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Note to Readers 

Slavery! Captivity! The words bring to mind the transport of human beings from the African continent to the New World. That happened a long time ago. But today, in many countries, people are still being held captive, whether by other people or by circumstances. Wuditu’s account is an example of how this can and does happen to children in Ethiopia. But the difference between their lives and those of children in other parts of the world is merely circumstantial. 

Historical sources tell us that a group of Jews fled southward into Egypt more than 2000 years ago, after the destruction of the First Temple in Jerusalem. Three hundred years later, when their security was again threatened, a later generation followed the Nile River into Ethiopia. There, they established a Jewish kingdom, alongside the people already living there. Jewish kings and queens ruled the area for hundreds of years, fought battles, and were triumphant over the local tribes who wanted to subdue them.

In the seventeenth century, a coalition of forces defeated the Jewish kingdom. Many Jews were slaughtered, some were forced to convert to Christianity, and those that survived and did not convert fled to Ethiopia’s remote highlands, where they practiced their religion with great strictness, believing that they were the last surviving Jews in the world.

The Jews, who called themselves Beta Israel, or “House of Israel,” rebuilt their villages and eked out a bare existence under new harsh laws that reflected the fact that they had for centuries been a hated enemy. They had become falashas, meaning strangers, a people who were now forbidden to own land.

Forced to pay rent to local landowners, the Beta Israel subsidized their farming livelihood by selling their crafts—iron tools, woven cloth, and pottery. Because they used fire in their iron and pottery work, they came afoul of their Christian neighbors, who, like other tribes in Africa, believed that those who worked with fire had made a pact with evil spirits. They believed that the Beta Israel could cast spells with a mere glance or turn themselves into hyenas that “ate” (that is, killed) humans. Jews were often accused of causing the destruction of their neighbors’crops or even of bringing about their illness and death. They were sometimes banished from their villages and forced to rebuild in more remote areas.

When Israel gained independence in 1948, Ethiopian Jews waited to be reunited with their brethren in the Holy Land. Sadly, this took several decades to come to fruition. In the 1970s the way was paved in Israel for the community to fulfill their dream, but a Marxist dictator, Mengistu Haile Mariam, refused to allow them to leave Ethiopia.

Israel sent emissaries to the Beta Israel villages,instructing them to trek several hundred kilometers through rugged territory infested with bandits and warring armies to neighboring Sudan, an Arab state that was a declared enemy of Israel.

The Jews were told to pretend to be refugees, fleeing from Ethiopia because of famine and the brutal war between Ethiopia’s Marxist forces and the rebels who years later would succeed in overthrowing the regime. The plan was for the Beta Israel to hide in the refugee camps, which sheltered thousands of people escaping the country’s harsh conditions. There, in the camps, they waited—sometimes for months and even years—to be taken to Israel.

Israel sent covert agents to Sudan to seek out the Beta Israel and try to provide them with some protection from the ongoing hunger, lawlessness, and diseases of the camps. Whenever circumstances allowed, the agents led them to a remote place in the desert,where planes landed on secret makeshift runways. Within seconds after landing, teams of commandos rushed out and quickly herded the starving and destitute Beta Israel onto planes with interiors that had been emptied of seats in order to accommodate hundreds of people. Within minutes, the planes took off for Israel. Doctors treated the sick en route and babies were born on board. Those agents who remained behind hurried to erase all evidence that a plane had landed illegally in Sudan.

More than 4000 Ethiopian Jews died, either on the journey or in the refugee camps waiting to be flown to Israel. Wuditu and Lewteh are two of the thousands who tried but failed to reach Israel by this route.

Today, there are approximately 120,000 Ethiopian Jews living in Israel, and every year thousands of them converge on Jerusalem to honor those who died on their way to the Holy Land.
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PROLOGUE 

Every year on February 21, I phone her. And every time, I ask her the same question: “Why are we still alive?”

No matter how many times I ask, her answer is always the same: “Because there was a wind.”
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My name is Wuditu. When I was 13, my father took our family from our Ethiopian village to another country, Sudan. From there, we hoped to get to a place we called Yerusalem. While we were in Sudan, my little sister Lewteh and I were taken from our family. Not too long after that, I had to leave my sister. At the time, I thought it was the only way to save her. I was wrong, and my life was changed forever.

But I don’t want to start my story there. I’ll begin instead before that, when I was still a child in my village. I was nine years old, and it was Fasika, the Passover holiday for my people. We call ourselves the Beta Israel, which means the House of Israel in our language, Amharic. Hundreds of years ago, a foreign army came to Yerusalem. They defeated our people and destroyed our Holy Temple. After that, our ancestors fled our ancient homeland and followed the Nile River into Ethiopia. They settled in the highlands, where we have lived ever since. But even though our bodies are here in Ethiopia, our hearts have always longed to go home. This is where my story begins.







Part One 

The Village 
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CHAPTER 1

Dibebehar, 1985 
Wuditu, 9, and Lewteh, 6 

“Aiee! Lewteh, what are you doing?” I called, my voice cracking with nervous excitement.

In only a few hours it would be dark, the first night of Fasika, and all through the last weeks we’d been rushing to get everything ready. Our men had woven the cloth for everyone’s new clothes. All our earthenware pots had been thrown away and our women had made a whole new set. Even the baskets we used for serving our meals were thrown away and new ones woven specially for the feast. Our Christian neighbors had come by to wish us a good holiday and to assure us that our animals and pastures would be well looked after during the eight days that we rested. Soon, everything would be ready!

We do all this to remember that in ancient times our people were slaves in Egypt. A great leader named Moses helped us to escape and led us to freedom in the land we call Yerusalem.

Since then, every year at Fasika we celebrate the fact that our forefathers were delivered from slavery. They were in such a hurry to leave that they couldn’t wait for their bread to rise. They had only flat, unleavened bread to eat and so, on Passover, we do the same.

This morning, we’d swept our houses clean and burnt all the leftover leaven, and for the whole eight days of Fasika we would be eating only flat bread, called kitta. It doesn’t taste very good. But that’s all right. It’s important to remember these things.

“Lewteh!”I called again. There was still so much to do before nightfall. “Where is that girl? It’s just like her to disappear right about now!”

Of all my sisters, it was Lewteh whom I loved the most. When she was little, I pretended that she was my baby. I carried her around on my back in a special pouch called an ankalba. From the moment she began to walk, she followed me everywhere on fat little legs. Now that she was older, though, she had become such a troublemaker! Where I was responsible, and a bit timid, she was always getting into trouble, and I was usually the one getting her out of it. Who knows what she’d gotten into now?

After searching everywhere for her, I ran around to the back of the house, where my mother had put all our discarded cooking pots. And there was Lewteh—sweet, tiny, her eyes sparkling with excitement—surrounded by a mess of broken plates, holding an impressively large pot high over her head and practically teetering under its weight. Then I watched, speechless, as she hurled the pot, nearly knocking herself over in the process.

“Stop that right now!” I shouted. “You’re going to get us both in real trouble!”

“Wuditu!” she called to me gleefully. “It’s fun. See?” she said, reaching for another pot. “Don’t be so good for once. Come on,” she coaxed, both arms stretched toward me, holding out my mother’s clay frying pan. “Try this one.”

I crept forward, longing for once to misbehave, to be a child like Lewteh. I took the mgogo from her hands, held it over my head, and threw it on the ground with all my might. Crash! The frying pan broke in pieces at my feet. Lewteh was right—it was fun! Excited, I threw some cups after it. “I never knew it could feel so good to be bad.” I laughed. 

“Ooooh, I’m going to tell on you,Wuditu,” Lewteh teased in a singsong voice.

We each picked up more—pots, cups, plates—and before we knew it, every bit of pottery was lying broken at our feet. I plopped down beside her, suddenly exhausted. Looking at the mess we’d made, I realized that this was the first time in my whole life that I’d dared to be anything but responsible. I marveled at my little sister’s bravery. Where did she get such courage?
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We sidled into Melkeh’s house as though we’d just left. Melkeh is Lewteh’s mother and my stepmother. Like a lot of children in my country, I have two mothers—my birth mother, Rahel, and my stepmother, Melkeh—and one father, Berihun. I lived with my mother and my older brother, Dawid, and my father lived nearby with his second wife, Melkeh, and their children, all of them girls. Unlike our quiet home, their house was always busy and noisy and full of activity. My mother and I spent most of our time there. Melkeh and Rahel got along so well that if you didn’t see us going to sleep at night in our separate houses, you’d think we were all one family. We ate our meals together and shared most of our chores with hardly an argument. 

Like the other houses in the village, our two were round and made of mud, with a thatched roof leading upward to a spiky peak. Some people decorated their inner walls with pictures cut out from magazines, but I liked what my mother and stepmother had done much better—they’d dipped their hands in paint and pressed their palms all over the walls, giving the houses a look of hands flying upward toward the sky.

As usual, Melkeh was running from one task to another and didn’t seem to have noticed our absence. My mother was here too, helping Melkeh to make the Fasika feast. She gave me a sharp look but said nothing.

Even when she had a mad face, my mother was beautiful. She had light green eyes and she was very tall and graceful, taller even than my father. People tell me that she used to be the prettiest girl in the village. I hope that people will one day say that about me.

Lewteh saw my mother’s suspicious look and burst into giggles. “What are you laughing about?” My stepmother smiled at her and tweaked her braids with one hand while stretching out the other to reach the frying pan before the kitta bread burned. As usual, no one suspected Lewteh of anything.

“I’ll do that, Melkeh,” I offered. I took my place at the mgogo, adding the newly fried piece of kitta onto the pile that had already been cooked. I concentrated on pouring the batter onto the sizzling pan. Relatives would soon be arriving, and much food would be needed.

“There’s a good girl, Wuditu.” Melkeh smiled at me and turned away to another task.

Looking at the large jug of batter still waiting to be fried into Passover bread, I sighed. I could hear the sounds of guests arriving for the feast and I wanted to greet them. But after breaking all the pots I felt that I should make up for it by staying at the fire and finishing the cooking.

“Wuditu, how you’ve grown,” came a deep voice from right behind me. I turned around with a wide smile and, as expected, was lifted high into the air. On the way down my arms stretched out to reach around the enormous figure of my favorite cousin.

Daniel was the largest person I knew. He had a big round belly and when he laughed—and he laughed a lot—he was so heavy the ground shook! Like my father, he was a metal worker, and he always said that he was as strong as the metal he worked with and as hot as the fire.

Whenever Daniel came to visit he always brought music with him. He’d sit on a three-legged stool with his masenqo between his knees, scratching his bow across its single string and singing in an unexpectedly thin, high voice. We’d all join in singing and dancing until late into the night.

Daniel and I had one thing in common. We loved to climb to a high point and look out over the fields. From high up you could see rivers of golden tef, our local grain, growing beside patches of bright red peppers. Daniel said that such beauty always made him burst into song. But then, it seemed that almost everything made him sing, which was one of the things I loved about him.

Sometimes we’d spot a special bird that had no name. We called it the bird from Yerusalem because it always came from the west at the beginning of the year and then flew back again after the holidays. That was where our ancestors had come from. Whenever we’d see that bird, we’d sing out to it, a song that my mother had taught me— 

“Oh, you’ve come from Yerusalem, 
You’ve been to Yerusalem, 
Oh! Lucky bird!
When you go back, give our love to Yerusalem!”
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Washed and dressed in my beautiful new kemis and netela, I was sitting in our tiny, one-room mesgid, waiting for Kes Sahalu to arrive. Right before sundown, he would go from house to house and check that there wasn’t a crumb of leavened food anywhere in the village.

I sat on the ground of the synagogue with the other children, Lewteh curled up in my lap. And then, here he was, dressed all in white like me, and carrying the Orit, the ancient Bible that had been in his family for generations. 

“Don’t move and don’t speak!” I warned Lewteh, anxious not to miss a single word. I loved to listen to Kes Sahalu, with his deep, mesmerizing voice.

In a solemn tone—but one that could still be heard, even by those who’d come late and been forced to stand outside the mesgid walls—he began. We all waited to hear the story of how Moses had led our people out of Egypt. But this year, his words were new.

“I have a surprise for you,” he said. “Last week I received a special book from Israel.” He laid the Orit down and lifted a much smaller book for all of us to see. There were pictures on the cover and I wished that I were sitting closer so I could see it better. But then Kes Sahalu surprised us again by handing the book to my brother, Dawid!

Everyone in the room murmured in shock—for a young boy to be given such a privilege on the eve of the most important holiday in the year, and he not even the son of a kes? But Dawid deserved this honor. He longed for Yerusalem, so much so that our father had sent him to Hebrew school in a nearby village called Ambover.

“This year is truly special,” Kes Sahalu smiled, “for not only did we receive this book, but we have here three of our sons who can now read the Hebrew in it. It’s the same book that Jews all over the world will be reading tonight. Surely that’s a sign that next year we’ll be celebrating Fasika in Yerusalem!”

I listened, spellbound, as Dawid and two other boys read from the book.

After Dawid had read, Kes Sahalu stood in silence, stroking his fine white beard as though deep in thought. Then he said, “We Beta Israel, we do not belong to this land of nettles and pain.”

We all grew quiet, and even the little children settled down, their parents shushing them or gently rocking the fussy babies. This was the story that he told us year after year, the story of Fasika and its special meaning for our people.

“Many generations ago, our people dwelled in a land called Yerusalem,” he began. “We were a great nation.”

“Wuditu, look at Dawid.” Lewteh giggled, waving her hand right in front of my face.

“Be quiet!” I hissed, tightening my arms around hers. It figured that she would be the one to speak up when even the babies were silent.

Still, I threw a quick glance in Dawid’s direction. Every Fasika he looked like that—transported, as though the kes’s words alone could carry him away to Yerusalem. He was more convinced than any of us that one day we’d all be together in the land that God had promised us. To me,Yerusalem sounded more like a dream than a real place. But I, too, felt swept up in the kes’s story.

“Listen well, all of you!” Kes Sahalu said, struggling to his feet and pointing a bony finger. “I want you to remember what I’m about to tell you. When the time comes for you to go to Yerusalem, you must be ready to leave this land in the blink of an eye. And when you get there, your lives will be changed forever!”

To this day, when I look back to that time I feel a terrible longing, wishing that I could change what was to come.
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CHAPTER 2

Dibebehar, 1986 
Wuditu, 10, and Lewteh, 7 

Every Sunday, my brother, Dawid, set off for school with two of my cousins, and our house would feel much too empty and quiet until they came back again at the end of the week, just in time for the Sabbath.

Whenever the three set out, my mother would start to pray for their safe return. And she didn’t stop praying until she saw them come home again on Friday afternoon.“What are you so worried about, Enutie?” I asked one day after watching her shake her head until I thought it would fall off. 

“The road is filled with thieves,” she mumbled and started praying all over again. Even though she didn’t say it, I knew that she was also worried about the dangers the boys might encounter if people on the road discovered that they were Jews.

One day, my mother’s fears were realized. Dawid came running home from Ambover, sweating heavily and out of breath. I drew near, wondering what he was doing coming home in the middle of the week—and why he was all by himself! Where were my two cousins?

“What’s the matter? Are you sick?” my mother cried. 

“A terrible thing has happened!” he said. “The government has closed all the Hebrew schools. Now it’s against the law to teach Hebrew or even to speak it. The teachers have all been arrested and we’ve heard that they’re being tortured. Some of them may already be dead!”

“Where are our sons?”my aunts demanded.

“In jail,” he answered sadly. I could see that he had been crying.

“How did you get away?”my mother asked as my stepmother ran to comfort my aunts.

“I hid,” he said, looking down in shame.

There was a moment of silence and then Dawid said urgently, “Father, with your permission, I must leave quickly, before they come after me too.”

“Why would they come after you?” my father asked, bewildered.

“Abatie, they’re arresting all the students!”

“Why would they do that?”My father shook his head in disbelief. The students were our future, he always said. 

“They think that the students are all trying to overthrow our Marxist government. And they say that the Jews are even worse than the students. They say that we’re traitors because we want to leave the country to go to Israel, instead of staying to fight the rebels. Father, this is a serious matter. It is treason they are talking about.”

I felt the breath leave my body. Treason! Even I knew that you could be shot for that. Even little children knew that. 

“Where will you go?” my mother asked.

“To Sudan,” he whispered.

My mother nodded her head as though she had expected him to say this. When I saw the look in her eyes I realized that she was afraid that she might never see Dawid again.

Money and food were quickly brought for Dawid’s journey. Within an hour of his return to the village, he was ready to leave.

“Will I ever see you again?” I cried, clinging to him. I couldn’t seem to let go of his legs. He was already much taller than me, even though there were only four years between us. 

“Of course you will, Wuditu,” he answered. He was trying to be patient with me, but I could feel his fear. “I’ll write to you,” he promised.

I didn’t have the heart to remind him that I didn’t know how to read.

“Here,” he said, placing a shiny silver coin on my palm. “This coin is called a Maria Theresa thaler. Keep it for the day you go to Yerusalem and use it when you need it most. Aizosh—be brave, Wuditu,” he said, kissing me good-bye. 

I looked at the coin in my palm—it was the first money I’d ever been given. None of the children in the village had ever been given any money or anything of any value at all—certainly nothing like this! It was special for another reason—this was the prize that my brother had won for being the best student in his Hebrew class. It might have helped him on his journey but he had chosen to give it to me. 

I watched through my tears until he was out of my sight. After we could no longer see him, Lewteh kissed my cheek and whispered, “Wuditu, don’t cry. God will watch over Dawid, you’ll see.”

She wanted to comfort me, but I needed to be alone with my tears and grief. I ran away and hid for most of that day, and thought about Dawid. I frowned, remembering the long-ago moment when we first realized that being a Jew set us apart in ways that could be dangerous. I think it was that day that changed everything for my brother.

This is what happened: One day, some people came to buy the things we made. Although we always nodded and bowed politely to our Christian neighbors when we passed each other and sometimes even helped each other out in times of trouble, we never shared bread or drank buna—our coffee—together. And when the Christianos came to buy things, they rarely brought their children with them.

But that day, a small boy had come along with two women who wanted some of my mother’s pottery. Dawid had just started to play with him when the boy’s mother whispered to the other woman: “Quick! Hide the child! Don’t let the falasha eat him! You—kayla,” the woman hissed at Dawid. “Undat belay, don’t look at my son!”

Dawid ran away, crying and afraid, and I followed close by. We were too little to understand what was happening, so our mother explained it to us.

“They think you can make yourself into a kayla, a hyena, and eat a whole person—just by looking at them,” Rahel said with a mocking smile, to show us how ridiculous she thought it was.“If you don’t look directly at them, they won’t bother you.”
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CHAPTER 3

Dibebehar, 1986 
Wuditu, 10, and Lewteh, 7 

Lewteh and I were up early the next morning, fetching water from the stream. As usual, she was chattering away, but, for once, I was too depressed to pay much attention to her. That night, our house had seemed so quiet without my brother, and that’s how it would be from now on. At least when he was in school, I’d been able to see him on the weekends.

I started in surprise when Lewteh nudged me in the stomach and shouted, “Look, Wuditu—soldiers!”

I looked up and saw a troop of soldiers marching straight for Dibebehar. My first thought was that they might be coming because of Dawid. What if they’d caught him? Amlak Israel! Had they come to tell us that he was arrested—or dead?

We raced frantically back toward the village and on the way we met my father, who was just setting out for the fields. “Wotader’och—soldiers, Father!” Lewteh and I both said, breathlessly. “They’re coming right here!”

“Kwayu, shush, Wuditu, Lewteh! Let’s see what they want before you start crying,” he said and shooed us into the house where my mother and stepmother were busy clearing away the remains of my sisters’ meal. From the doorway, I watched as the soldiers bypassed our neighbors’ houses and marched straight toward us.

It wasn’t the first time I’d seen soldiers. As long as I could remember, Ethiopia had been at war. First the rebels came and conquered our village. Then the government soldiers came and took it back. Some people in the village think that the rebels might be back again one day!

Unlike the government soldiers I’d seen at the roadblocks and in the marketplace, this group was ragged and dirty and dressed in a combination of uniform and civilian clothes. Some of them looked only a few years older than me. But they had a lot of weapons and a look in their eyes that made me uneasy, as though they wanted to frighten us. I wondered if boys so young could be trusted to carry such big, angry-looking guns.

“Those aren’t soldiers,” my father hissed, as he watched them approach. “They don’t look like rebels either. They look like shifta’och—bandits. Girls, stay well out of sight!” 

Bandits! The soldiers could be cruel, but the bandits—they were much worse. My sisters and I stood, terrified, peering out from inside the doorway.

My father bowed as the band of men approached.

“I’m told that you have some influence in this village,” one of them said. His tone was unpleasant and he looked my father up and down in a disrespectful manner.

My father bowed again and remained silent.

“Tell your people that we are hungry,” he said. “Every household in this village must provide us with food. Anyone who is not prepared to do so will be punished.”

My father spoke to him in a quiet voice, bargaining over how much food each household had to give them. While they were speaking, one or two of his men left the group and spread out through the village.

Suddenly, an argument broke out in the house next to ours. One of the men had found a jug of tela and was waving it playfully at his comrades. He was just raising it to his lips to drink when their leader left our father’s side and ran toward the man, shouting curses.

“Didn’t I order you to stay together?” he yelled. “Didn’t I say that everything must be done in an orderly fashion?” His rage was terrifying but after a minute or two he quieted down, looked at the thief and said in a sorrowful tone, “I told you all not to steal, didn’t I?” He sighed heavily. “Now, look what I’ll have to do.”

At his signal, two of the men grabbed the thief and forced him to lie down on his back, stretching his arms out to the sides. I was trembling and I could feel my sisters’ fear, too. Wubalu, the oldest and the most religious, was praying, and Lewteh was clinging to me. What were they going to do? Were they going to whip the man? I hoped not. He was babbling wildly and kept trying to get up but the men held him fast. The others stood around him, silent and grim.

“This is what we do to thieves,” their leader shouted to all who could hear. Before I could put a hand over Lewteh’s eyes, he pulled out his sword and sliced off the man’s right hand at the wrist.

I stared, astonished, as the fingers continued to move, even after the hand lay separate on the ground. “Look away,” I told myself, aware of a faint screaming, as though from a distance.

It’s Lewteh screaming, I realized. If I didn’t keep her quiet, the man might come back to our house. I picked her up off the ground, folded her into my body, and rocked her, grateful to have something to concentrate on besides that terrible moving hand.

“Hush, Lewteh,” I said over and over. As her screaming became fainter, the young man’s crying grew louder and louder. I remained sitting on the ground with Lewteh in my arms, trying to block out all sound, while the men took their wounded comrade out of the village and the adults gathered together, speaking softly.

Eventually someone must have put us to bed because the next thing I knew, it was morning and Melkeh was bending over the fire pit, coaxing yesterday’s buried embers back to life, as though nothing unusual had happened the day before.

We’d barely finished our morning meal when another group of men came marching into the village. This time it was government soldiers and when our father motioned to us girls to go deep into the house, I grabbed Lewteh and dragged her inside, well prepared to put a hand over her eyes if the need arose. I prayed quietly to myself, “Yxaviher, let it not be about my brother. Let them not take any of our boys to the army.”

I was trying to think of other things to pray for. But I stopped praying, surprised when I saw that the soldiers seemed to be in a happy mood. They spoke to the head of each household, clapping people on the back and smiling widely, before moving on to the next. I’d never seen soldiers behaving like this before!

“We heard that you had a bit of trouble here yesterday,” said one of the soldiers to my father. From the shiny buttons on his coat I could tell that he was an officer.

Berihun nodded and the officer said,“I’m sorry to hear it. But don’t worry. We will catch those cursed bandits and anything that they’ve stolen will be returned to you,” he promised.

“Thank you, sir, but that’s not necessary. Nothing was stolen,” my father answered.

“Very well. You’ve probably noticed that we’ve been cleaning up the old school building here in the village,” the officer said. “We’ve come to register all the adults for school. Mengistu has decided that all Ethiopia’s farmers must learn to read.” I knew that Mengistu was our leader.

My father bowed again and said, “Sir, officer, we are grateful to Mengistu for this wonderful opportunity. But we have too much work to do in the fields.”

“So, falasha devil, you would like to disobey Mengistu’s orders?” the officer asked grimly, his good humor vanishing in an instant.

“No, sir, of course not, I will do as Mengistu wishes.” My father bowed again. I was relieved to see the officer’s smile return to his face.

“Tomorrow you will all report to the school, yes?” the officer said and stayed silent until my father had nodded his agreement.

The next morning Melkeh watched my father getting ready to start out for the fields, as though the officer had never issued his orders.

“What shall we do about the school?” she asked anxiously. 

“With all that needs to be done, I don’t have time to study. I won’t be going to school,” my father said firmly.

“What if they come back and find that we haven’t obeyed?” my mother whispered fearfully.

“Melkeh, Rahel, girls—you know, I would have liked us all to go,” my father answered earnestly.“ I sent my only son to school because I believed that it was important for him to learn. Didn’t our neighbors laugh at me for sending away such a strapping boy who could have helped me in the fields? But now that he’s gone, how can I go to school? Who will harvest the crops? Who will make the tools? How will we eat if no one does the work?”

He thought for a moment and then said to my stepmother, “Melkeh, you will represent us at the school.” To my mother, he said, “Rahel, you and I and the girls—we will all carry on with our work.”

I listened quietly to my father’s words, but I was aching to speak up for myself. Ever since Dawid had first gone to school I’d wanted so badly to go too. But there was no point in my even asking—my father would never have allowed one of his daughters to walk all that way with a war going on. But now there would be a school right here in our village! A chance like this might never come again!

“Oh, Abatie, I want to go too—may I please?” I begged. 

“It’s a school for adults,” my father pointed out. “Are you an adult?”

“No,” I answered, thinking furiously. I threw a glance at my mother, hoping that she would say something in my favor. But then I thought of a way to persuade him. “I’m tall for my age,” I reasoned. “If you agree to send me, there will be two of us and the soldiers will see that we’ve tried our best to obey their orders.”

My father looked at my older sisters, Wubalu and Aster, and my heart fell. I waited while he shifted from one foot to the other, thinking.

“I need the older girls to help me in my work,” he decided. “Ishi, all right—Wuditu, you may go with your stepmother.” 

Mulu’alem, the youngest of my sisters, started to say something but kept silent when she saw my stepmother shaking her head.

“I’m tall. I want to go to school too,” Lewteh whined and then stamped her foot when everyone laughed. No one bothered to point out that she was half my size!

“You will stay and help your mother and your sisters,” my father told Lewteh, and despite the horrible faces she made behind our father’s back, I knew that Lewteh would do as he wished.
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It was only a few minutes’ walk to where the old one-room school stood. But it seemed to take forever. Ever since I’d woken up that morning, I’d been waiting impatiently for just this moment.

“Wuditu, stop it!” my stepmother scolded when for the third or fourth time in as many minutes my whirling and skipping nearly pushed her into a ditch.

“I’m sorry, I’m just so excited! I’m going to school!” I smiled hugely at her.

“Humph,” she muttered. “You’d better tell your long legs to settle down before they get you into trouble. How are you going to learn anything if you keep bouncing around like that? Hurry up, they’re ringing the bell!”

When we entered the building, we saw that there were more people than chairs so many of the adults were standing in rows at the back of the room. I’d imagined that the teacher would be old and maybe have a long beard, like our kes. But he was a young man. He was thin and he kept shivering and hunching down into his jacket, although it wasn’t cold. Despite his young age, he had an extremely high forehead. But his smile was so wide and bright that you didn’t really notice his bald head.

“Welcome, everyone,” he said, warmly. “I’m your teacher, Yosef. I know it’s been a difficult season for you farmers and I’m happy that you’ve made time for this important matter. As you know, Mengistu, our great Marxist leader, has decided that all the farmers in Ethiopia must learn to read. That’s why we’re holding these classes in the late afternoon, so that you’ll have time to tend to your fields. I’m confident that we will all make great progress. Let us begin.”

I liked the teacher immediately, but as I listened to his speech, I wondered whether he knew that we’d been ordered to come to his class. I also worried about what he might do when he realized I was the only child in the room. My height must have fooled him because he didn’t say anything. He just nodded when I said my name.

I need not have worried. From the very first lesson Yosef paid me special attention and praised me often. Since most of the adults in our village had never held a pen or pencil in their hands,the teacher gave us a choice—we could either make the letters out of clay or we could embroider them on small pieces of cloth. I thought this was very clever of him. My stepmother and I chose to work with clay since we already knew how to handle it. We only needed to learn how to shape the letters.

After a few weeks, most of the adults were still repeating the letters that Yosef wrote on the board. He’d point to the letters, say them out loud, and the students would repeat after him—over and over again, all through the lesson. It was hard for the adults. They were tired after their long day in the fields, and every once in a while, one of them would start to snore!

Yosef was a very patient teacher. He never reprimanded the students for falling asleep in class. Even though most of them weren’t learning very much, we were patient with him too because we all thought he was such a good person. 

Unlike the others, I was already starting to sound out whole words. But I had a head start. After he’d begun to study in Ambover, Dawid had taught me all the letters. Even after he left the village, I’d continued to practice them over and over, using a stick in the dirt.

“That’s very good, Wuditu!” Yosef said approvingly. “If you keep on like this, I’ll lend you one of my books to take home.” My stepmother hugged me proudly and the other adults smiled their approval. I imagined myself walking through the village with a book tucked under my arm. What respect everyone would have for me! The only other person who did this was the kes. He was very learned and carried his Orit, his Bible, everywhere he went.

As time went on, I noticed that my stepmother was still struggling. She had no trouble forming the letters in clay, but when Yosef called her to the blackboard she didn’t seem to understand that the clay forms on the desk and the letters written in chalk were the same. Many of the other adults were having the same problem, and I wished that I could help. I usually sat in a corner reading books that Yosef brought me while he struggled to teach the adults.

I felt sorry for him. He’d started out with such great hopes for us. One day I saw a broken piece of chalk on the floor and it gave me an idea. I quickly took it and pushed it into a fold in my netela. I knotted the cloth around it to hold it in place. I wasn’t sure whether it was wrong to do it, but I really wanted to help Melkeh learn to read.

That afternoon, I found her by the stream and wrote a few letters on some large, flat stones. I’d already tried to draw some letters in the sand for her with a stick, but she still didn’t get it. Now I was excited because I thought that the white chalk marks on black stones would be much more like the chalk marks on the blackboard. And here we could take our time. We didn’t have to hurry to please the teacher. 

I was right! She recognized the letters right away!

“I get so upset when everyone is looking at me, Wuditu,” she confessed. “I can barely see the letters. But please don’t take any more chalk. You know it is wrong, don’t you?”

“I know, Melkeh. But it fell to the floor. And the teacher’s hands are too big to hold it—look how small it is.” 

“Maybe you should be our teacher, Wuditu.” Melkeh laughed. “You’re the only child in the school and look how well you are doing.”

One day, the teacher took me aside and said, “Wuditu, I’ve been watching you. You’ve already learned everything I’ll be teaching this year and now there’s nothing for you to do but read books. There’s only one of me here and so many students. I was wondering if you’d like to be my helper.”

“Oh, yes, sir!” I said eagerly. I’d been longing to help. It seemed silly for me to be sitting around reading when the others were having such a difficult time. Over the next few weeks, Yosef would choose a different student for me to help each day. I’d take that person aside, drag two chairs to the back of the classroom, and start to work with them.

At first I was hesitant about teaching the adults. I worried that they might feel embarrassed to be taught by a young girl. But I saw that it was just the opposite. They were humiliated that they’d made so little progress and were happy to have my help. When they, too, began to read I was so proud!

At home, I was continuing to teach my stepmother and both my mother and Lewteh had joined our lessons. They were learning as quickly as I had. My father encouraged me to read a story to everyone on Saturdays, but he felt that teaching was work, so I only did that during the week. 

Finally, one day it happened. The teacher caught me stealing a bit of chalk and scolded me in front of the whole class. 

“What were you planning to do with this?” he asked sternly, holding up the evidence of my crime for all to see. 

“Sir, I wanted to teach the children in the village what you are teaching us,” I replied tearfully.

“And what would you be writing on?” he asked, knowing very well that we were too poor to own any paper. “Were you going to sell the chalk?”

“No, sir, I wouldn’t do that. I was going to write on stones,” I answered in a barely audible voice. My stepmother stared apprehensively at Yosef, and the whole class waited to see what he would say.

“Very well, you may keep the chalk,” he said and made me promise never to steal anything again. I worried that I would have to bear the worst punishment of all—having shamed my parents. But they said nothing about the incident and smiled proudly whenever they saw me teaching my sisters to draw their names in the dirt.
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