair until they finished.


The following day, Uncle Caleb showed the boys a bit of New York. Everything that Ahmed saw fascinated him. Each new experience made him think of Abbaa Gudaa.


Ahmed sometimes saw his grandfather’s gentle face in the trees, in the sky, in the bar of soap, and always as he lay in his bed. He stared into the dark and watched as Abbaa Gudaa walked with Hessna, Fatima, and Muhammed. Ahmed hoped to someday be reunited with them. He often wondered if things would have turned out better had he not missed the vacation with his family.


After three days, Uncle Caleb, Jafaar, and Ahmed took a cab to the airport. Ahmed knew that Jafaar was leaving for home. He missed his cousin before Jafaar was even gone. Ahmed cried on the way to the airport, but didn’t let anyone see.


Uncle Caleb was a quiet man, and when he did speak, he only spoke in English, a strange language, which Ahmed had difficulty understanding.


Ahmed did not want to disappoint. He studied every detail: eyes, lips, facial expression, arm and hand movement, and the tone of his uncle’s voice.


Of course, they connected instantly. Uncle Caleb was also the son of Abbaa Gudaa. The blood that flowed through their veins was the same. The love that they shared surged from the same fountain.


On the fifth day, Teru, a light-skinned Ethiopian woman, came to stay at the house. Each morning, Uncle Caleb loaded a small leather case with books and left. Teru spoke Amharic and English. Uncle Caleb instructed her to teach Ahmed both languages, but to concentrate on English as Ahmed would soon begin school.


From the moment that Uncle Caleb left in the morning until he returned, ten to twelve hours later, Ahmed sat at the kitchen table surrounded by books. He gradually began writing the English alphabet and pronouncing English and Amharic words.


During breaks, Teru turned on the television. Ahmed watched Big Bird, Elmo, Ernie, Oscar the Grouch, Count von Count, the Cookie Monster, Bert, and Bruno the Trashman—all characters of Sesame Street.


Each evening, just before Uncle Caleb appeared, Teru cleared the table and assisted Ahmed to do ghusl, a full body wash.


Uncle Caleb would gently place his satchel on the table, nod at Ahmed, and sit for dinner. If it was prayer time, they waited and ate after.


This went on from the spring through the summer. One morning, Uncle gave Teru money and instructions. Ahmed and Teru went to stores and bought Ahmed clothes. It was good timing. None of the clothes Ahmed had brought from Ethiopia fit him any longer.


Teru explained to Ahmed in gentle Amharic that Monday he would go to PS 41 Greenwich Village School at 116 West 11th Street. She insisted that he memorize the house and school addresses.


Ahmed entered first grade. Thanks to Teru, Uncle Caleb, Big Bird, Count von Count, and some of the other Sesame Street characters, he excelled.


In the evening, Uncle Caleb read the Koran to Ahmed. Ahmed believed that it was the most that his Uncle Caleb ever spoke to anyone. Abbaa Gudaa was much different than his son Caleb, but Ahmed quickly also learned to love the soft, quiet ways of his Uncle Caleb.


Being a teacher of philosophy, Uncle’s home was full of books, newspapers, and magazines. Ahmed delved through them whenever he had free time and read the New York Times each day when he arrived home from school.


It was October 23rd, 1983. Ahmed was in the third grade. He read about the Marine barracks bombing in the Beirut Airport:


It was the single deadliest day for US marines since the Battle of Iwo Jima. 241 US marines, 58 French troops, six civilians and two suicide drivers were killed. Over 120 people were wounded. The assailants used 21,000 pounds of TNT.


The story was painful to read, reminding Ahmed of the loss of his own family.


When Uncle Caleb arrived, he spoke quietly in Amharic to Teru about the bombing. Ahmed by now understood the language, but just as much, if not more, was communicated to him by the desolation in his uncle’s voice.


Uncle, at the time, was instructing a Middle Eastern philosophy course, and several days after the Marine barracks bombing he was attacked by one of his students. Uncle Caleb limped, soberly entering the house. At dinner Ahmed focused on the pain in Uncle’s face. Of course, Ahmed knew nothing of the fall down the stairs Uncle had suffered, pushed by an enraged student.


“Uncle, why did terrorists blow up the marine barracks?”


Uncle stared into the bookshelf and spoke after ten seconds. “Do you know the meaning of terrorists?”


“No, Uncle.”


“My son, the Israeli army invaded Lebanon with our help.” (Uncle most always spoke of himself as an American.) “Thousands have been killed, and many more lost their homes. No one called Israel and the US ‘terrorists.’”


Ahmed stared at his uncle. “But why?”


“Because we have planes, bombs, soldiers with uniforms, and control of the media. Today, if you don’t have a plane to kill people with, you are a terrorist.”


“But Uncle, the people who bombed the barracks blew themselves up to murder innocent people.”


Uncle Caleb grasped Ahmed with his painful eyes. “Yes, and six civilians were killed.” He paused, “Ahmed, you lost your family two years ago.”


Ahmed painfully reflected.


Uncle Caleb continued. “If your family was murdered by invaders and you retaliated, would you be a terrorist?”


Uncle dabbed his mouth with a napkin. The injera and vegetables on his plate were barely touched. Quiet took hold of the room.


Ahmed stared at his uncle’s food. After almost a minute of silence, Ahmed slowly began eating his brown beans.


Uncle Caleb spoke. “Some call them terrorists, others patriots, and still others, martyrs.”


Ahmed gazed, never remembering the presence of so much gray in his uncle’s beard. Ahmed gently moved on his chair and glanced at Teru before again turning and focusing on his uncle Caleb.


“And Uncle, what do you think?”


His uncle nodded slightly, as if the world was going to notice his next words. “I think that men who are harmed become unjust.”


Uncle noted Ahmed’s intrigued facial expression, believing that he would someday be a fine man. “Eat, my son, there is enough sadness in the world.”
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Now, in fourth grade, many of Ahmed’s schoolmates were Italians from the South Village. One afternoon, the math teacher, Mr. Thomas, asked Ahmed in front of the class who had stolen the calculator off of his desk. The closing bell rang, and the teacher warned Ahmed that he’d pick up the discussion on the following day.


The day before, on his way out of class, Ahmed saw Bobby “Bones” Calabrese snatch the calculator. Mr. Thomas was just as sure that Bobby stole the calculator as he was sure that Ahmed witnessed the theft. Ahmed went home and told Uncle Caleb about the situation.


Uncle listened intently and then measured his words before speaking.


“Certain leaders want to change society, but Islam, instead of turning us into a nation of snitches, rats, and informants, denigrating us to a low level of humanity, raises us to a heaven-high level of being, the ones who bless everyone and everything—in sight and out of sight.”


Uncle Caleb eyed Ahmed firmly. “Islam raises us, not lowers us.” Uncle paused, smiled, and lightly nodded his head. “No nephew of mine is a snitcher.”


The following day, Ahmed was called by Mr. Thomas. The young man stood. The room was still as a rabbit not wanting to be spotted by a hunter.


“Mr. Ahmed Selassie, you are always the last person to leave the room. Now who stole the calculator off my desk Tuesday afternoon?”


Ahmed remained silent. Bobby Bones and his friends stared anxiously.


“Well, Mr. Selassie?”


Ahmed stared into Mr. Thomas’s face. He had Uncle Caleb’s support and even without it would probably still not be intimidated.


“Don’t be afraid, Mr. Selassie. The school will protect you from these thugs.”


Ahmed’s soundless, calm, cool stare stunned the whole class. Mr. Thomas never felt such a loud go fuck yourself in his life—and he had gone through two divorces.


Abby, the skinny, redheaded girl of Dutch heritage, stared more than the others. She never paid much attention to the small, light-skinned, large-nosed boy from Ethiopia, but suddenly he seemed incredibly interesting.


“Mr. Selassie, if you do not tell me, you will be in grave trouble.”


Thomas glanced over the riffraff before continuing. “Come now, don’t be afraid,” he said in an almost British accent. (Thomas was not English and had never even been in a United Kingdom country except for Canada, and that was when he was an infant.)


The swelling silence thickened like a bowl of forgotten oatmeal.


Tony Baroni whispered something inaudible to Ahmed.


“Anthony Baroni! What did you say?”


“Nuttin’, I din’t say nuttin’.”


Thomas knew that Baroni would only be a waste of his time, and quickly darted his beads back to Ahmed, scrutinizing him as a hopeful law student would the first question on the law school exam.


“Selassie, I am losing my patience. I told you.” Thomas cleared his throat. His voice dropped a few octaves before continuing. “You have nothing to be afraid of,” the teacher said in a Darth Vader–like voice.


“I fear only Allah,” Ahmed said quickly and firmly.


The battle line was drawn. The audience was at the edge of their seats.


Mr. Thomas heard clearly, but was hoping to bully Ahmed into changing his mind. “Speak up, boy! What did you say?” (Darth Vader had left his voice).


Ahmed replied calmly. “I said, I fear only Allah.”


The room buzzed like a hundred hornets’nests.


“Silence!” Mr. Thomas screamed. At the same time, he slammed his fist on his desk and glared at Ahmed.


Ahmed’s facial expression remained serenely constant.


Thomas had his fill of this boy’s insolence. The angered teacher rushed toward Ahmed. Ahmed stood motionless, his face free of any emotion.


Thomas grabbed Ahmed’s collar. “Get your books! You’re going to the principal’s office. He will make you talk!”


“He will not,” Ahmed said steadily. “Allah raises. He does not lower us to be snitchers.”


Thomas slapped Ahmed’s face. Ahmed remained unmoved and gazed boldly. Thomas struck him again, took his hair, and banged his head on the desk.


“Hey!” Bones yelled, “Leave the kid alone! He didn’t do nuttin’.”


Thomas let go of Ahmed’s hair. Ahmed slowly raised his head. His nose was bleeding. His bottom lip was torn by one of his teeth when his face was rammed into the wooden desk.


Thomas gazed. Damned Ay-rabs, he thought; he meant no harm and only mismeasured his actions because the boy had such a big nose. . . .


It was only then that he became frightened. He reached to touch Ahmed’s lip. Blood was falling in drops, and stitches meant a police report.


Ahmed moved away, folding his lip into his mouth, sucking the blood down his throat. He liked the taste of his first wound for Allah; it would not be his last.


Mr. Thomas removed a handkerchief from his pocket and escorted Ahmed to the bathroom.


“I did not mean to do that to you, Ahmed,” Mr. Thomas said smoothly. “That is the third calculator stolen this year. I know who did it. It was Bobby Bones and his band of Italian hoods.”


Ahmed wasn’t quite sure what Uncle Caleb would think about the incident. When Ahmed arrived home, Teru cleaned his cut lip.


Uncle Caleb walked in at seven, looked at his nephew, and without speaking a word, went into the bathroom. Ahmed could hear the running water from his uncle washing. After a few minutes, Caleb walked out and set the rug on the floor facing Mecca.


His uncle kneeled. “Ahmed,” he called.


Ahmed stood next to his uncle. “Kneel with me, my son. It is time for you, a man of Allah, to enjoy Salah” (pronounced Salat).


Teru began weeping tears of joy.


Ahmed never felt such a pleasurable rush of energy. He kneeled and kissed the floor with Uncle Caleb.


After prayers, Teru set dinner for the men. Uncle smiled tightly across the table at Ahmed. “Honor is Allah’s.”


“Should we take him to the hospital for stitches after dinner?” Teru asked.


Uncle Caleb grinned and gently shook his head. “Keep the wound clean.” He then looked at Ahmed. “Son, if anyone asks you how you hurt yourself, you fell on the way home from school. Being a teacher is not always easy.” Uncle smiled. “I have some experience. We would not like to ruin a man’s career for a transient moment of anger.”


Ahmed was astonished. Uncle had not been in class with Ahmed, yet he saw more clearly than anyone who was.


“Yes, Uncle,” he replied.


Abbaa Gudaa had begun, and now Uncle was continuing to make Ahmed a nama goota, a chivalrous man. Ahmed felt blessed to know, at such a young age, the meaning of chivalry.


After the event, life changed dramatically; Bones and his friends took Ahmed in as one of their own. They called him Amadeo, then just Deo. Ahmed looked up the meaning of the name Amadeo, “lover of God.” This greatly satisfied him and for a while he became “Deo Selassie.”


Bones quoted Jesus, who also disapproved of snitchers. He wanted us to take care of one another; “He who has not sinned, throw the first stone,” and, “We are our brothers’ keepers.”


Jesus, or Isa, is the second most important prophet in Islam. Both prophets, Muhammad and Jesus, taught that we are all brothers. Ahmed, or to his Italian friends, Deo, liked being brothers with Bobby Bones and his gang.


Uncle woke Ahmed in the early morning and waited for him in the late evening for prayers.
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Abby focused as much attention as she could on Ahmed from that day forward. They often walked each other home from school.


In the eighties, a fair-skinned girl walking with a darker-skinned boy drew attention. Convincing themselves that Ahmed was Italian, Spaniard, or Portuguese helped some sleep better. At that point in time, in the United States, Italians, Spaniards, and Portuguese weren’t yet considered white, but were certainly preferred over any of the Arab populations.


One evening Ahmed read the front page of the Times:


December 21st 1983: Pan Am Flight 103 from London to New York exploded over the small town of Lockerbie, Scotland. All 259 people on board were killed, along with 11 on the ground.


“Uncle, what will come of our world?”


“My son, Gandhi said that there is enough for man’s need but not enough for man’s greed.”


Uncle stared at Ahmed, realizing that he had not satisfied his nephew’s thirst for resolve. “Son, the Middle East is the chessboard where great powers wage battles, for land, oil, glory and power. The people who live there are helpless pawns, and the soldiers who die there are mostly idealistic, unwitting hostages.”


Ahmed contemplated his uncle’s words. “But uncle, the flight was going from London to New York.”


“While the suffering remains in the Middle East, the West will continue playing the game. Their populations do not complain, because they’re unaffected and their companies are selling weapons, so they’re actually rewarded for terrorism.”


“Uncle, what does this occurrence mean for us?”


Uncle Caleb was satisfied with Ahmed’s reflection and smiled at his young nephew before continuing, “It means that it will become more problematic to be a Muslim in our country.”


“Our country, Uncle?”


“Yes, my son, this is also our country.”


“What can we do for our country, Uncle?”


“As true Americans we can start by remembering that lying disparages honor.”


Ahmed stared at his uncle.


“Ahmed, if a rose smelled like feces, would we still call it a flower?”


Ahmed smiled, fighting the urge to laugh out loud and not knowing if it would be correct to do so.


His uncle’s expression answered. “Ahmed, many fellow Americans lie and call it protecting honor.” His uncle paused and smiled tightly. “Now Ahmed, don’t you have some studying to do?”


Ethiopia was often a dinner topic. According to Uncle, because of two decades of insurgency and civil war, Ethiopia fell into the grasp of a famine from 1983 to 1985. The government and their supporters claimed that it was caused by a drought. The situation worsened as the government used the disaster as an arm against the insurgents.


Uncle felt that the tragedy was political in nature, a tug-of-war between the resistance and the government. In the middle were the people. Ahmed witnessed his uncle cry while reading some of the horrific stories about Ethiopia in the New York Times.


Once, Uncle Caleb angered and described Mengistu Haile Mariam, the Ethiopian chairman, as “a fool who would take burning coals in his hand to gauge their heat, or use his head as a hammer to break a boulder.”


For sixth grade, Ahmed switched to the Greenwich Middle School at 490 Hudson Street. Uncle examined Ahmed’s books, nodding, smiling, grunting, and frowning as he traipsed through each one. Uncle added a selection of his own books for Ahmed to study. Most dealt in philosophy and history. Ahmed was soon a fan of Espinoza, Thoreau, and Voltaire.


One day after school, Ahmed and Abby were speaking in front of a grocery store close to Abby’s home, when a very dark-skinned man appeared out of nowhere.


Abby scrutinized Ahmed as his eyes followed the fellow. She noticed a blatant transformation in Ahmed’s facial expression. The man looked through Ahmed and continued to walk.


“What’s wrong?” Abby asked.


“That was my uncle.”


“You’re lying. That was not your uncle.”


Ahmed remained quiet.


“Why is he so dark?” Abby asked.


Ahmed studied Abby with his eyes.


“Does he frighten you?” Abby asked.


“No,” Ahmed said plainly.


“Is he your real uncle?”


Ahmed remained silent.


“Ahmed, is he your real uncle?” she asked.


“Of course he’s my real uncle. What kind of a question is that?” Ahmed replied.


“But he’s so black,” Abby responded.


Ahmed smiled. “Abby, the shade of one’s skin is only critical when describing someone to a blind person. Culture defines a man.”


Abby resented being lectured. She knew about race. Each questionnaire one fills out requires information about the color of one’s skin. You can’t turn on the television without hearing about race.


“He is my uncle.” Ahmed paused. “In my country, we are a complexion rainbow, from very light to very dark.”


Abby’s smirk irritated Ahmed.


“But you don’t even look like you’re the same race,” she ventured.


Ahmed took the time to weigh his communication. “What difference does it make?”


Abby was visibly irritated and glared at Ahmed.


“What difference does it make?” Ahmed asked more sternly.


Abby’s eyes looked up, staring into a tree.


Ahmed shook his head. “Abby, why does the census ask people their color?”


Abby looked back at Ahmed and studied him quietly.


“I have never seen a white, black, yellow, or red man. Have you?” Ahmed probed.


Abby remained silent.


“Well, when you do, point them out to me!” Ahmed said severely.


Abby watched Ahmed and then giggled. “You weren’t this angry the day Mr. Thomas slammed your head into the desk.”


Ahmed’s expression remained doubtful and wounded. “Yes, that’s because Mr. Thomas is a moron. I expected much more from you.”


Abby wasn’t certain of the degree of Ahmed’s seriousness.


“Well, you’re right.” Abby nodded. “I have never seen Crayola colored people. Anyway . . .” Abby paused. “I don’t care.”


Abby leaned into Ahmed to kiss him. Ahmed stepped back and headed home.


At dinner that evening, Uncle cleared his throat. “My son, bonds between men and women can be very complex. It is difficult to make a relationship work when both are from the same culture and the same religion. Imagine how it must be when they are from different cultures and different religions.”


In October 1987, the world’s stock markets crashed. Greenwich Village is not far from Wall Street, and the rumblings from the earthquake could be felt on every block. Uncle was particularly meditative and subdued.


Ahmed studied, and above all observed people and world events. He watched as:


In June 1989, college students took over Beijing’s Tiananmen Square in a rally for democracy; thousands were killed as the government crushed the demonstration.


In the fall and winter, the Berlin Wall fell; communist rule ended in Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, and Romania; and nationalist movements in the Baltics were both literally and figuratively chipping away at the Soviet Union.


Iran, Greece, and South Africa all witnessed the election of reformist governments. A British scientist invented the World Wide Web, the first GPS satellite was launched, and an American company offered the public a dial-up internet connection for the first time.


Also in 1989, Ahmed was president of his graduation class. That wasn’t reported in any of the major tabloids.


After eighth grade, Ahmed went to school at the Greenwich Village High School at 116 West 11th Street. He no longer saw much of Bones and the gang, but he still saw Abby, who also went to his school. In his mind, she had become the prettiest girl in New York City.


Ahmed endeavored to make Uncle Caleb proud. By the time he was a sophomore in high school, he and Uncle had kitchen table discussions as if they were colleagues. Ahmed gave profound comments on most any world event.


Saddam Hussein used Kuwait cross drilling into Iraqi oil fields as a motive for invasion, but Uncle Caleb stipulated that Kuwait had been a part of the Basra Province of Iraq until the end of World War I. It then became a vassal of the British Empire until 1961, when it won its independence.


Ahmed and most political leaders believed that Iraq had no valid reason for invading Kuwait, and on January 17th, 1991, the US-led coalition of thirty-four nations invaded Iraq.


The Kuwaiti Emir came out of an eight-week exile on March 15, 1991.


[image: Image]


In December 1991, Teru died of breast cancer. The house was devoid of Teru’s warmth. There was no one to prepare Ethiopian food. Ahmed felt as if he lost his mother for the second time and Caleb lost his best friend. Uncle was now sixty-six years old, and things had abruptly changed forever.


In the summer of 1993, Ahmed was soon to be a senior in high school. Uncle decided it was time for Ahmed to re-visit Ethiopia.
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Ahmed got off the bus in Harar. His cousin Jafaar was impatiently waiting along with dozens of other cousins, aunts, uncles, and family friends.


Jafaar bumped his way to the front and hugged Ahmed. Ahmed’s parents’ house was now inhabited by his married cousin, Sa’eeda, her husband, Aakil, and their two daughters, Saa and Sabira.


Ahmed slept at Jafaar’s home with Jafaar’s parents, Ahmed’s aunt and uncle. In the evening Jafaar and Ahmed romped in the center of Harar, conversing, kicking a soccer ball, watching women, and sipping coffees in one of the town’s many cafes.


Ahmed loved Ethiopia’s integrated society and valued the warmth that he believed was easier disseminated in a smaller space.


As a fan of singer Tom Jones, he especially remembered the verse “A man’s place on earth is decided by birth.” However, Ahmed believed that there was more possibility for upward mobilization in New York, so much so that he tried to convince Jafaar to return with him.


To Ahmed’s surprise, Jafaar seemed to not even consider the option, responding that his family needed him on the farm.


After almost two months, Ahmed returned to Uncle in New York. After the loss of Teru, Uncle never recaptured the zest for life that he once had exhibited.


In 1994, Ahmed, almost nineteen years old, graduated valedictorian of his class and was ready for college. Thanks to Uncle’s professor position, and Ahmed’s grades and ranking in the SAT, he began taking classes at New York University.


Ahmed thirsted to combat injustice and majored in law. He was also a gifted linguist and took some of his classes in Arabic. He hoped to be attorney Ahmed Selassie someday.


Uncle knew of Ahmed’s desire. One evening after prayer, while Ahmed was helping his uncle stand, his uncle looked in Ahmed’s eyes. “Remember my son, a good Muslim is the defender of the weak. He fights for justice and compassion.”


Ahmed smiled and hugged his uncle. “Of course I will, I will honor you, Uncle.”


“Honor is Allah’s son.”


Ahmed nodded.


Ahmed worked in the college bookstore and excelled in every class. Uncle was delighted with his nephew, but rarely praised him. He didn’t need to; Ahmed felt love and affection in his uncle’s every word, every glance, and every breath.


In the middle of his third year of university, Ahmed showed Uncle his grades and ranking at the top of his class. Uncle Caleb smiled gently and two weeks later died of a massive heart attack.


After the smoke cleared, Ahmed learned why Uncle had been so absorbed during the stock market crash of ’87. Caleb had lost all his savings and died with the few assets he was able to amass after that. Ahmed used his uncle’s resources for burial in Harar and gave whatever remained to their family in Ethiopia.


The books, Uncle’s most precious items and almost the only things of any value, were donated away.


Ahmed could no longer afford the apartment. He boxed up what he could and moved a few blocks west into a roach-infested studio. In dire financial straits and unwilling to put himself into a mountain of debt, he dropped out of school.


Alone and unsure of the road to take, he began looking for other occupations that would not require college. After not seeing each other for years, Abby and Ahmed met where he worked as a bartender in the White Horse Tavern. Abby was working on her bachelor’s in marketing at NYU. They rekindled their relationship.


Abby was frustrated that Ahmed had dropped out of college. Also for this reason, she was fearful of telling him how much she loved him. After four months of revived romance, Abby arrived at the bar at 4 a.m. on a Saturday.


Ahmed was closing. He looked up and saw Abby. “What are you doing here at this hour? The streets are not safe for such a beautiful woman as yourself.”


“I’m pregnant, Ahmed.”


“Please tell me that you are kidding.”


“I truly wish that I was.”


Ahmed hugged her. Her arms remained at her sides.


“We’ll marry,” Ahmed whispered in her ear.


Abby remained unmoved. Ahmed sensed coldness. “Abby, this is a surprise, but all children are miraculous gifts from Allah, God.”


“Jesus,” Abby said, smiling thinly.


Ahmed smiled. “Children are gifts of Jesus and God.”


“Is that all that you can say? What future could you offer a child?” Abby asked.


Abby wanted to see Ahmed be aggressive, to beg her to have the child, to explain to her that he would go back to college and become a lawyer. Instead, Ahmed just stared.


“Babies may be gifts, but this child will not be our gift.”


“Abby, you’re not considering aborting our child?” Ahmed asked, retreating.


“I’ll figure it out. But, I’m not sure if I’d have the nerve to go through with it or the courage not to,” Abby said.


“Abby, this is our child. We will get through this.”


“Ahmed, I want more out of life than just being a mother.”


“But there is nothing more beautiful.”


“Then why don’t you try it?”


Ahmed stared into Abby’s ice-cold eyes. Ahmed reached for her arms.


Abby jerked away. “Let me be. I will sort things out . . . by myself. It’s my life and you’re certainly in no position to help me decide . . . or to do anything else, for that matter.”


Abby coldly turned and walked away.


Ahmed was flabbergasted and had no one to talk to. He desperately hoped that Abby would reconsider, but was certain that she would not.


Abby waited for Ahmed to call, to arrive at her house, and ask to speak to her parents. He did none of this. He was not a man. It was convenient for him to just get her pregnant and then let her give the child up. He didn’t care, and she wasn’t going to beg him to reconsider.


The baby was snatched away at delivery and brought to Saint Anthony’s Orphanage. Ahmed didn’t ask to be there and wasn’t invited. Neither of them ever saw the child. Abby did tell Ahmed that the baby was a girl.


Ahmed was bitterly frustrated and disheartened. Abby was a selfish, shallow woman who decided that a relationship with a poor, broken Ethiopian man was not what she wanted. He remembered the look in her eyes when he told her that Uncle Caleb was his blood uncle.


Periodically, Ahmed called her on the phone. Whenever she asked him what he was doing with his life, he responded, “Working and reading the Koran.”


The two were physically only a few city blocks from each other but lived worlds apart.
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