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Small Country Summary
A tale of innocence lost in tumultuous times.
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About the book

In "Small Country," Gaël Faye transports readers to the vibrant yet fragile

landscape of Burundi during the tumultuous years leading up to the civil

war, seen through the eyes of a young boy named Gino. As he navigates the

innocence of childhood amidst the encroaching darkness of ethnic conflict

and personal upheaval, Faye masterfully intertwines themes of love, loss,

and the stark realities of growing up in a nation fractured by division.

Through poetic prose and emotional depth, Faye challenges us to reflect on

the impact of violence on youth and the heartache of dislocation, inviting

readers to embark on a journey that is both deeply personal and universally

resonant. This poignant narrative not only captures the essence of a 'small

country' but also magnifies the universal struggles for identity, family, and

belonging in a world often divided by borders and strife.
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About the author

Gaël Faye is a multi-talented Franco-Rwandan author, musician, and poet,

born in Burundi in 1982. His multicultural background deeply influences his

work, as he explores themes of identity, displacement, and the complexities

of post-colonial Africa. Faye's debut novel, "Small Country," which was

published in 2016, draws on his own experiences as a child of mixed

heritage caught in the turmoil of the Rwandan genocide and its aftermath,

capturing the innocence of youth amidst chaos. Beyond his literary

achievements, Faye is also known for his music career, infusing his songs

with rich storytelling and social commentary, further establishing him as a

prominent voice in contemporary French literature and culture.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 

In the opening chapter, the narrator reflects on the enigmatic separation of

 their parents, framing it as a result of an inherent misunderstanding in their

relationship. The parents were once vibrant and youthful, basking in the

hopes of a burgeoning era of African independence. The narrator’s father, a

charming Frenchman named Papa from a village reminiscent of the

Burundian landscape, fell for Maman, a strikingly elegant local woman

whose beauty captivated all who beheld her.

Their wedding day unfolded with carefree celebrations and joy symbolized

by off-key rumba music, representing a moment when they believed love

could conquer all. However, they quickly faced the stark realities of adult

responsibilities. Transitioning from the exuberance of youth to the burdens

of parenthood and societal pressures—rampant crime, political instability,

and the impact of economic policies like Structural Adjustment

Programs—proved overwhelming. As their realities collided, the couple

realized that the love they imagined was not grounded in shared dreams but

rather in individual, fanciful illusions.

The narrator reminisces about a time when life felt blissfully simple and

untroubled, where happiness was taken for granted and articulate reflections

on life were unnecessary. This idyllic existence vanished as the weight of

adult life set in, leaving behind a shared sentiment of reduced optimism not
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only for their family but echoed throughout the wider community, where

phrases like "not bad" became commonplace in response to inquiries about

life. This chapter sets the stage for understanding the complexities of love,

reality, and disillusionment that will unfold in the narrative.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 

In Chapter 2, the narrative opens with a family tradition: visiting Jacques, a

 family friend and father figure, on the Feast of Saint-Nicholas in Bukavu,

Zaire. The contrast between the peacefulness of Burundi and the chaotic

scene at the Zairean border is stark. As they cross, the atmosphere thickens

with the hustle of market vendors, beggars, and a preacher predicting the end

of days, illustrating the distressing impact of hyperinflation under President

Mobutu’s regime, where a staggering amount of money is required just for

basic necessities.

Their arrival in Bukavu, described as a former paradise by Lake Kivu, is

marked by a dinner at Jacques's home, complete with exquisite prawns from

Mombasa. Amid the meal, light-hearted banter unfolds about the culinary

struggles of living in Africa and the frustrations of poor service from their

hired help. Yet, amidst the laughter, there’s an underlying tension,

particularly with Maman (the narrator's mother), who harbors deep

connections to Rwanda—the country she fled during a night of violence in

1963. Her unspoken grief regarding her roots echoes throughout the dinner,

subtly influencing her perceptions of their life in Burundi.

The gathering soon spirals into a heated argument between Maman and Papa

about their life choices. Maman expresses her disdain for their existence in

Burundi, feeling like a perpetual outsider and longing for the security of her
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homeland, Rwanda. Papa, on the other hand, defends their life in Burundi,

focusing on the comforts and privileges they have compared to Europe.

As they bicker over their contrasting visions for the future, Maman's

frustrations come to a head. The conversation derails into accusations of

racism and privilege, leading to Maman’s emotional outburst and departure

from the table—an act symbolizing her isolation and struggle within their

family dynamic. Jacques, attempting to diffuse the situation, reflects the

dichotomy between their clashing worlds.

Through this chapter, the reader witnesses not only the familial tensions

underscoring the dinner but also the larger themes of post-colonial identity,

the struggles of expatriate life, and the haunting legacies of violence

connected to their histories, especially as they grapple with their place in a

landscape fraught with socio-political instability.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The struggle for identity and belonging amidst chaos

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing at the crossroads of two

worlds, each filled with its own memories and wounds. In Chapter 2

of 'Small Country,' you feel the weight of Maman's longing for her

lost homeland while simultaneously recognizing the comforts of your

current life. This powerful contrast urges you to reflect on your own

identity and the myriad influences shaping it. Just as Maman confronts

her past and struggles with her place in Burundi, you too are inspired

to embrace your complexities—acknowledging both your roots and

the environment that nurtures you today. This chapter reminds you

that it’s okay to feel torn; it’s through these tensions that you can forge

a deeper understanding of yourself and cultivate resilience in the face

of life's uncertainties.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 

In the following days after a conflict between Maman and Papa, Papa

 attempts to mend their relationship with light-hearted conversation and

jokes that, however, fail to penetrate Maman's distant demeanor. On a whim,

he decides to take the family for a Sunday lunch at a restaurant in Resha,

near Lake Tanganyika, marking what would unknowingly be their final

outing together as a family.

As they embark on their journey, the noise of the wind rushing through the

open car windows overshadows their conversations. Papa enthusiastically

points out various sights along the picturesque route, sharing historical

details about the landscape, such as the kapok tree—imported by

Germans—and the lake's impressive size. The vibrant scenery, characterized

by glimmering rooftops across the lake in Zaire and fluffy clouds above,

contrasts sharply with the growing tension within the family.

Their day unfolds with a series of small but meaningful moments. Upon

arriving at the restaurant, they notice an atmosphere akin to a fading dream;

Maman dons a sorrowful smile while waiting for lunch, and the children,

seeking to escape the awkward tension, dive into the lake. Although Papa

attempts to encourage the kids to swim safely by warning them of

crocodiles, the joy of the water briefly relieves the heavy atmosphere of their

family dynamic. After lunch, they mine for connection in nature, visiting the
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Kigwena forest in search of baboons, but the silence lingers uncomfortably

between Maman and Papa, a stark contrast to children’s innocent

explorations.

The day continues with a visit to a palm-oil factory, a remnant of Papa's past

labor in Burundi from 1972. Here, the desolate machinery and greasy

surroundings reflect the discord within their family. Maman takes a moment

to reconnect with the children through music on the drive home. Their

harmonizing provides a fleeting glimpse of the warmth that once existed, but

the solace is short-lived.

As they navigate their way home through a market, tension escalates when

Papa, attempting affection, is met with rejection. This moment heralds the

shifting dynamics of their relationship. After a day filled with bittersweet

memories, they stop at the Livingstone–Stanley Monument, where the

children playfully reenact historical encounters. However, as Papa and

Maman's conversation hones in on animosity rather than reconciliation, the

hopeful illusion of their family’s unity dissipates.

That night, the family's turmoil erupts. Maman's rage reverberates through

the walls, punctuated by the sounds of breaking glass, as tensions explode

into a cascade of emotions. Papa pleads for calm, but his efforts to quell the

storm yield only more chaos. As the night unravels, it becomes increasingly

challenging to distinguish between the heated arguments and the desolate
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cries resonating in despair. The children’s home, once a bastion of

happiness, is now marred by conflict, foreshadowing the disintegration of

their familial bond.

Ultimately, this pivotal Sunday serves as a haunting reminder of the fragile

nature of happiness, as Maman's departure that night signals an irrevocable

change. The narrator, caught in the bitter atmosphere of parental despair,

clings to the last thread of their shared joy, realizing that the idyllic existence

they once knew has irretrievably slipped away, much like the palm oil that

coated their fragmented memories.
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Chapter 4: 

In Chapter 4, the story unfolds as the holiday season approaches,

 heightening familial tensions over where the children will spend Christmas.

After a dispute between Papa and Maman, it is decided that the narrator

(Gaby) will stay with Papa while his sister Ana goes with Maman to visit

Eusébie, a long-absent aunt living in Kigali. For Maman, this visit marks a

significant return to her homeland, following years of exile due to political

turmoil. The chapter vividly captures the political landscape of Rwanda,

hinting at emerging stability due to new peace agreements between the

government and the Rwandan Patriotic Front—rebels associated with

Maman’s youth.

Christmas arrives, and Gaby is thrilled to receive a bright red BMX bike

decorated with multicolored tassels. Early on Christmas morning, he sneaks

out to show his friends, the twins who live nearby, and they excitedly play

together in the gravel, indulging in skids. However, Papa quickly discovers

Gaby’s absence and punishes him, which momentarily spoils the excitement.

On New Year’s Day, Papa and Gaby set off on an adventure into Kibira

forest, marking a memorable father-son experience. They spend the night

with a community of pygmy potters, enduring the chill of the high altitude.

The bonding moment includes tasting banana beer to celebrate the new year.

The atmosphere is serene as they explore the forest, encountering nature and
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coping with the exhilarating, yet daunting, sights and sounds of woodland

life.

As they trek, they encounter a group of pygmies returning from a hunting

trip, a meeting that sparks a profound reflection in Papa about the fading

traditional ways of life due to modern influences. This commentary imbues

the chapter with a sense of nostalgia and concern for cultural preservation.

As their hike concludes, Papa takes a photo of Gaby, capturing the fleeting

moment amidst the breathtaking scenery. They return to their car, filled with

gratitude toward the pygmy community. The journey back is vibrant and

lively, with the narrator imagining a daring ride on his BMX, filled with the

thrill of racing down the mountainside—a fanciful ambition inspired by the

swift cyclists they observe.

However, the chapter takes a dark turn as they arrive home. Papa discovers

from the gardener that Calixte, their handyman, has mysteriously vanished,

having stolen several items, including a bicycle belonging to Monsieur

Gabriel. This revelation sends Gaby into distress, as he grapples with

disbelief and sorrow over the loss of his prized possession. Papa reassures

Gaby that they will find the bike, but the looming questions about Calixte’s

actions add a layer of tension and uncertainty to their lives, wrapping the

chapter with a sense of foreboding and unresolved conflict.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 

In Chapter 5, Ana returns home from her trip to Rwanda the day before

 school begins. Her mother, Maman, drops her off, but a disagreement

between her parents erupts over Ana's newly styled hair, which Papa finds

inappropriate. Maman leaves abruptly, leaving Ana feeling abandoned as she

waits on the doorstep.

Soon after, the twins, Gaby and another unnamed sibling, come to share

their harrowing experiences from their Christmas holiday spent at their

grandmother's rural home. They recount the challenges they faced, including

a lack of basic facilities, experiencing public nudity during wash times, and

being marginalized due to their mixed-race heritage. 

The twins humorously describe how they inadvertently faced a circumcision

ritual triggered by their grandmother noticing they weren't circumcised.

Despite their initial ignorance of what was to occur, they quickly realized the

severity of the situation, especially when family members physically

restrained them during the procedure. This darkly comedic recounting

culminates in their grandmother examining their circumcised state with a

satisfied expression, paralleling the absurdity of their ordeal with the serious

implications of cultural practices.

Throughout the story, the twins dramatize their experiences with elaborate
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gestures and synchronized storytelling, showcasing their talent for

embellishment while intertwined with their cultural identity. When Gaby

expresses disbelief about their wild story, the twins insist it's true to a fault,

playfully revealing their circumcision scars to assert their point before

teasingly pulling the conversation back to tales of mischief, including

someone riding Ana’s bike.

In summary, this chapter weaves together themes of cultural traditions,

childhood innocence, and the complexity of family dynamics, all delivered

with a blend of humor, shock, and the twins' characteristic flair for

storytelling.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 6 Summary: 

In Chapter 6, the morning routine of Gaby and her family unfolds against the

 backdrop of their home in Burundi. The chapter begins with Gaby being

roused from sleep by her father, Papa, although she quickly realizes that he

isn't awake after all—it's their parrot mimicking his voice. In contrast to

Gaby's scattered morning habits, her younger sister Ana epitomizes

diligence and preparedness, already dressed and organized before Gaby even

stirs.

As Gaby makes her way to the barza, the family’s terrace, she interacts with

their parrot, which is amusing and affectionate, showcasing the close bond

they share. Meanwhile, in the courtyard, she notes the presence of the night

watchman, who is listening to the morning news on the radio, a reminder of

the daily life in their community.

Prothé, the family cook, appears looking gaunt from a recent bout of cerebral

malaria, illustrating the health struggles faced by those around them. Despite

his illness, Papa remains supportive, paying for Prothé’s treatments. This

interaction highlights the themes of compassion and obligation that thread

through Gaby's family dynamics. As Prothé prepares breakfast, the

infrastructure of their household is revealed, showcasing their reliance on

loyal employees like Prothé and Donatien, a veteran foreman who has been

with Papa for twenty years.
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Donatien enters, displaying the customary attire mandated by the

government, emphasizing the socio-political landscape of Burundi. His role

as a steadfast worker links back to their family business and reinforces the

sense of community among their employees. Innocent, the young and aloof

driver, rounds out the morning gathering. Despite his standoffish demeanor,

Innocent is a crucial asset to Papa, navigating the complexities of

Bujumbura’s socio-economic environment.

As breakfast is shared and plans for the day discussed, the family and their

employees reflect the intertwining of personal and professional lives. This

chapter paints a vivid picture of a family navigating both the mundane and

the profound within their daily routines, set against the backdrop of a

complex social landscape in Burundi.

Key Element Description

Setting Burundi, the family home

Main
Characters

Gaby, Papa (father), Ana (younger sister), Prothé (family cook),
Donatien (foreman), Innocent (driver)

Opening Scene Gaby is awakened by a parrot mimicking Papa's voice

Gaby's
Character Disorganized morning habits

Ana's
Character Diligent and prepared, already dressed before Gaby wakes up
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Key Element Description

Interactions
with Parrot Shows close bond and affection

Health Theme Prothé suffers from cerebral malaria, illustrating health struggles

Family
Dynamics Papa shows compassion by supporting Prothé’s treatment

Charity and
Employment Highlight on loyal employees like Prothé and Donatien

Donatien's Role Veteran foreman reflecting socio-political landscape

Innocent's
Character Young, aloof driver; important figure in the family business

Breakfast
Scene

Discussion of day plans reflecting personal and professional lives
intermixed

Themes Compassion, obligation, community, societal complexities
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of community and support in daily life

Critical Interpretation: In this chapter, the interactions between Gaby's

family and their loyal employees showcase how vital community

support is in navigating life's challenges. Consider how, in your own

life, surrounding yourself with individuals who nurture and uplift each

other can create a resilient network. Just like Gaby's family

demonstrates compassion toward Prothé amidst his struggles,

cultivating relationships built on mutual care and responsibility can

inspire you to face your adversities with strength and grace.

Embracing this communal spirit can transform daily routines into

meaningful connections, reminding you that you are never alone in

your journey.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 

In Chapter 7, the vibrant atmosphere of a French school in Bujumbura is

 introduced, spanning from preschool to high school. The school features

two entrances—one for older students and another for younger ones—and

sits within a large compound. The narrator, Gabriel (or Gaby, as he prefers

to be called), recounts his morning routine with his father, who drops him

off at the infant entrance. Their conversation reveals some family dynamics:

Papa has to leave for a construction site, but assures Gaby that a family

friend named Innocent will help him with a bike issue next weekend.

As school begins, excitement buzzes through the classroom when students

receive letters from their pen pals in Orléans, France. Gaby's letter is from a

girl named Laure, who is also ten years old. She describes her life, her

family, and her interests, including a desire to become a doctor and a trip to

Disneyland, which captivates Gaby's imagination. Laure sends him her

photo, which feels like a precious discovery to Gaby, revealing a new world

far removed from his own life in Kinanira, Burundi. Her affectionate

closing—“love”—makes him blush and sparks a mix of curiosity and a hint

of intimidation.

The teacher encourages students to respond to their pen pals, prompting

Gaby to contemplate his identity and environment as he writes back to

Laure. He shares insights about his neighborhood, Kinanira, and his family

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


dynamics, expressing how names and perceptions shape identity. Gaby's

letter reflects a blend of innocence and nascent awareness of the world

around him, touching on topics like personal preferences, aspirations for the

future—he wants to be a mechanic—and current events, including an

upcoming election in Burundi, which he proudly notes despite being too

young to vote.

Through this correspondence, the chapter explores themes of connection

across cultures, the innocence of childhood curiosity, and the contrasting

realities of life in Burundi and France, effectively setting the stage for

Gaby's growth and understanding as he navigates relationships and the

complexities of his world.
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Chapter 8: 

Chapter 8 Summary

Early one morning, I set out with Innocent and Donatien on a strange

adventure to recover my stolen bicycle. The pick-up truck rattled along,

unusually empty of construction materials, as we approached the first

military checkpoint out of Buja. Innocent was driving, perpetually chewing

on his revolting toothpick—a trend that had unfortunately spread among

Bujumbura's young men. Donatien, awkwardly seated between us, was

sulking, while I found solace in the rhythmic drop of rain on the window.

Our first stop was in Cibitoke, where Donatien refused to risk the truck in

muddy terrain leading to the twins’ grandmother’s house, prioritizing

Innocent's pristine sneakers over our mission. Leaving Innocent behind,

Donatien and I navigated the clay hills, where eyes from hidden huts

observed our every move. The grandmother warmly welcomed us, offering

us milk curds, but our inability to communicate effectively in Kirundi

limited our understanding. After a confused exchange, we gathered Innocent

and the twins' cousins, Godefroy and Balthazar, to continue our search for

the bicycle's new owner.

With the cousins in tow, we followed clues leading us through different
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villages and owners, like Mathias, who had sold the bike to Stanislas, and so

forth. Each stop entailed retracing our steps as the bike traveled from one

owner to another — a journey filled with rapid exchanges that showcased

the tight-knit nature of rural communities. Finally, we learned that the bike

had found its way into the hands of a beekeeper named Jean-Bosco.

While driving back to Cibitoke, the police stopped us, intrigued by our

overcrowded vehicle. Innocent recounted our tale, drawing a crowd. Among

the onlookers was Calixte, the bike thief, who fled and was soon chased

down by the town’s people seeking vigilante justice. The mayor, spurred by

public interest, tried unsuccessfully to calm the crowd but ultimately

returned to his drink, leaving the police to detain Calixte. 

Despite the arrest, my bike remained missing, prompting us to track down

the beekeeper and, once again, the journey took us along familiar paths.

Arriving at a modest home atop a hill, we were met with unexpected

hospitality that contrasted sharply with our own intrusion. However, in an

instant, I saw my bike as a boy rode into the yard on it. Without much

thought, I lunged and reclaimed it, provoking confused stares from the

family.

Innocent, indifferent, took the bike and loaded it into the pick-up, while the

family pleaded for understanding, revealing the sacrifices they made for this

gift to their son. Donatien urged compassion, insisting we could not take the
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bike from a poor family who struggled for it. Innocent scoffed at the notion,

asserting that we shouldn’t feel guilty about reclaiming what was rightfully

mine. 

Caught between their opposing views, I felt the weight of the moral

dilemma. Despite our success in locating the bike, I started to feel ashamed

as we drove away. Stuck in mud a short time later, Donatien muttered about

divine punishment for our wrong choice. Upon returning, I pledged to never

ride the bike again—a hollow promise to atone for my actions. Innocent

dismissed me as a “spoiled brat,” while Donatien's anger bore down on me,

reminding me that we had already crossed a line. The tensions remained

palpable as I grappled with the burden of my conscience.

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 9 Summary: 

### Chapter 9 Summary

In a modest green-rendered house in Ngagara, Bujumbura, my grandmother,

Mamie, lived with her mother, my great-grandmother Rosalie, and my uncle

Pacifique, who was in his final year at the local lycée. Pacifique was

handsome and popular among his peers, but his true passions lay in comic

books and music, particularly French songs that he sang with heartfelt

emotion. Despite his mediocre vocal talent, his performances captivated our

family, often rendering us silent as he poured his soul into the music.

The neighborhood was primarily inhabited by Rwandan refugees escaping

the horrors of civil war, violence, and persecution that had swept through

their homeland two years prior. They sought solace and security in Burundi,

only to encounter new challenges like poverty and xenophobia. This

backdrop of displacement marked our lives, especially for my family, who

had also fled Rwanda for safety.

The war in Rwanda began just as I had turned eight, sparked by insurgents

from the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) attacking government positions—a

moment that initially filled my mother with an eager hope for change.

However, that optimism soon turned to tragedy when news came of
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Alphonse’s death, my mother's older brother and Mamie's beloved son. A

brilliant chemical engineer, Alphonse had served as my mentor, instilling

ambition in me. His untimely fate as a soldier, thrust into battle without prior

experience, shattered our family. He had once envisioned a joyful funeral,

but when the day came, Pacifique, playfully somber, sang a poignant song

about the absurdities of war, unable to finish through tears.

As the narrative unfolds in early January 1993, Pacifique expresses his

readiness to enlist in the fight for Rwanda, echoing sentiments shared by

many young men in our community. This moment provoked a tense

discussion at our dinner table, where Mamie expressed her concerns about

his decisions. She recounted hopeful whispers of peace she heard from Aunt

Eusébie in Kigali, urging Pacifique to reconsider. He, however, voiced his

disillusionment with political solutions and proclaimed the need for

self-defense against ongoing violence and discrimination.

After lunch, as the family retreated for customary siestas, I sought solace in

Pacifique’s room, recalling the previous day’s confrontation over my

bicycle—a reminder of my growing guilt and awareness of the violence

surrounding us. My attempts to engage Pacifique in a discussion about faith

diverted to the politics of rebellion when I asked about a poster of Fred

Rwigema, the fallen RPF commander who inspired my uncle.

The atmosphere revealed a deeper rift between generations.
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Great-grandmother Rosalie, nearly a century old, spent her afternoons

weaving baskets, delving into tales of Rwandan leaders who resisted

colonial oppression. Her yearning for her homeland clashed with Mamie’s

reluctance to engage with their Rwandan identity. While Mamie preferred to

assimilate into the life of an exiled family, Rosalie and Pacifique clung to

their roots, seeking a future back in Rwanda. 

As the sun set, the banter of old stories blended with young dreams,

underlining a poignant theme of longing for home amidst the realities of

exile. The stars twinkling above seemed to echo our family's struggles—an

unfulfilled promise of return, a yearning for belonging, and a quest for

identity in an uncertain world.
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Chapter 10 Summary: 

### Chapter 10 Summary

The chapter opens with Gino's ambition to name their group of five friends,

who solidified their bond like a band of brothers. After a series of humorous

suggestions that fall flat, the idea arises to call themselves "Kinanira Boyz,"

influenced by the American R&B group Boyz II Men—a nod to the local

heroism of Burundians represented in American pop culture. They see this

name as a declaration of their dominance over their neighborhood in

Bujumbura, Burundi.

The cul-de-sac where they live is depicted vividly—a dirt and stone path

flanked by bougainvillea hedges and avocado trees leading to modest yet

elegant homes. Among them are the twins, whose mixed-race heritage

allows a unique perspective, and Armand, the only black boy in the group,

who navigates a strict household dominated by a traveling diplomat father.

Armand's home life shapes his dual personality, as he balances the weight of

family expectations with his desire to revel in life’s lighthearted moments

with friends.

We are introduced further to Gino, the ringleader who has opted to repeat a

grade to remain close to his friends. He lives in a colonial-style home with
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his Belgian father, a university lecturer, while his Rwandan mother is often

said to be away. Together, they spend carefree afternoons in an abandoned

Volkswagen Combi, where they dream of adventures and engage in a series

of stunts, showcasing their youthful exuberance and camaraderie.

Their daily quest for mangoes leads them to devise clever ways to harvest

fruit, culminating in encounters with local adults—adding layers to their

youthful exploits. A comical run-in with a neighbor's houseboy, followed by

the challenge of evading an old German man, brings a light-hearted element

that contrasts with the underlying tensions of their lives. Their escapades

also highlight their resourcefulness and the deep connections forged amid

carefree days.

However, the peace of their childhood is juxtaposed with the reality of

adolescent challenges represented by Francis, their rival from the other side

of the river. He embodies the threat of violence and street credibility, pulling

the boys toward a darker understanding of their world. Gino's bravado

pushes the group into a zone of conflict, leading to a perception that they

must defend their territory. 

A turning point emerges as the bonds of friendship and playful innocence

start to fray; fear begins to infiltrate their unity. The chapter closes on a

poignant note, leaving readers to contemplate the transformative moment

when childhood innocence morphs into a defensive mentality, marking the
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transition from carefree camaraderie to a reluctant awareness of the dangers

of the world outside their cul-de-sac. 

Ultimately, the boys' struggle against growth and fear foreshadows a deeper

conflict within the community, hinting at the challenges and choices that lie

ahead in their journey toward adulthood.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 

Chapter 11 Summary: The Quiet Before the Storm

As dusk settles over the mountains, a profound sense of tranquility

permeates the evening air. Amid the fading light, a community transitions

from the busy rhythm of daily life to a more leisurely pace, where neighbors

gather, children play, and watchmen begin their shifts. In this peaceful

interlude, the narrator meets his close friend Gino outside his garage under a

fragrant frangipani tree. Together, they tune into the crackling radio that

connects them to the troubling news from Rwanda: the war has reignited,

and many are preparing to fight, including youth rumored to be child

soldiers. Gino, a half-Rwandan like the narrator, expresses a fierce desire to

join the fight, even going so far as to tattoo “RPF” (Rwandan Patriotic Front)

on his forearm in an act of rebellion.

Gino is a unique figure—an intellectual despite his youth, immersed in

current affairs and politically charged conversations with his father, a

university lecturer. He encourages the narrator to embrace an identity rooted

in their Rwandan heritage, a notion the narrator struggles with, as he

perceives himself as a Burundian, comfortable in his current life. The fear of

chaos looms over him, particularly as the political climate intensifies with

the loss of loved ones and rumors of war.
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As night falls, the boys retreat into Gino's house, a place dominated by his

father's meticulous and sterile presence. The narrator feels disquieted by the

coldness of Gino's domestic life, a stark contrast to their jovial camaraderie

outside. They share confidences, touching on family dynamics and the

complexities of separated parents, revealing their childhood vulnerabilities.

Their evening continues at the cabaret—a staple of Burundian life, serving

as an informal gathering place where locals express their political opinions

freely, united in their thirst for both beer and dialogue. Here, amidst the

flickering shadows and laughter, discussions ebb and flow, reflecting a

community grappling with ideas of democracy, unity, and the heavy burden

of history.

In the cacophony of voices debating the future of their country, the narrator

feels a mix of urgency and confusion. While the conversations pulse with

life, they also echo deep-seated fears of conflict and division. With a heart

full of mixed emotions and warmth from the Primus beer coursing through

him, the narrator bids farewell to Gino and makes his way home, confronted

by the haunting sounds of the night and the weight of a country in turmoil.

This chapter serves as a poignant reflection on friendship, identity, and the

looming specter of war, capturing a moment in which the personal and

political intertwine dramatically against the backdrop of impending chaos.
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Chapter 12: 

In Chapter 12, the excitement surrounding the presidential election in

 Burundi on June 1, 1993, is palpable, marking a significant shift in the

political landscape after thirty years of one-party rule by Uprona. The

chapter introduces the two main political parties—Uprona, represented by

red-and-white colors, and Frodebu, symbolized by green-and-white attire

and a raised fist—highlighting the vibrant campaign atmosphere filled with

music, dancing, and spirited gatherings across the country. This newfound

political freedom has invigorated the populace, even transforming the

usually serious demeanor of Prothé, the family cook, who can now be found

singing in support of Frodebu.

The narrator, a child caught between the excitement of political change and

Papa’s disinterest in discussing politics, spends time observing the election

frenzy from a distance. Sitting on the kitchen steps, he interacts with Prothé

as he washes clothes and listens to Innocent, a young man who mocks the

Frodebu party with a playful song. This lighthearted contrast reveals the

generational divide in attitudes toward politics. Prothé expresses skepticism

toward Innocent’s brashness, suggesting that the overly confident Uprona

supporters are in for a rude awakening. 

As tensions subtly unfold, a confrontation occurs when Innocent, confident

from his youth and seemingly unchallenged, attempts to belittle Prothé, who
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surprisingly stands his ground. This moment is marked by a shift in

dynamics, where Prothé asserts his dignity, leading to a brief, awkward

retreat from Innocent, who walks away in a huff but not without displaying

the Uprona party sign, signaling his allegiance.

The chapter culminates in a blend of hope and suspense, leaving the

characters and readers alike anticipating the outcome of this pivotal election.

The contrast of jubilant hopes with underlying tensions sets the stage for the

political repercussions that will unfold in the story, hinting at the broader

societal changes and challenges that lie ahead in Burundi's history.
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Chapter 13 Summary: 

Chapter 13 Summary:

The chapter opens on a vibrant morning in Burundi, filled with the familiar

sounds of country life: a crowing cockerel, a scratching dog, the aroma of

coffee, and a parrot mimicking Papa’s voice. However, this ordinary day

marks a significant turning point in the nation as Burundi prepares for its

first democratic elections. Men and women don colorful attire, some even

dancing with joy as they head to polling stations, signaling the end of years

marked by one-party rule and military coups.

A festive atmosphere surrounds the football pitch near the narrator’s home,

where polling booths are established, and a long queue of voters eagerly

awaits their turn. International observers dot the scene, highlighting the

importance of this historic moment. On this day, Burundians relish the

freedom to choose their representatives.

As the day closes, the aftermath of the election leaves the pitch a chaotic

mess, with discarded ballots and trampled grass. The narrator and Ana sneak

under the fencing to collect mementos from this historical event. However,

the excitement of the election quickly diminishes the following day, as the

city awaits the results in an anxious hush. The protagonist's father, Papa, is
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preoccupied and keeps the children indoors due to unsettling rumors

circulating round the neighborhood.

In a desperate attempt to gather information, the narrator visits their friend

Armand, who notes that his father is anxious and on edge, a feeling echoed

throughout their own home. When the election results are announced on the

radio, Papa remains indifferent, smoking a cigarette as the new president,

Melchior Ndadaye of Frodebu, is declared victorious. The atmosphere is

oddly muted, devoid of celebration, leading the narrator to ponder the

implications of this outcome amidst Papa’s reflections on the realities of

African political dynamics.

The chapter reflects not only on the changing political landscape but also on

familial interactions during moments of uncertainty. As the household sits

down for dinner, the contrast between the previously vibrant festivities and

the current quiet anticipation is palpable. The children view the new

president favorably, admiring his composed demeanor, while also

questioning the fate of the former president's portraits—wondering where

they might now reside. With a thoughtful closing from the narrator,

questions about leadership and its significance engage readers, hinting at the

challenges ahead in this new political era.
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Chapter 14 Summary: 

Chapter 14 opens dramatically with the aftermath of a crocodile hunt that

 captured the neighborhood's attention. A crocodile, shot by Jacques—an

experienced hunter—lay dead in the garden after being lifted from a van

with great effort by ten men. The hunt was prompted by a tragic incident

involving a tourist, and as such, it drew a curious crowd eager to see the

beast. Jacques, having extensive experience leading hunting expeditions of

this nature, guided the hunt to a successful conclusion, showcasing both skill

and calmness during the tense moments of searching for the reptile amid the

idyllic landscape punctuated by hippos and weaverbirds.

As night falls, the focus shifts to Gaby's joyful eleventh birthday celebration.

The garden transforms into a lively hub, bustling with family and friends

who prepare for the festivities. Jacques is busy methodically cutting the

crocodile, while various guests help set up the party space with music, food,

and decorations. The atmosphere is electric with anticipation as the sounds

of celebration echo through the neighborhood, luring locals with promises of

camaraderie and spirits.

Gaby is buoyed by messages from friends and family—especially a postcard

from Laure, a cherished friend who expresses her happiness and affection.

This intimacy feels significant to Gaby, who yearns to share his emotions

and plans for a future visit. Meanwhile, parental relations appear to be
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warming, with Gaby’s parents finally breaking their prolonged silence,

offering words of pride in Gaby's academic achievements.

A joyful phone call from Gaby's brother Pacifique gives further insight into

the family's dynamics, suggesting positive developments on the horizon,

including Pacifique’s engagement to a woman named Jeanne. The warmth of

family love wraps around Gaby as he revels in the festive spirit and the

sense that life is gradually aligning for him.

As the party unfolds, interactions among guests become the focal point.

Jacques captures everyone’s attention with tales of the crocodile hunt,

charming Madame Economopoulos with his charisma. The setting includes

animated conversations that float through nostalgic mentions of times gone

by, punctuating the deep sense of shared history within the vibrancy of the

gathering. 

However, tensions arise when Francis, a neighborhood rival, appears

uninvited. The group of friends grapples with the discomfort he brings,

debating how to handle his presence. While Gaby advocates for a peaceful

approach, Gino, fueled by frustration, finds it difficult to tolerate Francis's

intrusion. This conflict escalates when Gino confronts Francis, resulting in a

physical altercation amidst the gathering, which prompts adults to intervene.

Despite the disruption, the general joviality resumes until a sudden power
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cut dampens the evening momentarily. Yet, the spirits of the guests are

resilient; they quickly pivot to creating live music with improvised

instruments, reigniting the dance floor with infectious energy. A storm

gathers overhead as the music intensifies, mirroring the chaos of the earlier

confrontation. 

As a torrential rain begins to pour, the party shifts under the shelter of their

structures, escalating in joyous abandon. Gaby savors these moments—both

the laughter and the camaraderie amidst the downpour. The evening

becomes an embodiment of a celebration not just of his birthday but of life

itself, encapsulated in the vibrant pulse of music, laughter, and an

overwhelming sense of belonging. Gaby, reflecting on the bliss of the

moment, feels a deep-seated optimism about the future, confident that

despite the chaos, everything will turn out alright.
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Chapter 15 Summary: 

In Chapter 15, the author captures the sense of restlessness and discontent

 that permeates the summer holidays, suggesting that they are even more

trying than unemployment. The protagonist, along with friends, spends two

monotonous months dealing with the sweltering heat, scarce resources, and

dwindling entertainment options. As summer fades and the school year

commences, a new chapter unfolds in their lives. Now eleven years old, the

narrator enters the collège, joining their friends in a new environment that

introduces subjects like science, English, and art. This transition brings a

wave of fresh excitement mingled with feelings of inadequacy, particularly

as peers who traveled to Europe or America return clad in fashionable attire,

igniting envy among those who could not afford such luxuries.

The chapter delves into the growing divide amongst students based on

material possessions. The allure of trending brands takes center stage,

defining social groups and elevating the importance of wealth among the

youth. The narrator's awareness of this class divide is acute, with friends like

Gino and Armand expressing jealousy over the new arrivals who flaunt their

wealth. The palpable tension manifests when Armand, despite lacking

designer items, wins over peers with his humor, blurring the barriers of

social stratification. Yet, this leaves Gino feeling bitter and distanced from

their childhood bond, highlighting the shifting loyalties among friends due

to social pressures.
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Additionally, Gino’s emotional strain surfaces as he yearns for a reunion

with his mother in Rwanda, revealing the complexity of his character.

References to envelopes he sends her signify his longing for connection

amidst familial separation, while his dreams of a better life contrast with the

protagonist's desire for stability. In moments of reflection, the narrator

grapples with personal fears of losing friends and the familiar world they

inhabit to the weight of unavoidable change.

The chapter takes an ominous turn when a tremor shakes the ground beneath

them, symbolizing instability not only within their social structure but also

within the political landscape of the region. It serves as a startling reminder

of the historical violence that has affected their homeland, invoking the

specter of past conflicts. The protagonists live in a precarious balance

between a façade of tranquility and the underlying tensions that threaten to

erupt, foreshadowing an impending crisis that looms in the narrative’s

background. The chapter ends with a poignant sense of foreboding, hinting

at the dark forces at play in their lives and the unpredictable future that

awaits them amidst the idyllic yet deceptive calm.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The inevitability of change and social pressures

Critical Interpretation: Imagine navigating your own life as you start

to realize that transitions, whether they be into new environments or

phases of life, come with their own set of challenges. Like the narrator

facing the reality of entering a new school, you too may feel the

weight of expectations placed on you by society and peers. This

chapter inspires you to embrace change as a natural progression rather

than a hindrance. While you may encounter feelings of inadequacy

when comparing yourself to others, remember that your unique

qualities will shine when faced with adversity. The key lies in finding

strength amid uncertainty and remaining true to yourself as you forge

ahead into the unknown.
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Chapter 16: 

In Chapter 16, the tension and fear of a coup unravel during a seemingly

 ordinary night when Gaby is awakened by her younger sister Ana's whisper.

Initially alarmed by strange noises outside, which Gaby mistakenly

identifies, they soon realize they are alone in their house as gunfire echoes

through the night. Their father, Papa, has been absent, likely spending time

with a woman in a nearby district, which leaves Gaby feeling vulnerable and

anxious. The peaceful atmosphere of dawn is shattered when, upon Papa’s

return, uncertainty crumbles into dread. He turns on the radio, revealing that

a military coup has taken place in their country, signaled by the playing of

classical music, a tradition marking such events.

As the day unfolds, Gaby and Ana navigate their newfound reality under the

urgent guidance of their father, who secures the house, advising them to stay

inside and away from windows. This family dynamic is juxtaposed against a

backdrop of societal upheaval and fear induced by the coup, emphasizing the

disruption of normalcy they once enjoyed. Gaby reflects on her father’s past

hopes of a peaceful future and grapples with her naivety amid the chaos.

In a pivotal moment, Gino, a friend, rushes to deliver shocking news: the

new president has been killed, and there are reports of violence throughout

the country. His youthful exuberance seems at odds with the gravity of their

situation, reflecting the surreal blend of horror and dark humor in chaotic
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times—the report of Attila, a racehorse, escaping amidst the turmoil serves

as a bizarre distraction from the grim realities. 

As evening falls, the family tries to maintain a semblance of normalcy while

being enveloped by anxiety and the faint, persistent sounds of conflict

outside. Papa's worries manifest as stress, seen in his smoking habit, while

he reassures Ana, who is blissfully unaware in her sleep. The day ends with

an official announcement delivered monotonously on the radio, confirming

restrictions that heighten their sense of entrapment and fear as they begin to

grasp the full scale of their country’s crisis. Gaby falls asleep to the

foreboding backdrop of an uncertain future.
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Chapter 17 Summary: 

Chapter 17 Summary:

In the tense days following the coup, the atmosphere in the city is marked by

an unsettling calm. The children, sheltered from the violence affecting the

countryside, continue their lives with a sense of normalcy, despite the daily

horrors reported on the radio. Gabriel's family remains indoors, heeding

warnings from the embassy, while his mother stays with friends in the hills.

The local economy is stagnant, with many civil servants and officials in

hiding, leaving the capital eerily quiet except for whispers of tragedy

echoing through the streets.

Gabriel’s schoolmates share tales of the recent coup's violence, yet the

children’s privileged existence insulates them from the reality faced by the

less fortunate. This disconnect is underscored when Gabriel interacts with

Prothé, their housekeeper, who expresses despair over the loss of hope for

their country in the wake of President Ndadaye's assassination.

Amidst this troubling backdrop, Gabriel's friends embark on a daring

mango-hunting escapade outside their neighborhood, despite the potential

dangers lingering around Francis's dilapidated house. When they set foot on

Francis's property, they are confronted violently. Francis, a local bully and
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symbol of the harsh realities outside their sheltered lives, assaults Gabriel

and Gino, plunging them into the river in an attempt to humiliate and

overpower them.

The struggle against Francis is a pivotal moment for both boys. Gabriel

experiences raw fear and disbelief as he drowns under Francis’s grip, and in

contrast, Gino fights back fiercely, refusing to succumb to Francis’s taunts.

The clash embodies the violence and desperation around them, as Gino, in a

moment of vulnerability, reveals the pain of losing his mother, a casualty of

the chaos surrounding them.

As the chapter progresses, the scene shifts from an idyllic childhood

adventure to a brutal confrontation that forces Gabriel to confront his fears,

anger, and the sobering reality of violence. This encounter leaves a profound

impact on him, igniting a fierce sense of anger and rebellion against the

oppression that threatens their innocence. In the end, Gabriel chooses to

reclaim his agency by confronting Francis, moving beyond fear driven by

the trauma of their encounter.

The contrast between the children's playful pursuit of mangoes and the

violent awakening they experience speaks to the broader themes of

innocence lost and the encroaching specter of war, shaping their

understanding of a world fraught with conflict and complexity. Through this

chapter, the narrative underscores how privileged youths, despite their
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insulated lives, cannot escape the reach of violence and its consequences, as

the reality of their country's turmoil claws at the edges of their sheltered

existence.
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Chapter 18 Summary: 

In Chapter 18, the atmosphere is thick with tension and uncertainty as the

 protagonist grapples with the emotional fallout from a recent traumatic

experience involving Gino. Following their encounter by the river, Gino

distances himself, leaving the protagonist tormented by the question of

Gino's mother's fate—whether she truly has died or not remains unaddressed

for now.

Amidst this personal turmoil, the political landscape of the country

deteriorates. With no president in power and parts of the government

operating in secrecy, the citizens are caught in a cycle of fear and violence.

The capital is plagued by "lockdowns," designated days when residents are

advised to stay home while gangs, often supported by police, take to the

streets, erecting blockades and attacking anyone who dares to go outside.

The resulting atmosphere is one of paralysis: shops shut down, schools

close, and the once-bustling streets fall silent, only to awaken the next day to

a grim tally of violence witnessed overnight.

Papa, fearing for his family's safety and the welfare of his business, struggles

with a sense of powerlessness. Attempts to shield his children from the stark

realities of political strife have failed, leaving him worn and anxious. His

frustration is heightened when a violent altercation erupts on their property

between two of his workers, eventually leading to the dismissal of one for
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threatening behavior.

At school, the palpable tension seeps into the dynamics among students,

particularly between the Burundians. The once-innocent relationships

develop a new layer of complexity as subtle yet telling divisions emerge.

The protagonist begins to notice hushed, coded conversations and an

underlying anxiety that permeates everyday interactions.

This newfound awareness reaches a climax during a break when a fight

breaks out between two Burundian boys, drawing others into the fray. As the

shouts of "Filthy Hutus!" and "Filthy Tutsis!" echo in the playground, the

protagonist witnesses firsthand the ugly reality of ethnic division that

characterizes their society. The stark choice between Hutu and Tutsi

becomes an inescapable identity, shaping relationships and understandings

in profound ways.

This chapter serves as a poignant realization of the deeply entrenched

animosities that permeate life in the protagonist’s world, illustrating how

violence and hatred can coerce individuals into identifying with a camp

against their will. The protagonist’s longing for neutrality is quashed,

recognizing that the complexities of this conflict are woven into the very

fabric of their existence, irrevocably binding them to the story of their

nation’s struggle.
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Chapter 19 Summary: 

In Chapter 19, the narrator’s family travels to Kigali, Rwanda, at the end of

 February to attend the wedding of Pacifique, Maman’s brother. The urgency

of the trip is driven by growing insecurity in Kigali and the need for a hasty

wedding before revealing news of a family member’s pregnancy. The

narrator, Maman, and Ana represent their family, as abstaining members

Mamie and Rosalie cannot travel due to their refugee status.

Upon arrival at Grégoire-Kayibanda Airport, they meet Aunt Eusébie,

Maman's aunt, who has remained in Rwanda despite the turmoil. Eusébie, a

widow raising four children, including a boy and three girls, welcomes them

with warmth. The evening turns joyful as they share laughter and stories

over dinner, capturing memories of childhood adventures and familial

bonds. Ana’s presence as a guest of honor delights Eusébie's daughters,

while Christian, Eusébie's son, engages the narrator with tales of sports and

school life.

However, as the night unfolds, the atmosphere turns somber. Pacifique

arrives unexpectedly, revealing the gravity of the political situation in

Rwanda. He speaks in whispers about rising tensions and the growing threat

of violence from Hutu extremists, who are poised to erupt in a wave of

ethnic cleansing against Tutsis and moderate Hutus. He warns that

widespread slaughter is imminent, with alarming intelligence about plans to
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assassinate opposition leaders and arm militias.

Despite Maman's disbelief and hope in the peace agreements that were

meant to stabilize the situation, Pacifique stresses the urgency of the matter.

The dialogue between family members reveals the fear of an impending

catastrophe, highlighting the stark reality of their national situation against

the backdrop of personal celebration.

In a selfless act of familial responsibility, Pacifique asks for Maman's

help—he urges her to shelter Eusébie’s children and his pregnant fiancé,

Jeanne, in Bujumbura for their safety. Maman grapples with the weight of

his request, knowing the risks involved, especially as violence brews in

Burundi as well. Pacifique discloses that he must remain in Rwanda, aware

of the danger but feeling a sense of duty to protect his family.

As he prepares to leave to meet with others amidst increasing danger, he

subtly displays a gun, a symbol of the desperate measures being taken in

such turbulent times. The chapter concludes with a foreboding atmosphere,

illustrating the urgent need for vigilance and the fragile thread of hope that

binds family together in the face of potential chaos. The tranquility of the

evening starkly contrasts with the tension in Kigali, echoing a world on the

brink of devastation.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of familial responsibility in times of crisis

Critical Interpretation: In moments of impending chaos, like those

faced by Pacifique and his family, the call to protect and support loved

ones becomes paramount. As you navigate your own challenges,

remember that your ability to step up and embrace familial

responsibilities can become a beacon of hope and strength not only for

those you care about but for yourself as well. This chapter reminds

you that, just as Pacifique took a courageous stand to safeguard his

family, you too have the power to make impactful choices that

resonate deeply within your personal circle, fostering resilience and

unity even in the darkest of times.
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Chapter 20: 

Chapter 20 Summary

As dawn breaks, a sense of regularity returns to the day despite the

unresolved tensions of the night before. The narrator awakes to the sounds of

joy from Ana and the cousins playing in the garden, while Maman and Aunt

Eusébie have been restless, whispering until morning. They are headed to a

wedding in Gitarama, fifty kilometers away from Kigali, and the atmosphere

in the car is both lively and apprehensive. Christian and the narrator sit in the

trunk atop suitcases containing their wedding outfits, while Maman applies

makeup in the front seat. The journey begins through the bustling areas of

Kigali, transitioning to quieter landscapes of marshes as they near their

destination.

As they travel, Aunt Eusébie tries to maintain a lighthearted atmosphere

with music from the radio, but the cheerful mood abruptly shifts when the

radio presenter makes a derogatory remark about Tutsis, referring to them

with the derogatory term "inyenzi," meaning cockroaches. The ominous

implications of the words unsettle the family, particularly as they approach a

military roadblock. Anxiety ripples through the car as soldiers inspect their

vehicle. One soldier crudely mocks Maman's French heritage and makes

crude comments, wielding his power with intimidation.
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When Aunt Eusébie finally drives away from the checkpoint, the toll of fear

and discrimination they experienced sinks in—a stark reminder of the ethnic

tension plagued by the political climate in Rwanda, where Hutus see Tutsis

as enemies. Arriving at the wedding, they are instructed to keep their recent

trauma a secret to avoid disrupting the celebrations. 

Jeanne, the bride, is resplendent in her wedding dress, embodying a moment

of joy amid chaos. After a series of traditional greetings, which confuse Ana

and the narrator due to language barriers, they head towards the mairie for

the official ceremony. The atmosphere in the ceremony is mixed; while

Jeanne and Pacifique share secret smiles of happiness, the family members

surrounding them are reserved, creating an uncomfortable ambiance.

Despite the gloomy weather and an unexpected downpour following the

wedding, the family celebrates this union with gifts and heartfelt farewells.

Maman expresses her eagerness for Jeanne to join them in Bujumbura,

enhancing hopes for a future together. As they prepare to leave, Aunt

Eusébie dismisses the recent trauma lightly, even as the narrator reflects on

the stark contrast between the wedding’s joyous celebration and the fear that

looms over their lives.

Leaving behind the idyllic scene of the wedding, Jeanne and Pacifique

hand-in-hand, the family drives back into the uncertain realities of their
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world, their spirits slightly lifted but grounded in the prevailing darkness of

their experiences. This chapter draws a poignant juxtaposition between joy

and fear, love and hate, celebrating the resilience of familial bonds even

amidst the turmoil.
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Chapter 21 Summary: 

In Chapter 21, the protagonist, Gaby, is completing his homework at home,

 accompanied by Prothé, who is distracted with his thoughts while listening

to the radio. The political climate in Burundi is tense, marked by the recent

election of Cyprien Ntaryamira as president and a wave of violence,

highlighted by an assassination near Gaby's school. Feeling isolated since

his return from Rwanda, Gaby decides to reconnect with his friend Gino.

However, upon visiting Gino's house, he finds him with a new companion,

Francis, whom Gaby perceives as a former enemy.

Gino defends his decision to invite Francis, asserting that Francis has

changed and is not the person Gaby remembers. Gaby struggles with

feelings of betrayal, yet the conversation reveals Gino's emotional turmoil

over his mother's death, which he hasn't fully processed. The bond between

the two boys strengthens with a blood pact, symbolizing their friendship and

mutual understanding.

As Gaby, Gino, and their friends gather at a hideout, Francis begins to share

captivating stories, thereby integrating himself into the group. When Francis

proposes an outing, excitement surges as they take a taxi to an elevated area,

eagerly anticipating an adventure. The taxi ride through the bustling streets

exhilarates them, masking the underlying tension of their environment.
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Upon reaching a school with an Olympic-sized swimming pool, the thrill

escalates as they dive into the water, laughing and enjoying their freedom.

Gaby, desperate to impress Gino and overcome his fears, faces the daunting

diving board. Battling his terror, he ultimately takes the leap, diving from a

height that felt impossible. The elation of conquering his fear lifts him,

celebrated by his friends, marking a transformative moment of camaraderie

and victory.

Unfortunately, their joyful afternoon takes a dark turn on their way home

when the taxi driver abruptly stops due to fear induced by a shadowy

apparition—a black horse—prompting a panic that disrupts their

exhilaration. The chapter ends with a sense of foreboding as the driver

mutters superstitions about "Shetani," or the devil, leaving the group in

confusion and fear. 

This chapter underscores themes of friendship, courage, and the

unpredictability of life amidst political turbulence. The characters navigate

their complex emotions and relationships, while the backdrop of social

unrest lingers, adding an air of tension to their youthful adventures.
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Chapter 22 Summary: 

In the chapter set on the morning of April 7, 1994, the narrative is framed

 around the tense domestic environment faced by Gaby and her family as

Rwanda descends into chaos following the assassination of the Rwandan and

Burundian presidents. The chapter opens with Gaby answering a phone call

from her mother, Yvonne, who rushes home in a panic, revealing the

unsettling news that has shaken their world. Her husband, Michel (Gaby's

father), had spent the night away from home, causing concern about their

familial safety.

The tension escalates as Yvonne learns about the plane crash that killed the

two presidents, marking a critical turning point that ignites the violence

against the Tutsi population. The family's domestic conflicts mirror the

larger political upheaval, as Yvonne's emotional state fluctuates between

anger at Michel's absence and fear for their loved ones in Rwanda. In a

phone call with her sister, Aunt Eusébie, the grim reality of the impending

genocide becomes apparent. Eusébie describes the horrific scenes outside

her home, where Tutsis and sympathetic Hutus are brutally targeted. An

overwhelming sense of dread takes hold, as Eusébie expresses the fear that

their family will be hunted down.

As days turn into a desperate struggle for news, Yvonne's attempts to

communicate with international organizations and embassies are met with
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indifference, highlighting the negligence of the world toward the impending

crisis. The chapter illustrates Yvonne’s gradual emotional unraveling,

mirroring the chaos that ensues in Rwanda. Her obsessive phone calls reveal

her futile attempts to salvage her family's safety and connection to their

Tutsi roots, while the weight of helplessness begins to crush her spirit.

The narrative shifts as the genocide unfolds—depicted through the eyes of

Gaby, who recounts a disjointed collection of memories as life outside

becomes dominated by violence. The family retreats into their home,

existing in a surreal limbo as they remain unreachable by the outside world,

listening to the tragic news echoing through the radio. The tone shifts toward

despair as Gaby describes how the calamity ravages their mental well-being

and family cohesion.

Eventually, a glimmer of hope emerges when they learn from Pacifique, a

family friend and soldier in the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), that he is

alive. He reports that the RPF is making progress against the government

forces. News of successful escapades from other relatives rekindles some

hope, although Yvonne remains skeptical of international interventions,

regarding France’s involvement with Hutu forces as a betrayal.

As July approaches, the RPF’s advances are evident; however, the family

faces the stark reality of returning to Rwanda, a land that bears the scars of a

brutal genocide rather than the idyllic homeland they once yearned for. This
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transition signifies not just a quest for lost relatives, such as Aunt Eusébie

and Jeanne, but also a poignant return to a place that has transformed into a

graveyard of memories.

This chapter encapsulates the heartbreaking intersection of personal trauma

and collective horror, as individuals like Gaby and her family navigate a

world inflamed by hatred, violence, and the profound desire for survival and

connection amidst the ruins of their homeland.
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Chapter 23 Summary: 

### Chapter 23 Summary

As the school year nears its end in Bujumbura, the political turmoil in the

country accelerates, prompting the twins' father to make a sudden decision to

return to France permanently. The farewell outside their home is swift and

emotional, leaving a palpable void in the lives of the remaining friends. In an

effort to cope, Francis suggests taking a taxi to the airport to see the twins

off one last time, where they make promises to stay in touch.

In the wake of the twins' departure, Francis and Armand replace the missing

laughter with heavy discussions about forming a gang—reflecting the city’s

sociopolitical reality, where gangs exert control and influence. They

reminisce about other notorious groups in the area, and Francis proposes that

they establish their own gang in Kinanira, emphasizing a need for protection

and respect amidst the chaos. Gino, influenced by his traumatic past, argues

for the need to be armed and ready to retaliate against perceived threats,

specifically targeting those from rival ethnic groups, a reflection of the larger

Hutu-Tutsi conflict swallowing the region. 

Gabriel finds himself increasingly alienated from his friends' fascination

with violence, feeling suffocated by the conversations dominated by war.
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Seeking solace, he encounters Madame Economopoulos, a neighbor who

invites him into her home. Enveloped by her extensive library, Gabriel

discovers the transformative power of literature. As he delves into various

books, each one whisks him away to new worlds, allowing him to escape his

harsh realities. His evenings become filled with stories of adventure and

introspection, sharing his impressions with Madame Economopoulos, who

becomes both a mentor and a friend.

Gradually, Gabriel begins to prioritize these enriching conversations and

literary experiences over the war-focused discussions of his friends. In the

idyllic setting of Madame Economopoulos’s garden, he finds a sanctuary—a

space where he can explore his emotions and ideas without judgment.

Through their interactions, he gains confidence and a deeper understanding

of himself, while also cherishing the beauty of their surroundings and the

serenity it brings amidst the chaos of his life. 

As night falls on their neighborhood, Gabriel experiences a sense of

freedom, feeling that the world has expanded beyond their troubled street,

revealing possibilities far removed from the confines of violence and fear.
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Chapter 24: 

### Chapter 24 Summary

Maman returned from Rwanda on the first day of a new school term, just

after a lockdown. The journey to school painted a grim picture, with

burned-out cars and roadblocks littering the path, a stark reminder of the

growing violence that plagued their city. In response, the school principal,

flanked by gendarmes from the French embassy, introduced harsh new

security measures. The bougainvillea bushes, once a symbol of beauty, had

been replaced with a high brick wall to shield students from stray bullets. As

the atmosphere grew increasingly fraught with anxiety, the city transformed

into a fortress of metal fences, alarms, and barbed wire, enveloping its

residents in a state of fearful limbo that lay somewhere between war and

peace.

In this harrowing backdrop, the narrator witnessed a shocking lynching in

broad daylight. Sent to the post office for mail, he turned to find a man being

attacked by three assailants who, with disturbing calmness, caused his brutal

demise. Meanwhile, life around them continued, as if the violence had

become a mundane part of their reality, highlighting a community

desensitized to brutality.
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Maman’s return came after months of silence, and she was visibly altered.

Unrecognizable and emaciated, she stepped out of a car, her clothes tattered

and filthy. Her shame and exhaustion triggered an uncomfortable silence

during the family dinner. Jacques, who had accompanied her, shared

gruesome details of their homeland’s descent into chaos. He described

Bukavu as a disaster zone overwhelmed with refugees and devastation,

where the horrors of the Rwandan genocide continued to reverberate through

the lives of many.

Despite the family anxiously seeking news of lost loved ones—Aunt

Eusébie and the cousins—Maman struggled to answer. Eventually, she

recounted her harrowing journey through Kigali, liberated by the Rwandan

Patriotic Front (RPF) but littered with corpses and crumbling hope. She

detailed her grim discovery of family members lost, the trauma of burying

children, and her desperate search for her brother, Pacifique. His tragic

fate—executed after avenging his family by killing their murderers—was a

heavy blow that crushed any remaining hope of finding Aunt Eusébie.

As Maman's story unfolded, revealing the relentless brutality and loss they

had endured, a palpable grief enveloped the room. Maman’s quiet resilience

contrasted sharply with Jacques's despair as he lamented the waste of

African lives. Seeking refuge from the harsh reality, the narrator retreated to

his bedroom, fully aware of the trauma lingering in their lives and the

profound changes it wrought on their family.
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Chapter 25 Summary: 

In Chapter 25, the protagonist Gabriel (Gaby) is dealing with the pain of

 having a chigoe flea embedded in his foot, the result of going barefoot. His

caring companions, Prothé and Donatien, come to assist him. Donatien

skillfully uses a heated needle to remove the flea, providing Gaby with care

and attention reminiscent of a mother's touch despite the grim reality of their

war-torn environment. The men share their experiences of violence and fear

in Kamenge, their home neighborhood, discussing the ongoing turmoil and

how they find solace in memories of better days.

As Gaby absorbs their conversation on survival and the spiritual battle they

face, Gino, his lively friend, interrupts with excitement and urgency. He

leads Gaby and other friends to his house, revealing a shocking secret: they

have acquired grenades, believing they need to defend themselves amidst the

chaos of civil unrest. This moment escalates the tension in their childhood

world, revealing how the shadows of war are intruding into their innocence.

Gino and Francis are enthusiastic about their makeshift plans for protection,

even considering using their weaponry for financial gain. However, Gaby is

horrified by the moral implications of their actions, especially when he

discovers Francis has stolen a telescope from a neighbor, Madame

Economopoulos. Gaby’s passionate objections highlight a clash between his

desire for peace and normalcy and his friends' escalating involvement in
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violence as a means of survival. 

As disagreements erupt among the boys regarding the appropriate response

to the conflict around them, Gaby stands firm in his belief that friendship

should transcend ethnic divisions tied to the Hutu-Tutsi conflict. He wishes

to resist the negative influences of war that threaten to corrupt their

childhood. The chapter ends with a subtle but haunting backdrop of distant

tank fire, a reminder that the dangerous world outside their friendship is

relentlessly encroaching on their lives, blending into a complex and

sorrowful soundscape that reflects both beauty and brutality amidst the

chaos.
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Chapter 26 Summary: 

Chapter 26 Summary

Since Maman's return, our home has transformed into a shadow of its former

self. She occupies the foot of my bed on an old mattress, her presence

marked by a profound distance; she is lost in her memories, unable to

engage with anyone or return to work. Papa believes she needs time to heal

from the trauma she endured during the genocide, but her silence and

detachment become suffocating reminders of our shattered lives.

Maman wakes late and spends her days on the covered terrace, staring

vacantly at the wasps’ nest overhead. When we attempt to draw her into

family meals, she barely eats and often asks for beer instead. I try to connect

with her through stories, choosing ones that avoid both cheer and deep

sadness, fearing to stir her grief from the abyss of her past.

One harrowing night, I awaken to find her shadow lurking in the dark. She

whispers to Ana, recalling grim memories of our cousins, whose lives were

cut short by the violence that erupted around us. Her descriptions are

grotesque and filled with loss—of bodies unrecognizable after months, of

stains she couldn’t wash away, and of the unbearable guilt of a mother

facing her children's remnants. I’m horrified as I listen, desperate to
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barricade myself in happy memories and stories, wishing to shield myself

from the nightmares that Maman brings back with her.

The following morning, the oppressive humidity hints at an impending

storm. Maman remains catatonic on the terrace, while our family dynamics

unravel further. After a long day, as thunder rumbles ominously, Maman

plunges into the darkness again, haunting Ana with her traumatic

recollections. Each night, I find Maman's desperate need to relive her horrors

increasingly terrifying, especially for Ana, whose childhood innocence feels

like a fragile bloom in a tempest.

I summon the courage to confide in Papa, exaggerating Maman's dark

behavior to prompt a response. When he confronts her, the situation spirals

into chaos; she unleashes her fury and frustration on us, brandishing threats

like weapons. In a moment of desperation, she grabs Ana violently, leading

Papa to intervene. However, the conflict culminates tragically when Maman

hurls an ashtray at Ana, inflicting a deep gash above her eye.

In the aftermath, terrified and guilt-ridden, I seek refuge in the Combi,

waiting for darkness to shroud my shame. Maman vanishes into the night,

leaving Papa and Jacques combing the city for her, searching in vain. Guilt

gnaws at me for wishing her gone; I yearned for the sanctuary of my

innocence while she risked everything to confront the darkness of her past.

The love I hold for her battles against the painful reality of our existence,
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leaving us to grapple with our wounds in her absence.
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Chapter 27 Summary: 

In Chapter 27, Gaby writes an emotional letter to her friend Christian, who is

 absent during the Easter holidays. Gaby had prepared for Christian's return,

making his bed and clearing space for his belongings, indicating her

eagerness to reconnect. The chapter reveals that Christian is not coming

back, setting a melancholic tone.

Gaby introduces Laure, her fiancée, expressing her love for her despite never

having met in person. Their bond is nurtured through letters, which Gaby

likens to “paper-storks” bridging the gap between Africa and Europe. This

symbolizes the hope and connection that letters can bring, highlighting

Gaby's unique experience of falling in love, filled with nervous excitement

yet also anxiety about how her friends might react.

As the chapter unfolds, Gaby reflects on her changing relationships with her

friends, who are increasingly consumed by grown-up conflicts and political

disputes, creating a divide between their childhood innocence and adult

responsibilities. She observes her father’s emotional struggle, sensing a

heavy burden that he carries, while lamenting the absence of her mother,

who has seemingly lost herself in her grief.

Gaby conveys a sense of confusion and conflict arising from the various

voices in her life – from sports news to family wisdom. These disparate
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perspectives shape her understanding of love, loss, reality, and the ongoing

turmoil in the world around her. Despite these swirling thoughts, the painful

realization remains that Christian, her friend and confidant, will never

respond again, leaving her with a profound sense of loneliness and longing.

This encapsulates Gaby’s emotional turmoil amid the backdrop of a war-torn

world.
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Chapter 28: 

In Chapter 28, the protagonist reflects on the despair of their war-torn life as

 Ana, his younger sister, occupies herself with drawing violent scenes while

their cook, Prothé, prepares crepes in the background. The chapter opens

with a vivid description of the makeshift terrace setting, contrasted with the

ominous arrival of armed men demanding to know the whereabouts of their

father. The men are hostile, with one brandishing a Kalashnikov, and they

express a clear disdain for Hutus, implying that Prothé, a Hutu, and their

family are unwelcome in the neighborhood. The tension rises as they force

the family to kneel and threaten Prothé, reminding him of the violence

erupting in neighboring Rwanda and making clear their intention to assert

dominance.

After the intruders leave, the family is left in a stunned silence. Prothé is

visibly crushed, while Ana continues drawing, highlighting her innocence

and resilience amidst the chaos. The protagonist struggles to reconcile Ana's

question about their mother's accusations concerning the deaths in Rwanda,

reflecting on the devastating impact of war on their childhood and sense of

safety. 

As the narrative progresses, it becomes apparent that lockdown operations

have intensified in Bujumbura, with explosions and gunfire becoming an

all-too-familiar backdrop to their daily lives. Instead of fear, the protagonist
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finds a haunting comfort in the sounds of war, even likening gunfire to

shooting stars, which hints at a tragic acceptance of their reality. Silence,

instead, becomes more alarming, suggesting lurking dangers beyond their

home.

Isolated and frightened, the protagonist withdraws into literature, using

stories as a refuge from the surrounding violence. He fantasizes about a

future reminiscent of their former, peaceful life – a time spent with family

and friends, unburdened by fear. However, he is acutely aware that hope

clashes with their grim reality, as the war encroaches further, forcing him to

confront the bittersweet loss of their childhood innocence and the fragility of

dreams in the face of relentless turmoil. The chapter encapsulates the deep

emotional scars left by violence and the struggle to retain a semblance of

normalcy amidst chaos.
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Chapter 29 Summary: 

### Chapter 29 Summary

The city of Bujumbura was engulfed in chaos, as gangs patrolled the streets

amidst rising tensions following the brutal murder of Tutsi students by Hutu

rebels. Under lockdown orders, families were confined to their homes, with

emotions running high and fear permeating the atmosphere. Food supplies

were procured in anticipation of extended isolation, but the tranquility of

home was shattered when Gino approached the protagonist, urging swift

action due to escalating violence.

Ignoring a warning instinct, the protagonist accompanied Gino to their

hideout, where they discovered their friend Armand in a state of despair,

mourning the recent loss of his father—brutally murdered by Hutu attackers.

The reality of violence struck home; the once peaceful environment had

transformed into a battleground. With Armand's father gone and revenge on

their minds, the group felt compelled to take action.

They ventured out to "protect" their neighborhood, joining forces with other

youths, despite their initial reluctance. The oppressive silence of the streets

matched the gravity of their situation as they encountered a grim scene at the

Muha bridge, where gang members commandeered the area. They witnessed
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the aftermath of violence—Attila, a horse once held dear, lay injured, victim

to the savagery spreading through their city.

As tensions escalated, the group encountered a man identified as one of

Armand’s father’s assassins, already beaten and restrained, further plunging

them into the cycle of vengeance. Under the leadership of Clapton, an

authoritative gang member wielding a Kalashnikov, they prepared to exact

justice. Their former peer, Innocent, morphed into a violent figure,

encouraging Armand to enact revenge in front of the others.

The situation spiraled out of control as the gang capitalized on the hysteria,

pushing the protagonist toward a horrifying choice. With Innocent's Zippo

lighter in hand and the intoxication of rage surrounding them, the

protagonist faced an agonizing decision. Torn between moral clarity and

survival, the protagonist succumbed to the pressure, igniting the car engulfed

with the victim inside. 

Flames soared high, consuming whatever vestige of innocence remained. In

the aftermath, the protagonist grapples with guilt and horror, realizing the

profound transformation from a once peaceful life to a descent into darkness.

As Armand wept, still reeling from loss and despair, the protagonist

uncovered the identity card of the man they had just killed, a stark reminder

of the once-familiar world now irrevocably altered by violence and revenge.

The chapter encapsulates the loss of innocence and the harrowing moral
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dilemmas faced in a society ravaged by conflict.
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Chapter 30 Summary: 

Chapter 30 Summary:

In this poignant and reflective chapter, Gaby reaches out to Laure, pouring

out his feelings of disillusionment with life as a mechanic. He expresses a

deep sense of emptiness, indicating a stark transformation in his

surroundings and emotional state. Bujumbura, the capital city of Burundi,

has been transformed by an unusual, enchanting snowfall that has captivated

the community. The snow serves as a powerful symbol, representing a blank

slate that washes away distress and turmoil.

Gaby vividly describes the whimsical scenery—street children adorned with

colorful mangoes hanging from pine trees, farmers joyfully sledding down

hills, and playful hippos on the frozen surfaces of Lake Tanganyika. This

playful atmosphere stands in stark contrast to Gaby's heavy introspection

about love and loss, symbolized by his meeting with old Rosalie at the grave

of their friends Alphonse and Pacifique, who reflect on lost relationships

through the recitation of poems and song.

The chapter is imbued with a sense of bittersweet nostalgia, as Gaby longs

for connection and meaning, while observing the peculiarities of a festive

yet melancholic community. The bustling life in the cabaret, where people
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drink milk in a surreal daylight, symbolizes a departure from usual norms,

paralleling Gaby's own internal crisis. He imagines his parents and Ana

floating through this dream-like landscape, engaging in acts of kindness that

seem to transcend the chaos around them.

Amidst this enchanting snowfall, a peculiar tranquility envelops the town,

leading Gaby to reflect on the nature of existence. He ponders the concepts

of heaven and hell as obsolete in this serene snowy world, where both joy

and sorrow coexist beautifully. As the chapter concludes, Gaby expresses a

longing for immortality through memory and shared experiences,

underscoring the profound connection between life and love, ultimately

suggesting that in this whitewashed, immaculate Bujumbura, they find

solace and hope.
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Chapter 31 Summary: 

### Chapter 31 Summary

As the war in Bujumbura escalates, the devastation unfolds with increasing

visibility, making headlines around the world. Amidst this chaos, the

protagonist's father discovers the lifeless body of Prothé, a former houseboy,

lying in a ditch, highlighting the personal losses amidst the broader conflict.

As the military assaults Kamenge, the whereabouts of Donatien, a friend,

become uncertain, leaving the family to wonder if he has fallen victim to

violence or escaped like many others who fled with their possessions over

their heads.

A French minister arrives in Bujumbura, bringing two repatriation planes for

nationals wishing to flee. The abrupt school closures force the protagonist’s

father to register his children for evacuation to France. Before their

departure, the protagonist visits Madame Economopoulos to return a

telescope. In an emotional farewell, she gives him a torn poem, emphasizing

the importance of memory and personal growth. As he leaves, he is

reminded of the bittersweet nature of saying goodbye – it is not simply a

departure, but an act of fleeing from the home he once knew.

Years later, living in the safety of a peaceful country filled with libraries, the
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protagonist often reflects on his childhood in Burundi. Memories flow back

like the intoxicating scent of familiar streets and the soothing sounds of

nature, stirring a sense of longing for a past that seems irrevocably lost. He

dreams of his family home, its steadfast presence in the landscape of his

memory overshadowed by the absence of loved ones who once made it

vibrant. 

Upon returning to Burundi two decades later, he finds his former

neighborhood transformed. The lush trees have been replaced by stark

structures, and the lively atmosphere has given way to a grim reality of

isolation. Armand, a childhood friend, remains in the area, now a bank

executive, embodying the resilience of those who chose to stay rather than

flee. He takes the protagonist to their old cabaret haunt, which still serves as

a refuge for those seeking solace and connection amid hardship.

As they share updates on their lives, the protagonist grapples with the weight

of grief and the silence surrounding their shared losses, including their

fathers. Despite the years apart, the cabaret’s familiar ambiance evokes

shared memories and conversations, encouraging them to reminisce about

missed opportunities and ongoing struggles within their war-torn country.

The protagonist reveals the purpose of his return: to claim a collection of

books left behind by Madame Economopoulos, who has since passed away.

Armand’s laughter highlights the absurdity of his mission, yet the emotional
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weight remains. Their conversation shifts as Armand informs him about the

political developments in Burundi following his departure, broadening the

protagonist’s understanding of the changes his homeland has endured.

In a surprising twist, the protagonist encounters an elderly Madame

Economopoulos in the cabaret, visibly changed by the passage of time and

hardships. The recognition sparks a tender moment, as she lovingly touches

his cheek and recalls him by his childhood name. Faced with uncertainty

about his future but a renewed connection to his past, the protagonist decides

to stay and support Madame Economopoulos, while the dawn of a new day

ignites a desire to write and share the unfolding chapters of his life story.

Despite the chaotic history, he remembers the beginnings of his journey,

stitched together by love, loss, and the longing for belonging.
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