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For Chris T. Hunt, the half-Filipino kid who 
loved Ras Kass just as much.
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CHAPTER 1

It was unusual �nding anybody in the break room at that 
late hour. Aaron had a lunch box in the fridge that he 
has been forgetting for days. He did remember to wash 

it out earlier and was coming to get it when he saw her pouring 
over a phone – a Blackberry, the kind Kat got his mother be-
fore his mom died.

He was more taken aback when she looked up and the raw 
skin of her swollen eyelids and the general look of abuse 
around her nose told him she has been crying.

He hesitated on his way to the fridge.
“Are you okay?”
She wiped the tears quickly with the arm of the jacket she 

was wearing, a man’s jacket – warm, by the look of it.
“Yes”
It was one of the janitor girls who are contracted in with 

that feisty Asian guy who seems polite and meek to the team 
members of the building, but drives his workers like a slave-
master, Aaron has heard. They come at around 10:00 am, right 
before the server assistants set up the tables in preparation 
of the mid-day meal and leave an hour after the building has 
closed and everyone [save for Security and Dishwashers] has 
gone home - around 10:30 pm.

She was from somewhere in East-Africa– most of them were 
– Sudan, Ethiopia, or Eritrea. They barely spoke English or 
were mighty shy. When they get together and start talking 
in their own language, however, nothing short of a �re alarm 
would bring the volume down.

He took out his Tupperware and hesitated before walking 
out.
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“Do you need a ride or something?”
“No” she said, “Thank you”
“Alright, goodnight” he said and walked out, checking the 

doors of the o�ces on the way. When he got to the security/
delivery dock, he handed his key in the window and - to make 
sure they do not lock the doors on her - he asked, “Did you 
know there is a young woman in the breakroom?”

“Yes, I have seen her” Salim, the Arab guy who got the job 
after interviewing for Utilities – one of the two departments 
Aaron supervises – and failing, by virtue of having no relevant 
experience except as a translator for the American troops in 
Iraq, answered, “She was waiting here for her boyfriend… or 
something… to pick her up. When they didn’t, I told her I 
will walk her to the street and make sure she gets a cab. That 
is when she freaked out and said she doesn’t have the key to 
the apartment; and doesn’t know where the Super lives so he 
could let her in. She kept calling but the guy is ignoring her 
phone call or has left town or something.”

“So, what are you going to do – kick her out?”
“I don’t know, mayn!” said Salim, appearing con�icted. “I 

gave Dave a call and left him a voice mail. She said she doesn’t 
know anybody who is willing to take her in at this time. She 
said she could sleep on the chair in the break-room”

“What? She will die of cold!”
“I told her. She started crying” replied Salim “I will grab a 

jacket later and give it to her but that is all I can do. Kind of 
hard to kick her out knowing she has nowhere to go”

“And she can’t get a hotel room?”
“I think she is scared. Said she has never done it before”
“Maybe I can take her to a hotel”
“You sure?”
“I don’t know, but she can’t sleep in the break room” Aaron 

said, his voice a little more combative than he meant it, “It is 
inhuman, to say the least”

“Well... I have done all that I can” Salim said, half-lifting him-
self out of the chair to take another key from another team 
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member, “Maybe you can talk her out of it. I am sure she knows 
at least one person who can let her crash on their couch”

Couch! He has a couch in his living room. But can he trust 
himself to take her home? More importantly, would she? They 
barely know one another.

“It’s me,” he said when the opening of the door seems to star-
tle her. “I talked to Salim and he said you are stuck here?”

“Yes” she answered, her lips trembling. “My—friend was sup-
posed to come pick me up. I tried calling him, but it keeps 
going to voicemail”

“And you want to spend the night here?” he said, giving the 
room a suspicious once-over, “You will die of cold. Or some 
other thing”

“I don’t know what else to do,” she said, burying her head in 
her hands. “The only person I can call is this … this girl Becky. 
But I have sworn I won’t ask that family for help if it kills me. 
My co-workers, they don’t know anything about the problems 
I have been having with Will”

“How about a hotel?” Aaron entreated, cutting into her pas-
sionate weeping, “I can lend you some money for a hotel if you 
want. I don’t carry cash with me but there is an ATM right by 
the gas station here”

“I am not worried about the money,” she said, drying her 
tears with the inside of the jacket. “I never leave my apart-
ment without a card. But I have seen all these movies in which 
women who spend a night alone in a hotel get murdered hor-
ribly. I think I will go crazy from fear if I were to attempt it”

Aaron could not help but smile. There was something en-
dearing in her fear. Something as innocent and child-like as 
the hesitant way with which she constructs her sentences des-
pite speaking better English than four of the guys who work 
closely with him. Those four were born and raised here. The 

5th, a Russian who was neither born nor raised here, happens to 
be as handy with his “I appreciate you” and “thank you kindly” 
as he was with using adjectives such as ‘turmendous’ and ‘ab-
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zurd’ to describe commonplace problems.
“I am sure we can �nd you a hotel you won’t get murdered 

at,” he joked, “Something touristy close to Seattle Center”
She seems to brace herself.
"Ok...” she said, rising.
“It is better than spending the night here, right?” Aaron 

asked, feeling a little let down by the resignation in her atti-
tude “I mean this place is dead even in the daytime. I can’t im-
agine what sorts of ghosts haunt it at night”

“Yes of course” she said, rummaging through her purse, 
"How much do I need – do you think?"

“I don’t know---70 or 80. I will drive you to the nearest hotel 
and make sure you have a room" he said "and that they know I 
got their number in case they want to try something funny"

She smiled with the earlier tear still sparkling from her eye-
lids. It was a beautiful smile; the kind that brought the sun 
to her oval face, as if someone has hidden it behind a curtain. 
It pleased and encouraged him to add, "It is that or my apart-
ment. I have a couch you can crash on for tonight. But I don’t 
know if you—"

She so visibly came alive, so surprised and happy she looked 
that he stopped.

“Really?”
“Would you like to?” he hesitated. “I mean... you don’t know 

me – and vice-versa – but I do have a couch in my living room 
and you can spend the night there if you truly have no other 
option” [what if this is a trap, he was thinking, what if ---] “Like 
I said, it would really bother me if you have to sit up all night 
long”

“Oh, my God” she said, throwing her purse on her shoulder 
“You are so---thank you so much”

“So...” he cannot believe it. He was counting on going home, 
drinking some alcohol, playing some game ["FABLE II" with its 
lush scenery; endless choice of appearance and apparel; pet-
able dogs, �irtatious barmaids, kickable chickens], and going 
to sleep. Now he has to take a strange woman home and worry 
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about being accused of attempted rape. “You are sure?”
“Yes... I would sleep in the kitchen if you want,” she said 

eagerly, “Or the �oor. I don’t care."
“Ok...” he said, hesitantly leading the way. He would have to 

tell Salim. He must make it obvious his intention was pure. 
That the girl jumped on it. That he was just being a Good Sa-
maritan.

“Okay”
When they get to the dock, he knocked on the window and 

told Salim that she was too scared to go to a hotel [although 
he o�ered to drive her there and even lend her money] so he is 
going to let her crash on his couch. As he said earlier, letting 
her sit up all night long in the break room – it just did not feel 
right.

To his surprise, Salim looked impressed. He thanked Aaron 
for doing that. Told her she should be grateful, then wished 
them goodnight.
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CHAPTER 2

The drive was uneventful. After she managed to fasten 
her seat belt with some di�culty – they rip seat 
belts out to make room for more passengers where 

she came from, Aaron turned the radio on. He would have 
liked to play his MP3 – his travel companion, the source of 
his lifeblood, as is his custom upon entering his car. Would 
have even managed to �nd songs she might recognize: ‘Shak-
ing the Tree’, ‘Under African Skies’, and of course ‘Toto’ – the 
classic. However, he was not sure if his MP3’s random player 
would not land on a song [say ‘Abracadabra’ or ‘The bad touch’] 
that may prove "suggestive" of nightly invasions, adding to the 
awkwardness of the evening’s proceeding. [Not that you need 
an R-rated background music when the atmosphere feels so 
charged with sexual energy. Or maybe it is his ‘paranoia’, as 
Vitaly refers to Aaron’s unwillingness to let the – impatient, 
resourceful, and a praise-junkie by nature – Russian use a bit 
of wire, some tape, and a wad of spit to ‘�x’ a rack, a ladder, 
or a compactor which would fall to pieces two weeks later – 
often after putting someone’s life in danger! Aaron knows his 
electrons from his protons as well as the next person. Never-
theless, he also knows electrical energy is a beast the human 
man has only recently managed to tame. He is surprised, nay 
astounded, at the cavalier way his co-workers approach their 
task with and the faith humans in general, and paying humans 
in particular, put in technology as if trust, like the kind you 
put in God, was all it takes to make it to ground level alive].

Besides, she has said she loved talk-radio because she grew 
up listening to BBC [which Aaron has been associating with 
'Big Black Cock' so often – thanks to his brief but intense stalk-
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ing of Craigslist’s "Casual Encounters” section – that it almost 
startled him]. It still helps her fall asleep on lonely nights, al-
though ‘World News’ is not exactly the ‘Shipping Forecast’.

Aaron was not sure what the ‘Shipping Forecast’ was. Still, 
he lowered the volume on his radio to agree that there was 
indeed something soothing about the British accent. It is hard 
to take even criminals seriously when they talk like that. Ex-
plains not just why Hollywood keeps dishing awards to actors 
playing British royalties but why the sovereigns they por-
trayed were able to expand their empire as far as they did.

Upon reaching his Montlake neighborhood apartment com-
plex, he pulled into his 35-dollars-extra-a-month parking lot, 
with its shade for snowy months; opened the door of his car, 
grabbed his lunch box from the back, told his co-worker to 
follow him and made his way to his apartment. She seems to 
regret having asked him for this favor, growing suddenly wary 
and quiet on the climb up. By the time he unlocked his door 
and turned the light on to invite her in, she almost dragged her 
feet into his living room.

“So...” he said, very matter-of-factly. Here they are and he 
had better act as gracious a host as he can. She may after all 
be as desperate as she seemed at �rst. “This is it: kitchen, liv-
ing room, couch. I will get you a pillow and some blankets. 
Do you-” he said, putting the Tupperware in the top cabinet 
“want something to drink? Or eat? I have some macaroni-
salad left-over from last night"

“Oh, no thank you” she said quickly and looked at the couch 
as if she was scared to set foot near it. “You have done more 
than enough”

“Ok, I will take my laptop,” he said, after giving her a blan-
ket and a pillow “Am used to watching a movie before I go to 
sleep. Don’t wanna keep you up. Are you working tomorrow?”

“No...” she said thoughtfully, “Not in the morning.”
“Cool, neither am I. So, feel free to sleep until – you know - 

eight or whatever. I will” he said unplugging everything he felt 
he needs “take this. Rest room that way. And if you need water 
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or whatever, just get it ok? Do not worry about waking me up. 
I will lock my door”

She looked up, appearing more regretful than before.
“I am so sorry” she said, “I really appreciate what you did for 

me"
Her thanks looked honest enough.
“No worries!” he said and walked to his bedroom.
While locking the door, Aaron realized he has forgotten the 

things he needs, instead bringing things he has no use for: his 
work cloth, his work boots, a boner.

Just what he needs on this �ne Friday evening.
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CHAPTER 3 

He spent the whole night watchfully. Keeping an eye 
on the door in his mind’s eye even when he was 
asleep. He dreamt it being opened slowly, and she 

coming in. With his eyes half-closed, he watched her lay by his 
feet, looking out the window at the sun coming out. He won-
dered at the soft coolness of her hair that was nestled against 
his toes and why she was wearing a Seahawks beanie. When he 
woke up, he was sweating, and his neck hurt. He re-propped 
himself on his pillow and fall asleep immediately afterwards.

When he woke up the second time, he woke up to the sound 
of a door being unlocked. He looked up at his clock. It was 
morning already, not that you can tell that by the dingy light 
outside his window. He grabbed a sweater and opened the 
door. The restroom light was o�, but the fan was buzzing, as if 
somebody has just vacated it. A sharp air was coming from the 
living room window. He looked in cautiously. She was folding 
the blanket and putting the pillow in order.

“Hey...” he said, “You are up”
“Yes...” she said, looking up. Her eyelids were swollen and 

the skin around them looks red; no doubt from crying last 
night. Suddenly, Aaron felt like shit. She was in trouble. Yet, he 
worried she was going to rob him in his sleep.

“I gotta go home and see if the Super would let me in before 
going to work,” she said.

“Oh yes?”
What was the deal with this boyfriend? Was he dead or just 

an asshole?
“Yes...” she said, sni�ng. “I will explain the situation to him 

and ask if he can give me the extra key he has with him until at 
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least Will comes from work”
“By ‘the situation’ you mean …”
“That Will has my key. In the past, when he loses his key, 

I will wait at McDonalds until he leaves work so we can go 
home together. This morning, he told me to leave the key be-
hind because he has the day o�. When I texted on my last 
break to ask what time he was coming to pick me up, he said 
to call him back when I was done. It didn’t occur to me he 
was trying to punish me until I called one of his friends and he 
turned his phone o� too”

“Trying to punish you?”
“For not going to his family’s home for Easter” she said, a 

slight smile parting her lips, “My mother-in-law - she is used to 
having her orders obeyed. When she heard I went to the book-
store instead of spending the day washing and drying dishes 
for them, while they sat on the sofa talking about celebrities 
and places they have been to – she threw a �t. He’s been seeth-
ing over it the whole week”

“Wow” Aaron said, accompanying his word with a whistle. 
“You are actually married to the guy!”

“Well, for another 9 months or so anyway” she said, picking 
invisible stu� from his kitchen island, “He is responsible for 
bringing me here and unless I am able to show physical abuse, I 
will get deported”

“And you don’t want that!”
“I can’t go back home divorced and humiliated,” she said 

suddenly tearful “I would rather die here!”
“Well. I am so sorry,” Aaron said, wanting to pat her back, 

squeeze her hand, keep her safe.
“It’s all right,” she said, wiping the tears, “I should have 

known better than marrying somebody I met online. We both 
thought we were in love. I was almost 30 and he was leav-
ing the military. We were both desperate for something. We 
thought we found it in one another. I guess that blinded me, 
both of us, to the reality that we were opposites like night and 
day. He thinks I deceived him, and he wants to punish me for 
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all the money and hopes he put into coming to Ethiopia to 
marry me. And I can’t say he hasn’t got a point, even if the de-
ceit wasn’t intentional and, in deceiving him, I have deceived 
myself too”

“My my, what a life you lead!” Aaron said and laughed. How-
ever, the trainer in him [the man who spent hundreds of hours 
coaching and prepping foreign nationals to work in the sev-
enth-largest US airline] was surprised and impressed. This girl 
was not just bright, but she was deep. He wanted to know 
more about her. He wanted to save her. Make breakfast for her.

She seems satis�ed with the couch that she tiptoed to the 
table by the door and put her shoes on. She straightened her 
clothes and grabbed her purse.

“Well…” she sighed, looking both shy and unsure “Again, 
thank you very much. I will not forget your kindness. 
‘Ameseginalehu' as we say in my language”

"Amese..."
"-ginalehu, means ‘thank you’ but more gratefully than just 

saying 'thanks’"
"Cool. Well my pleasure. Are you sure you don’t want to eat 

something?” he asked, swiping his hand towards the fridge. It 
was the least he could do for the free cultural lesson he just 
received “A cheese-string... or an energy drink? Co�ee – I can 
make some co�ee”

She smiled as if he was a kid and she was a patronizing grown 
up. “No, I gotta have everything �gured before I have to go 
back to work. But thank you.”

“How about...” he said, going through his workbag maniac-
ally. “Some granola bars? You can have it on the bus. You are 
taking the bus, right?”

She smiled “Yes...” and took the bar.
“Do you know what number takes you to downtown 

Seattle?”
“I will �nd out” she smiled, “I don’t think there are many 

from this area”
“Cool” Aaron said, suddenly feeling like an actor who has for-
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gotten his next line “Well… I guess I will see you at work, then. 
Yeah? Good luck”

“Thank you, Aaron,”
Oh... so she knows his name.
“You are welcome,” he said, shaking the hand she extended 

him “Was it—”
“Zemahiwot” she said, looking at him with shy smiling eyes. 

“Or ‘Zema’ as they call me - means ‘the melody of life’”
“Zema”, he repeated, thinking he should pay close attention 

to the men and women he worked with, instead of what was 
wrong around them. "Very exotic"

She left, bowing, and making all sorts of grateful gestures. 
It was after she walked down the stairs that he realized she 
has cleaned up his shavings from around his bathroom sink, 
put his knick-knacks in order and made his mirror look good 
as new. He was not a particularly messy boarder, even when 
he had a wife to ‘clean up after him’ and paid mortgage on a 
two-bedroom two bathroom-condo complete with a garage, 
an outdoor hot tub and a swing set he fashioned with his own 
hands. Alas, he found that kind of humility, a Janitor girl say-
ing “Thankyou” by cleaning up after him, kind of depressing.
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CHAPTER 4

Of course, she would know his name. What was he 
thinking? Every time he needed somebody to clean 
up something he just �xed, or is about to �x, he 

turns the dial on his two-way radio and asks whoever an-
swered to come down to such and such place to do his dirty 
work for him. They were "Radio 1", "Radio 2" or "3" for him. He 
said "please" and "thank you". Sometimes they said, ‘thank you’ 
after doing him "a favor". However, he always said who he was, 
when he calls and receives a call. The hot one – the one who 
was the lead-janitor before getting a job at Amazon prior to 
this one coming in, went by "Gennet" [Ethiopian for “heaven”]. 
Aaron knew that only because Hugo was joking how one of the 
Puerto Rican twins, the kids who went to U-Dub by day and 
worked there by night, was being “taken to heaven all right” 
every night after work, for she used to wait outside to pick 
him up.

Aaron has hesitated before laughing at the joke because, un-
like Hugo, he was a white man; and, unlike Jim, he was acutely 
aware of the privileges. Not to mention how angry women in 
general, and angry black women in particular, intimidate him 
in a way angry black men do not.

The rage, according to Hugo, who seems to have majored 
in her, was not there until a summer-hire Elevator Operator 
guy [who Aaron remembers as being douche and in love with 
the sound of his own voice] slept with her then went around 
the break room describing her private parts and what she said 
when she was coming.

The rest of them were either quiet and dreamy, like Zema, or 
agonizing to listen to in the small conversations they get in-
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volved in at the break-room - like whatwashisname - the guy 
from Sudan who calls him "boss" and talks like a local o�cial 
giving an assessment on the whooping-cough outbreak in his 
village.

Aaron did not have to go to work for two more days, so he 
was eager... curious... to hear what happened to her. It was as 
if that night and what he did, or did not do, has brought them 
together and made them, if not exactly bosom buddies, some-
what more close than anyone else he worked with.

Unfortunately, she was not around when he walked in with 
his tools. He kept an eye out for her, and when she did not seem 
to surface by lunchtime, he walked down to the break room 
and found one of the other female janitors standing by the 
co�ee machine with her hand on her waist.

"Hello...” he said when she seems to jump out of his way. Des-
pite not being their boss and not even working for the same 
employer, they seem to �nd him intimidating and treat him 
with the same deference they treat Hong Hanh [or “Honga”, as 
she is routinely called] - AvAtower’s Housekeeping Manager 
and the person who oversees their work.

"Hi" she said, smiling shyly. Her eyes were jumping all over 
his face in a way that showed him she was not exactly the 
brightest bulb in the Janitor closet. It may have been the gap 
tooth too.

He opened the fridge, took out his lunch bag, withdrew a 
sandwich, zipped it, and said "Hey... Do you know what hap-
pened to whatwashername---Zema?"

"Zema... what?" she said
"You know the girl... Who works with you?"
"Yes?"
"Do you know what happened to her?" Aaron said, wonder-

ing if he should give up and try somebody else.
"Yes... Zemahiwot - not come" she said, gesturing as if he is 

deaf. "Not schedule. Tomorrow!"
"Thanks" he said, hiding his impatience with a smile.
Soon after, he got a call from his Manager saying he wanted 
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to see him in his o�ce; where he presented Aaron with a 5-
dollar Starbucks gift card. Aaron has received a glowing rec-
ommendation from one of the Security guys for helping out a 
colleague. Thank you for going above and beyond. Keep up the 
good work!

When he walked out, after having his back slapped, Aaron 
decided to seek Salim and thank him.

Salim was standing on the observation desk, talking to the 
wine bar guy, who was mostly seen standing by the bar, fan-
ning himself with the beer sign half the year round. It was cold 
out there and people who came to check out gaming software, 
hardware, and memorabilia, were interested neither in paying 
for overpriced beer on a Monday afternoon nor likely to have 
the capacity to hold their drink.

"Hey Salim,” he said, showing his gift card, "Thanks man, 
Cisco just gave me this"

"No thank you!" Salim said shaking Aaron’s one hand with his 
two, "This guy" he said to the bartender, then shook his head 
in admiration. Before he could form the word to explain what 
happened, however, a plump woman buzzed by to the bar and 
shyly eyed them and the bartender, as if asking for permission 
to intrude.

"So...” Aaron said, while they were walking away, "I guess you 
didn't see whatwashername after that? I was wondering how 
things went for her"

"Ah" Salim grunted, shaking his head dramatically "The guy 
is an asshole, man. I told her to just say fuck it and move out"

She has con�ded in Salim, too, then. And Salim was swear-
ing; swearing like a native-speaker of the language, accent-
less! Aaron looked around to see there was no one eavesdrop-
ping on them. It is not just the unprofessionalism of the act, 
and Aaron was nothing if not professional, but the utter need-
lessness of it.

"And she didn't?"
"No... I think he told her if she left, he will call immigration 

or something. The thing is, even if he did, he brought her here 
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and he is still responsible for her. I would have rented her a 
room but my wife - she is jealous"

So, Salim's interest in the girl was not just that of a colleague. 
The man had a reputation, from what Aaron understood, of 
trying to �irt with the girls in the gift shop. He himself has 
seen him carry his slug-like �gure around a woman, in what 
scientists would call a courting-dance. Maybe Aaron was the 
only one who comes here to do just his work, everybody else 
seems busy hooking up.

"Well I am glad to know she is all right," Aaron said, to show 
his interest was merely humane.

"Oh yes” Salim answered, taking out his radio, “She has Fri-
days and Mondays o�, and closes over the weekend. Anyway, 
the guy was here like an hour early yesterday. She was looking 
for you, by the way. I think she has made you suuumething”

The musical note at the end was accompanied by an elbow-
jab to Aaron’s side. Aaron smiled, not sure if Salim was being 
playful or implying something more sinister.

"Oh?”
“A surprise” Salim said knowingly, “You will see when she 

comes tomorrow”
A few minutes later, Aaron was outside ‘yellow’ hoping to go 

downstairs where he planned to put his gift card to good use. 
He has told a family of four which elevator they were allowed 
to take; and led the mother of a fussy baby to the one ‘upstairs’ 
restroom with a stall for changing diapers. He did not expect 
to see Salim so soon after taking leave of him, and certainly 
not running towards him as if his life depended on it.

A big man, brown - and maybe Arab - running in his secur-
ity uniform would have stopped people from their activities 
and made them look up anywhere. At AvAtower©, however, 
the second tallest building on Queen Anne, and eighth tallest 
building North of the Puget Sound, it raises all kinds of alarms.

Standing at an impressive height of 429 feet where �ve of 
the six �oors are dedicated to the interactive-media experi-
ence; AvAtower©, “the place where Gamers of all color, creed, 
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and nerd-o-meter gather to shop, discover, and share all things 
related to fantasy-play”, is a rather daunting edi�ce to begin 
with. That is not because the creators made no attempt to 
appeal to the aesthetic palate of its patrons. The building 
itself is assembled from the ground-up in the form of a Lego 
piece with an observation platform [‘the OP’ for short] made 
purely of frosted glass. Through this glass, a view of the Elliot 
Bay-Bainbridge island ferries and the many trees surround-
ing Seattle Center can sometimes be glimpsed. Moreover, the 
‘e-State’, aka game room, is reached through an entrance re-
sembling the exterior of Dr. Who’s TARDIS. It is as big on the 
inside as it was futuristic, boasting – among other things – 
a hexagonal central console with a rotating view frame that 
displays photos of the 13 Time Lords and their companions 
from the TV show.

However, due to either its proximity to its taller, pret-
tier, and more expensive neighbor [the Space Needle] or its 
unlikely placement between Lower Queen Anne and the big 
Mercer Street tra�c jam, it has received quite a thumbs down 
from those visitors hoping to take advantage of its ‘no en-
trance fee’ policy to garner pretty sel�es. Many a critique has 
gone further and speculated if the dark and brooding mood of 
the place was really an architectural blunder on the designer’s 
part, or a deliberate attempt to give the place the feel of a [ma-
ternal] basement apartment where the proverbial 300 pound 
40 year old virgin ‘Gamer’ is most comfortable at.

Fortunately for the owners [whose video game, consumer 
electronics, and wireless services retailer franchise – “High 
Hedge e-State” - �ourished after the commercial success of 
‘Baldur’s Gate – the movie’], the proverbial 300-pound base-
ment dweller is programmed [by middle school, God bless it] 
to care less about name callings than the ‘kongregation’ of kin-
dred spirits. If that was not the case, the place will not have a 
steady stream of cyberpunks coming to check the latest gam-
ing gadget in rain or shine. Nor would hundreds of Emerald 
City Comicon participants spend the last evening of their an-
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nual pilgrimage by being bussed from the Convention Center 
to lower Queen Anne [in matching t-shirts, dancing name tags, 
with thighs rubbing against one another in a gray short] to 
the derisively pet-named “Space Beetle”, “LegoTraz”, and/or 
“AvOOdoo Doll”. Or, as a Yelp reviewer with hundreds of fol-
lowers once took heat for calling it, “A building that is as un-
wholesome and creepy as the murdering dwarf from Daphne 
Du Maurier’s ‘Don’t look now’”.

"Hey...” Salim said stopping and bounding over trying to 
catch his breath. "Zema--she is looking-for you-downstairs."

"What?" Aaron said because there was too much breath in 
the man to make sense.

"Zema. She is here" Salim laughed victoriously "Roger just 
radioed me to �nd you. She is waiting for you by the dock."

"Oh ok" Aaron said, his stomach tightening in nervous an-
ticipation.

"Mayn, I hate running," Salim added coughing and wiping a 
sweat that broke on his forehead.

Aaron patted Salim’s back and waited until the Security 
O�cer has managed to connect with Roger and told him he 
has ‘tracked’ ‘the falcon’ down; that too many “four eyes” have 
lined up in front of red – maybe we should start “loading” from 
there; then invited himself along for a reason Aaron could not 
understand.
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CHAPTER 5

"Hey" Aaron said, when they got out of the eleva-
tor, walked down the basement hall, and 
opened the door to the outside world, to �nd 

his strange friend from two nights ago standing outside the 
security door. The �rst thing he noticed was that her hair 
was loose and looks like it's been tied at the back; unlike the 
other day where it was cornrow braided and looked perfect 
and even. She was wearing a white scarf that went around 
her face and down her shoulders making her skin look very 
brown by comparison. She had the glow of a woman who was 
either pregnant or ovulating. He would later remember this 
moment, the moment in which her pheromones beckoned to 
his primitive man and opened his eyes to a side of her he won’t 
have known to look for, as the instant he started to fall in 
love with her. Right then, though, what he felt was something 
between excitement and embarrassment. Excited because he 
was not used to being summoned down by a girl, and a pretty 
girl at that. Embarrassed because the girl, despite having seen 
her a thousand times, was still very unfamiliar to him.

She was holding something in a plastic bag in her hand. She 
looked both eager and shy. Happy and unsure. "Hi, how are 
you?" she responded, slipping her hand out of the scarf and 
shaking his. "Hi Salim,”

"Hey, you” Salim said, his body seeming to want to �irt with 
her more than his face.

"I am sorry if I bothered you" she said, handing the bag to 
Aaron, "I just wanted to say thank you for the other day"

Audience, there were too many audiences for Aaron’s taste. 
He wanted to ask how she was, how things went, how he 

21



would like to grab co�ee with her someday, how he was sud-
denly very interested to know where she came from and what 
it was like over there - instead, he looked suspiciously into the 
bag and asked, "What is it?"

"It's Sambussa," she said, smiling embarrassedly, "Like 
Lumpia ... but with di�erent stu�ng. I made vegetarian one, 
just in case you don't eat meat"

"It is good, man", Salim laughed encouragingly, his legs 
seeming to do a dance move on their own.

"Oh cool," Aaron said, feeling - for the �rst time - three was a 
crowd he was not crazy about.

"Ok" she said, as if she was an artist on stage whose audience 
seems still interested to know what happened after she has 
done her bit. "I just want to give you that. Keep it in the fridge 
and heat it up. It is good for a couple of days"

"Thank you" he said again, regretting having not known her 
prior to that night and not talking to her as much as he could. 
Should have turned the TV on and they could have talked 
until one of them fall asleep, instead of locking himself into 
his room and waiting for her to accuse him of trying to rape 
her. Glowing recommendation or not, he felt like the kind of 
White Guy he never wanted to be. "See you tomorrow?"

"Yes" she said, bowing with both her neck and her eyes.
Salim must have felt ignored. "Yeah...” he said, "it's really 

good, man. I had three this morning only"
Aaron is not sure if he would have told the guy to sod o�, but 

he was turning to him - to say something - when Roger, the o�-
cer watching the monitors, tapped the glass window and mo-
tioned Salim in. When Salim withdraw back into the building, 
Aaron turned to her and said, "And everything was alright - the 
other day?"

She was on the point of leaving. But she stopped and turned, 
eager to be of service and happy to stick around a little bit 
longer. "No. A neighbor let me into the building, but I couldn't 
go into our apartment until Jerry - the supervisor - called Will 
and told him I was there. He said since the lease was in Will’s 
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name [I did not have any credit history when we rented it], 
whatever I want I gotta work it out with Will. I... we had an 
arrangement when I got my �rst job: he will pay the rent and I 
will pay for everything else: food, utilities, etc."

"So... you are back there"
"Yes, he said he ignored my call because he assumed I’d take 

a cab home when I haven’t heard from him. When he got there 
and realized he has the only key, he came here. But I have al-
ready left with you – well, with a ‘female co-worker’, accord-
ing to Salim,” she smiled with amusement, “His friends have 
been calling me all evening to assure me he was with them, 
and not with some girl ignoring my calls"

“Does he – do that often?” Aaron asked, a little surprised by 
the casualty with which the information was delivered. Un-
less something was lost in the translation, no woman can be so 
blasé about a man basically cheating on her.

“Not of late, but he thinks I suspect that every time he fails 
to pick up the phone or wants to hang out with his friends”

"I see. Well...” Aaron said, checking if Salim was in there 
watching them. He looks absorbed in some live-camera 
screening, "Maybe things will change for the better this time"

"Yeah," she said hesitantly, "He felt bad when I said how 
lonely I felt when thinking about spending the night in the 
breakroom. He has been behaving for the last two days. Even 
made me a copy of the door key"

"A duplicate" Aaron observed absentmindedly "Good. Well... 
I will see you tomorrow"

"Bye" she said and walked away.
Aaron did not have the luxury to stand around watching 

Zema disappear out of his sight. He has noticed the sandals, 
which were beaded, brown, and leather. Cow hide, by the look 
of them. How she has fast feet. And was perhaps tall on top 
than she was on the bottom. But the image he took with him 
to the top of the tower, and nursed all afternoon, was her hair; 
her thick black hair with individual strands standing out at 
the back in the shape of the letter ‘s’. It was of a dense texture, 
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like a forest of loosely packed tresses, tempting one to put 
one’s �nger through it with the promise of connection. To the 
roots. Africa. Ethiopia. Humanity.

Isn't that where Lucy was from?
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CHAPTER 6

"Green", the service elevator that transports team 
members and goods to the kitchen, the AvACafé, 
and AvADiner was down the next day – which it 

has been doing every three-month or so lately. A cook and an 
expo have to be stranded on it for 49 minutes before Aaron 
and Jim could pry it open and set them free. They worked on it 
for hours, with one of the other janitor girls wiping the orange 
raindrops coming through the space between the door and its 
rusted frame. He has thought of Zema now and then through-
out the drilling and the �ling, but he was too preoccupied to 
ask where she was and what she would be doing then. In add-
ition, the guys from SayfSystems, the company who installed 
the elevators, had to be called in to make sure the problem 
does not happen again anytime soon - not before the 10th 
year anniversary about to take place in 5 months anyway. Just 
bussing them from �oor to �oor was work enough. By the time 
they decided the elevator was good to go, Aaron has become 
what Morg and her friends would call, “starvation central”.

The SayfSystems guys are not technically on the company’s 
payroll. Still, whenever they have to be called in, it was seen 
as a good gesture to take them out to lunch. So, they walked 
to the Greek Place across the street with Hugo [who was still 
smarting from being reminded he has no obligation to come if 
he did not want to eat lamb like everybody else] making the 
lead. A distracted Brian checking his phone while trying to lis-
ten to a back and forth between Jim, the self-proclaimed ‘bad 
cop’ of Facility Engineers, and one of the Sayf guys [a prefer-
ence-based argument the factions invariably settle by agree-
ing to disagree] following them. While Aaron slowly, almost 
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unwillingly, made a third with the fattest Engineer he has yet 
to meet, a Supervisor, nonetheless.

They were waiting for the light to turn to cross the road 
when he looked up and saw her there: the elusive dream he has 
been falling in and out of for some days now. She was in a gray 
sweatshirt that was half zipped up and carrying a MacDonald’s 
paper bag along with a cup of co�ee. It was obvious she has 
used some of her break time to grab lunch and was com-
ing back into the building. A surge of happiness went down 
Aaron’s spine. She may not have timed her break to coincide 
with his. But he was just as grateful.

"Hey hey!" he said when they were passing one another.
"Hi" she said, her face �ush with pleasure.
He wanted to stop and talk to her for a bit. She looked like 

she wanted to stop and talk to him for a bit herself. But they 
were in the middle of the road. She was a subordinate. And Jim 
and Hugo, although adversaries at present, were in the audi-
ence. He let her go with his heart dragging its feet in his chest.

The guy who was walking with him turned his head and 
watched her get to the other side, then looked at him with 
eyes that seem to say, "pretty girl!"

Aaron pretended not to notice.
But it kept him warm, that feeling: the fact that a stranger 

noticed the spark between them and complimented him, non-
verbally, on his acquisition. It made him leave his body in the 
bar, a smiling shell among sons of men, and travel to places 
where only your imagination takes you. He re-lived her smile; 
he re-heard her chattiness; he saw her rolling dough and fold-
ing it in neat rectangles before frying it so she could bring it 
for him.

He remembered, with sweet melancholy, how this girl - this 
very girl the thought of whom has started warming his heart 
every time he imagined her quiet �gure- was in his apartment 
not a week before. How she has seen his things, touched his 
things, and slept in them. He dreamed her: lying on his couch, 
with her head on one of his pillows, looking out into the world 
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through the dim light from the window and listening. Listen-
ing to the occasional car drive by. To the occasional toilet that 
gets �ushed. To the fridge that hums strangely throughout the 
night.

That night, sipping a sweaty beer while listening to his MP3 
playing “Brown Eyed Girl” [or ‘Latina’, as Morg calls it], he won-
dered if he would be the same gentleman was she to come to 
him one more time. Would he be able to forget that he was a 
man and she was a woman?! That they were both of reproduct-
ive age? That there was nothing natural about Adam hugging 
his pillow while Eve, this Eve that laughs, that gets embar-
rassed and excited when she sees him, slept next door?!
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CHAPTER 7

A aron is not sure if every white guy has stood on 
the edge of the racial divide wondering if ask-
ing that black girl out was worth the trouble. Al-

though he would like to think so. His family home, after all, 
has been a liberal haven in an otherwise demarcated part of 
White Center ever since the oldest kid of the house – one 
Peter Mullen, “Petey” as he was called back then – decided to 
break rank with Mullen Senior by treating the Mexicans who 
washed windows under his father’s direction as friends and 
equals.

This spirit of generosity has been bought with, and held 
intact through, the small price of a bleeding nose from Neil, 
where he was served a punch the evening he bragged how he 
made a classmate cry with a nasty little comment about his 
mother.� Even after White Center became more ethnically di-
verse and a large amount of trash started showing up around 
the garbage bin at the community center’s basketball court – 
but not by the tennis court, never the tennis court, kindness 
has remained a Mullen family tradition. It is not fun, they 
will admit, seeing their beloved town turning into a shit hole 
where cars with smoky exhaust engines and bad sound system 
drive around at the late hours of the evening blaring hip-hop. 
Having neighborhood kids break into your mailbox, or steal 
packages o� your front door, when they are not beating up one 
another. Still, the Mullens try not to judge a philosophy by its 
abuse. What is more, the only Mullen to stay behind in “Rat 
City”, the walking talking irony who went by the name Neil Jr., 
was not exactly a savory character himself.

Aaron’s short-lived �irtation with interracial-dating hap-
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pened when he took the job of a bus-driver for the 5 months 
before �nding a Lead Engineer position at AvAtower©. The 
pay was good. There was no danger of hurting his back while 
helping patients in and out of wheelchairs like the job he tried 
before it. And he has been told you can work until you drop, 
as the concept of over-time seem overrated with King County 
Metro System. Of course, the hours were not great. There 
was something ominous about hunting bus stops for lonely 
passengers long after midnight. Kathleen hated the overnight 
shift, although he considered himself as much an early bird as 
a night owl. The smell [of soiled cloth, of alcohol, of vomit], 
some people’s attitude, and the fact that you gotta hold your 
pee until you no longer can did not make the job in anyway 
easy.

However, he was good at following rules, so he looked the 
other way when those trying to get out of paying put a show of 
going through their pockets. Opened windows for the intoxi-
cated and helped the sick.

On one of these days, an especially cold and quiet evening 
where the rain was coming down so hard the streets were 
deserted of human and vehicle, a woman [short denim skirt, 
boots, a jacket, a scarf, and a big purse, almost an overnight bag 
size] asked for a stop. When Aaron was about to pull into the 
bus-stop she said, “Thank you for doing that, by the way, earl-
ier - with the guy”

“Oh, no thank you…” he answered, looking up at her and 
remembering in time what she was referring to. The ‘guy’, al-
though giving the impression that he was drunk, was really 
su�ering from some sort of chemical imbalance. He also was 
not sure where he should get o� and where to take the next 
bus to his destination. So, Aaron has helped him out [while 
the grown-ups groaned and the teenagers poked one another 
in the ribs and giggled], waited until the next bus came into 
view, �agged the driver down, helped the man into the bus, 
explained the situation to his co-worker and gotten back to 
his seat. He has stepped on the gas to make up for lost time and 
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made it at his next stops with about seven minute’s di�erence 
to his original arrival time. “I am glad somebody noticed”

“I did,” she said, showing him a cute bucktooth smile. "You 
didn't have to, but it was really nice of you"

“It’s usually the complaining and the curses that reach you, 
you know what I mean?” he said letting the door open.

“You will get used to it” she said smiling, as if [Aaron 
couldn’t help wondering later] she knew he was really asking 
if she knew what he was sayin’, then bade him goodnight.

He watched her climb the hill to 4th avenue while his 
passengers �ocked in… folding umbrellas, swiping cards and 
pouring money into the machine. She was a tall black girl. 
Dark skinned and with a hair that was both heavy and long. 
She looked hip and conservative; educated and a free spirit. 
The kind you meet at a poetry reading, or shopping at Whole 
Foods.

It was not the �rst time he found himself drawn to a black 
woman. There were one or two in his high school he was both 
scared of and fascinated by. And who does not have a thing for 
the occasional black actress?

He looked forward to seeing her next time. If she knew he 
was a newbie, she must be a regular on that route. Which 
turned out to be the case. She would be moving to something 
playing on her phone, or reading from it, chit chatting with 
someone next to her. He said hi to her, more warmly than the 
way he welcomed everybody else – they have a history after 
all. And she said hi back – but never looked him straight in 
the eye. Which �rst made him feel that he must have been 
nothing special [You need a reassurance when you have been 
laid o� a job you had all your adult life - and was excelling 
at]. Then curious, because her avoiding looking at his face felt 
intentional.

If he looked at the spot she is sitting while waiting for a light 
to change, or pulling in and out of a bus stop, she would turn 
her head away from him and look out the window all the way 
home despite her body language saying she was aware he was 
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looking at her. So, he worried she would think he was looking 
at her even when he was not. It did not feel like hate - her buck-
tooth smile was always warm, her eyes twinkly. He did not 
think it was love either. But why the tenseness when he looks 
her way? Why the solemn burying of the head and focusing 
on whatever she was doing when he opens the door to let pas-
sengers in? Why was she purposefully avoiding the front door, 
even when she is close to it?

It seems to him he was looking at her hair more than her face 
most of the time. A hair that was sometimes straight and lay 
on her back. Braided and either brought forth to her chest or 
tied up in a bun behind her head at other times. Still others it 
resembled the hair ‘Lady of Rage’ was sporting while she sang 
about rocking ‘rough and tough’ with her afro-pu�s. It looked 
exhausting and, if Chris Rock was to be trusted, expensive. But 
oh, with what grace she carried it!

He loved his wife and he will not have pursued sex with a 
stranger, unless it came pursuing him. Which it never did. But 
Aaron was also the kind of guy who follows a woman for miles 
to tell her he wasn’t following her. So, he wondered if he has 
o�ended her in anyway; if she thought he was a creep. Was he 
giving a vibe - the vibe of a desolate bachelor he feels on the 
inside? Or was she the kind who expects all men to be inter-
ested in her?

She was not particularly beautiful. Or at least Aaron did not 
think so. [Although you can’t really tell with women from a 
di�erent ethnic background.] But she had something going for 
her. Some secret knowledge into the psyche of men that made 
her both attractive and inaccessible. A quality that would 
make a guy feel he has really outdone himself was he to score 
with her.

Then he got a call to an application he submitted months 
ago for the job he has now. He has mentioned – the way he did 
with a few of his regulars – how he would no longer be work-
ing for KCM when she gets o� his bus that week, hoping that 
would give her the courage to, say, leave her phone number 
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with him. He was not sure what he meant to do with that 
number. For many a marriage that made it to the deathbed 
has miraculously recovered its strength and lived to see an-
other decade – half a century, even. Fortunately, she did not. 
She wished him good luck, said she would see him around, and 
walked out – her head held high, and her body blending seam-
lessly into the space she occupied.

The next time he saw her, months later on Elliot Bay, she 
[in a yellow top and wrap-around skirt with elephant prints 
on it, and bejeweled �ip-�ops] and an older woman [with 
the short gray Afro that is common to fashion-conscious old 
black women] were helping a bouncing ball of a girl skip stairs. 
He almost called out from the patio where he and Je� were 
drinking beer while watching the girls who jogged by in name-
brand sweat suits. Then he realized he did not know what to 
say to her. That she was more of a stranger to him than his 
wedded wife, who has become a perfect alien. And that this 
was neither the place nor the time to start braving women.

So, he watched them until they �nished the boardwalk and 
disappeared from his view before turning his half-hearted, al-
most weary, attention to his best friend whose self-acknow-
ledged “clownish need for approval” never fails to distract 
him from his misery.
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CHAPTER 8

He had a leaky faucet to �x upstairs when he came 
to work the next day. He took the elevator, stood 
outside the restroom until whoever was in there 

was done; and walked in. It smelled – UGH. She has to clean 
that, he thought, disgusted. He left the door open and put 
a "Work in Progress" sign on it. When he was done greasing, 
drilling and �ling; and shooing away displeased customers to 
the restroom by the orange elevator, he called Radio 2, which 
he knew she had that day. She answered. "Hey, it’s Aaron. Can 
you come to the launch-pad men’s restroom - please? Got 
some stu� that needs cleaning?"

She said she would be there.
He knew he could not wait there for long; people need to 

pee, and he needs to get on with his work. But he can’t pass it 
up when the opportunity to exchange a few words in private 
seems to present itself.

He walked into the restroom; washed his hands for more 
than 20 seconds; dried them and stood by the mirror studying 
his face. He was not a bad looking guy, despite the big nose. 
He has a nice smile. Is 5’10 on a day he wasn’t feeling bowed-
down by life and slouching to hide his vulnerable midri�. His 
greenish-blueish gray eyes were hidden under bushy eyebrows 
that were arched in such a way they gave his face a much 
thinner, not unattractive hungry or haunted look - depending 
on how much sleep he got the night before. But he was a guy 
whose hairline seems to be receding by the day, too; leaving 
him with more forehead than hair.

When the door opened, he coughed so he does not scare her 
or give her the impression that he was trying to ambush her. 
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She walked in with her cleaning gadget, readily smiling.
"Oh hey." she said, standing erect and taking as small space as 

she can – assuming he wanted to pass out, no doubt.
"Well... hello" he said, smiling "Long time no see"
She must have understood the joke, because she laughed. "I 

did want to ask if you wanted to join us for lunch yesterday," 
he said, smiling mischievously, "But you seem to have had an 
appointment with a big Mac just then"

"Oh no" she giggled, her face �ush with embarrassment "that 
wasn't for me. That was for Fikir--"

"Fikir? The Lady who calls me 'Arr-On’"
"Yeah"
"It’s like an un�nished sentence," he said, feeling comfort-

able enough to joke with her "R-on something. Never asked 
what. Sorry... you were saying?"

"Oh. Yeah. She does my hair once a week or so. But when the 
front becomes loose" she touched the front of her hair with 
her gloved hand "which it does, after three days, she does a re-
touch -kind of. When she does that, she won't take any money. 
So, I try to bring her something she likes. I got her hush-brown 
and fries yesterday. She loves them but is too self-conscious to 
go out and order them by herself"

"Cool" he said, deriving pleasure from knowing she was not 
a McDonald's fan. It is not because he has inherited his wife’s 
‘bourgeoisie taste’, as Je� calls it, that Aaron’s inside turns at 
the thought of McDonald’s ‘Freedom Fries’. Indeed, he would 
be happy to admit Ramen Noodle, with veggies thrown in, 
was his go-to food when he has a headache and/or is hangover. 
But he has started associating the smell of KFC’s chicken and 
McDonald fries [ate far too often in a windowless room] with 
females who would claim girlfriend-status because you took 
their advice on where to place your �at screen TV and which 
child’s photo should come where on top of the �re place. "So… 
if I were to take you out for lunch, say, as a ‘thank you’ for the 
Samosas, it won't be at Macky D's, right? I mean I got nothing 
against McDonald's except the toxic sludge they put in their 

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

34

food"
"No… I like all kinds of food" she said, dismissively "Break-

fast food, mostly"
"With bacon and eggs and all that?”
“Yup”
Not religious then. Thank God.
“Cool. What else - let us say it was mid-day or dinner time?"
"Anything with Pasta in it”
“Oh yeah. You guys were colonized by the Italians, weren’t 

you?”
She looked up, unamused.
“We were occupied for �ve years” she said somberly “occu-

pied, not colonized”
“Right on” Aaron said, regretting bringing hastily googled 

politics into food talk. He hoped she would not think he was 
one of those white guys who assumed all the natives did when 
the invaders came marching in was hold the beads against 
their neck and ask how they looked. He used to be a history 
bu� once, if she would believe it. He even knows Selassie.

“Five years later, we threw them out”
“Cool. Sorry. My bad”
“It is ok", she smiled, a little dryly, "It’s just… our having-

never-been-colonized is a big part of our identity. We… it is 
not something we hold lightly. Anyway, I like pasta because 
Pasta was the one thing I knew how to cook until I came 
to America and started missing my own food. My brother 
wanted me to focus on my studies, and his wishes were every-
body’s command, so I was not properly trained in the art of 
‘being a good wife’ when young. That used to terrify my mom, 
how no man would settle for a woman like me, until I met – 
until Will came all the way from America to ask for my hand. 
Being a good cook was the one thing every other girl in my vil-
lage felt she had on me, me being the ‘clever girl’ who went to 
college and brought a ‘degree’, while some of them were busy 
bringing babies”

“There you go!” Aaron said, pointing to the bright side, “and 
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you can always copy recipes. That is what my ex-wife did - as 
opposed to yours truly who threw everything on the pan and 
hoped for the best”

Interesting, that, his referring to Kat as his ‘ex-wife’! Did 
he do it because he has had enough of waiting, or because 
he wanted to make sure ‘Zema’ knew that he was available? 
His couch faces the bookshelf, the dormant �replace, and the 
television with a gaming set on top of it. She could not have 
helped notice his family photos along with the Christmas 
lights from half a year ago that he uses to fall asleep by on 
nights he is too drunk or lonely to brave the bedroom alone.

But [who cares] she was laughing. For a girl with such a tu-
multuous domestic life, he must say, she laughs a lot. And not 
just any laugh. She laughs as if she was taken by surprise that 
the jokes chose to come at her and was embarrassed at her re-
sponse to them. As if happiness was not a state of being for her 
but a mime that jumped in her way to make her look silly.

"By the way," Aaron said, because he was grateful she found 
him funny and compliment was the only form of intimacy he 
can a�ord to give her right then, "Your hair… I have always 
wanted to tell you - it looks very pretty. It isn't -- it is your nat-
ural hair, right?"

The minute the question left his mouth, he knew he has no 
right to ask it. But they had this thing going on and he was hop-
ing to progressively be less formal with her…

"Oh yes" she said, embarrassed and happy "Yeah... my cousin 
- she lives in Virginia Beach - she tells me to cut it short and 
have a bang to hide my forehead"

"Your forehead?" he said, looking at it. Yes, she has a bit of 
[Reese] Witherspoon going on. But instead of begging for the 
protection of a bang, it seems to add depth to her features. As 
if the forehead was a place of rest for the face before it sur-
rendered the rest of its territory to the hair. "Why would you 
want to hide your forehead?"

"Oh, you know" she giggled, “‘Hide your defects by whatever 
means necessary’. She thinks if I �at ironed it and don't have 
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it braided as often, I would avoid looking like a girl from the 
country and my husband may not need to sneak around be-
hind my back"

"A girl from the country?"
"It is a derogatory term from when I was younger;" she 

laughed, "when wearing heels, and three-piece suit with a 
shoulder-pad, and having your hair �at-ironed was considered 
looking 'modern’, ‘professional', or 'stylish'. Things have 
changed, but my cousin's standard has not changed much. 
That is what happens when you refuse to mix with those who 
do not look like you or attempt to create the exact duplicate 
of the life you had back home here in America. Isn’t it weird 
how some people manage to remain unscratched by their sur-
rounding?” She asked, “How sure they are of their ‘rights’ and 
‘wrongs’, and never hesitate to voice it wherever they go?"

“That is where the saying ‘fools rush in where angels fear 
to tread’ came from” Aaron said, unable to hide his delight. 
How di�erent she looks in the daytime; how clever, bright and 
happy. And how she inspires him to be a little more free, a lit-
tle more joshing, a little less formal. "Which is why I wonder 
why you are doing this, being a janitor, I mean. No disrespect 
to your profession but surely you can do much better!"

"Oh..." she said, working her vacuum cleaner bashfully, 
"When I came here - I got a job at Goodwill – because that was 
the best I could do, our education doesn’t exactly transfer. 
And I was scared by how – cheerful you gotta be to be a sales-
person in America. Cheerful, outgoing, bubbly ... super-fake. 
But Will - my husband – didn’t like it; didn't like me work-
ing where I meet a lot of people. The minute I got used to it 
and wasn’t coming home and crying for hours because my feet 
hurt so much, he said he worries I would meet a guy and leave 
him. I loved working there – seeing all the beautiful things 
that come through, all those knick-knacks I grew up watch-
ing on movies but never gotta touch. Plus, Mercedes knew I 
loved books and used to send me to the Boutique where we 
have shelves after shelves of books and movies to organize and 
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price. I was good at that. But when he started getting more 
and more suspicious, I decided it’s better to change the job 
than mess up my marriage. The fact that this pays much more 
than that and my cheeks don’t have to hurt so much from fake-
smiling, that helped too"

"Hmm. Never realized how our 'sales-person' society would 
strike somebody who wasn't born here" he said, shoving the 
paper towel he has been drying his dry hands with into the 
trash can, "Makes me sympathize with all those waiters I 
thought didn't deserve a tip. Anyway, thanks for the explan-
ation, don't want to delay you any further. I assume you have a 
ride for tonight?"

"Oh no, I am leaving early today" she replied happily, "I men-
tioned to Beza - the girl who works in the kitchen - how I got 
stuck here the other day. She is the only one I can talk to. And 
she said she will show me where she lives when we have a 
schedule together, in case it happened again"

"Good plan" he lied, a little bummed out that she will not be 
needing him anymore.

"I will clock-out at six with her and take the bus back to 
Seattle"

"Where does she live?" he said, suddenly curious.
"Renton - Redmond. The one where they have Wal-Mart and 

Fred Meyer near one another"
He smiled "Probably Renton. So, you are going all the way 

there without even knowing what the place is called?"
"I know what bus to take” she declared proudly, "And where 

to take it. If the worst comes, I will turn the GPS on my phone 
and �nd my way back home. This is something I should have 
done months ago instead of depending on others to drive me 
around. You saw how helpless I got just because Will forgot to 
pick me up one day!"

More like refused to pick her up. But that wasn’t a point 
Aaron would have liked to dwell upon. What he would like to 
dwell upon is how that misstep worked for his own bene�t. 
How he was led [by God? by Fate?] down a dark corridor at the 
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end of which a sun was waiting to burst upon him. A sun that 
warmed up his joints, stirred life into his loins, and made him 
miss going to work instead of counting down the days to his 
weekend.

"Be that as it may,” he said, watching her empty the garbage 
bins and knowing he should go back to work soon. "I think you 
should take a bus on your day o� to see how to get there but 
have somebody pick you up tonight. I know most of the routes 
in places like these. They are �lled with either homeless or 
crazy people after seven"

"Oh, Will works until 10 pm" she said dismissively "plus I 
don't want him to know where she lives"

"If you gave me an early enough warning, I can give you a ride 
back"

She looked up. It was either inappropriate or too generous 
because she looked freaking scared.

"You?"
But how else can he show her he meant to be at her service, 

anywhere, anytime, anyhow? [Emphasis on ‘anyhow’!].
"Yes - I used to own a small repair shop at Renton Mall: �xing 

cell phones, computers, o�ce equipment, that kind of stu�. It 
is like 15 minutes via I5 from my place. You can text me the 
time you will be done, and I can come pick you up"

"But - don't you... won't you have something else to do?"
"Not really" he said, "I am a lonely guy. You have seen my 

joint! Not to mention how it is the least I could do for the deli-
cious Samosa you made me the other day"

"But...”
He was beginning to think maybe he should let it go when a 

customer who was standing outside, looking like he was hop-
ing to be let in, seem to help her make up her mind. "Ok" she 
said, "You can give me your phone number and I will text you. 
Will has my phone connected to the internet so he can see in-
coming calls, voice mails, etc. But I can send you a message"

"Cool" he said and walked out "I will give it to you before I 
leave"
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CHAPTER 9

A aron was not sure if his o�er to come pick her up all 
the way from Renton was a wise decision. Maybe on 
either the weird or the too-generous side. He knew 

two things, though. That:
1. He should keep all things personal out of their impending 

conversation - he does not want her to think of him as some-
one who takes advantage of people who found themselves in a 
pickle. And

2. She cannot simply be telling him all these things about 
herself without a reason.

There is a chance it maybe a peculiar thing to her, having the 
vocabulary but not the skill to put her responses in the brief-
est possible form. But he felt it was something special to him. 
He should not be worried much, perhaps, because listening to 
her was a pleasant thing; a nice break to an otherwise dull and 
sti� day. However, he wanted to know for sure. And the more 
time he spent with her, the more certain he would become.

So, he took a shower; munched on some string-cheese to 
appease his hunger; played a bit of game and when she texted 
him to pick her up any time after 7:45, he drove to Renton.

When he got to the bus stop across from Walgreens, she 
walked out of half a dozen black faces Aaron would not have 
been able to tell apart.

"Hey" he said, opening the door.
"Oh, my God I can't believe you drove all the way here” she 

said, getting in, “I wouldn’t have agreed if I knew it was this 
far”

“It is not like driving all the way to Ethiopia” Aaron joked, 
looking in his rear-view mirror for other cars while she 
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messed about with the seat belts. "You didn't wait long, did 
you?"

"No. I left Beza's house like 10 minutes ago. She wanted to 
walk me to the bus stop, but I told her I have to buy something 
from Fred Meyer. I didn't want her - I didn't want her waiting 
‘for the bus’ with me"

He was being kept a secret. That is a good sign. Right?
"So where to?" he said, when she appears ready for a take-o�.
She told him the address. It was in SeaTac, closer to here 

than his place. He has prepared for this contingency.
"I hope you don't mind," he said, swerving at the �rst fast 

food drive-in he can �nd. "I had a late lunch so didn't feel hun-
gry when I got home. ‘Starvation Central’ right now"

"Oh no...” she said happily coming out of the reverie his 
album put her "I don't mind at all."

"And you don't have to be home before -?"
"Four" she said, "Ten I mean. Sorry. It is 2 am in my country 

right now. Sometimes I slip in it and confuse people"
He did not understand what she was talking about. But his 

line was coming up.
"Do you want anything?" he asked, after putting in his order.
"Oh no" she said, in the same tone "I am stu�ed from Beza's 

cooking. Ethiopians have to feed you until you feel sick. 
Otherwise they won't feel they showed their love"

He laughed. Thanked the faceless person behind the drive-
through and drove a little further to let somebody else put an 
order.

"We have kind of the same thing in my culture" he said, 
"When I was a kid, we were supposed to eat before going to 
other people's house, so we don't embarrass our parents by 
gobbling everything. And you are supposed to leave some-
thing on your plate, just to show the owners you were too full 
to �nish it"

"Just like 'Gone with the Wind’,” she said smiling “They used 
to do that back then too"

'Gone with the Wind'?!
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Aaron was not sure he has met, or even heard of, a black per-
son who has read 'Gone with the Wind'. He did not even know 
it was an appropriate subject to discuss with a black person, 
even if she was a foreigner.

"You have read 'Gone with the Wind’?” he asked, as non-
committally as he can manage, "How did you �nd it?"

"I loved it!" she said "Slavery wasn't a part of my culture so it 
was just a beautiful fairy-tale like story to me. Loved Ashleigh 
and was very disappointed by how - a-weakling - the actor 
looked. Then" she said, as if she was winded "this guy - this old 
man who was a customer of ours at Goodwill – said something 
to me that made me look at it a little di�erently”

“Not something bad I hope?” Aaron said, almost unwillingly.
“Well… me and Chandler, this girl who was cashiering be-

side me, were discussing how hot it was for Seattle that day 
when he said 'At least you are in doors. Imagine how worse it 
would be if you were out picking cotton'. I laughed and said 
‘Right?’ because I wasn’t sure how to react. But it bothered me 
so much – that a complete stranger would think his skin-color 
gives him the right to insult me and do it in front of a colleague 
– that I woke up in the middle of the night and cried my eyes 
out. If I told Will, he would have stalked the store until he 
came across the guy and beat him up. So, I pretended I cried be-
cause I missed my family”

“My God,” Aaron said, “I am so sorry”
"No..." she said glumly, "Of course I knew I would be seen 

as another black person in America. But it didn't hit me as 
much as it did then. I mean Ethiopians, we are very proud 
of our heritage; our never-having-been-colonized; our having 
kicked Italy's ass; our language, calendar, music. I am not say-
ing we look down on the rest of Africa – although there are 
some who do – but we all considered ourselves quite special 
and grew up being told that was how the rest of the world saw 
us. As a uniquely brave and beautiful people who quietly put 
up with every curve ball God and nature sent their way. That 
day I understood, to Americans, we were what an Ethiopian 
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poet once called ‘Silicha QelQelo; QelQelo Silicha’. Or ‘same 
di�erence’, as you say”

"I am sure you are a lot more than that, whatever that 
means," Aaron said squeezing between two cars parked at the 
back of the building underneath a big tree. One had a man sit-
ting alone reading a book using a small LED-light. The couple 
in the other car were clearly stoners. "And on behalf of all non-
ignorant non-Racist White people, I apologize"

She looked sideways at him with eyes that shone like dia-
monds.

“Actually,” she said, “White privilege and institutional ra-
cism aside, White Americans – at least the ones in Seattle – are 
the friendliest I met"

“Really?” Aaron said, a little surprised and pleased. “I would 
have thought we would be the most-rude”

“I don't know if it is fear or guilt,” she said carelessly, “I am 
a black woman after all, we are known for our rage! But white 
people, the ones who aren't poor or homeless or mentally ill, 
are much nicer than �rst generation immigrants from other 
races. Especially the older ones"

"Yeah but imagine facing all those things you said you faced 
when you come here at an old age"

"I agree," she said thoughtfully. “But they would take it more 
out on me than they would to you, even if you are … were the 
country that screwed them. It is hard not to resent it. I have 
actually ignored at least two Asian old men on the bus where I 
would have normally given them my seat because I know they 
would have either chased me out of their store or refused to 
rent me a room in their house. That has happened to Achuck. 
They told him they only want ‘chinee peepo’ after they made 
him come and check out the place. I told him he can go to the 
authorities, that this was actually a government subsidized 
house and they weren’t even allowed to rent it out. But he said 
he came from a country where brother killed brother, so he 
isn't surprised by this."

“Yeah, my friend – he tells jokes in bars sometimes – says we 
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have spread the smallpox of racism even in countries where 
we didn’t send blankets. Of course, racism didn't start with us. 
But with the kind of world we are helping create, and the indi-
genous values being lost because ours is spreading like cancer, 
I am afraid it all boils down to us in the end”

"You guys have always been your harshest critics anyway," 
she said, smiling "Even the most patriotic American won't 
hesitate to believe the worst of his government when it comes 
to your foreign policies. It is kind of cute because most of us 
who have been through civil wars and mass murders like ‘red-
terror’ in my own country doubt we would have acted more 
honorably if we had your means and were in your position"

"That is a gracious way to look at it," he said, unwrapping his 
taco, "But the idea was 'to whom much is given, much shall be 
expected'. What?" he said at her startled but happy look when 
he mentioned a bible verse. "You look surprised! Did you think 
I was some sort of a heathen?”

“Not heathen” she said, trying to suppress a smile. “I just 
didn’t expect it. That is all”

“That is years of Saturday morning catechisms for ya. We 
grew up Catholic, although when my mom decided to pull us 
out of ‘Holy Family’ – one of the priests was regularly spank-
ing some of the kids, or so we were led to believe back then – 
my dad said he never liked the idea of us going there anyway. 
It is just, as an Irish man, if you aren’t demonstrably catholic, 
then you are a ‘loyalist’ – to the British, you know? After I 
grew up, met my wife, and we debated where to take our kids 
for moral guidance; we settled on the Baptist church in Fre-
mont – that is where we lived before… you know… the separ-
ation. I have, of course, been a Protestant for some time then” 
he joked, “protesting, that is, all the cartoons I missed out on 
while attending Sunday school on Saturday; and then having 
to sit through mass Sunday morning"

She smiled, answered her girlfriend’s text asking if she has 
made it home safe, then observed how she did not know 
White Americans took their kids to church nowadays. "I as-
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sumed all White Christians did on Sundays, from what I ob-
served when living with my in-laws, was watch TV-preachers 
bad mouth Democrats and liberal values" she said, “As if God 
doesn’t even come into the question. I knew a couple of Evan-
gelical Christians from college back home, and they are some 
of the nicest people I know. The most tolerant and loving, 
even to those who persecute them. In America, though…”

"Yeah..." Aaron agreed, picking on her hesitation "The reli-
gious right is quickly becoming a hate group. Only it is sold 
under a more benign, less threatening, package – like ‘family 
value’, ‘religious liberty’, and ‘pro-life movement’. Anyway… 
fuck them… I would rather hear about you. What kind of fam-
ily did you come from? Were your folks religious?"

"Very religious" she said proudly, "We didn’t go as a family 
to church every Sunday or grew up singing in a choir – like 
African Americans do here. But we were forced to observe 
Saint’s days and, during fasting season, every kid who is 7 years 
or older would fast from morning to 3 pm. I don’t know if 
you know this about countries where Orthodox Christianity 
is the major religion. But it is kind of intertwined with na-
tional identity. Which means those who left that religion for 
another are considered either sell-outs or non-patriotic by 
those who stayed. Even my brother, who I doubt believes half 
of the things they say, avoids meat products on Wednesdays 
and Fridays and fasts the whole season of lent. I lost the faith - 
at least the blind obedience the church required – when I was 
a teenager, and the tradition became hard to stick to after I 
came to America. But I do like the bible from when my brother 
used to ask me to read it and tell him what I understood. It was 
an old King James Version; with the kind of English I �nd di�-
cult even now. But he won’t let me borrow any of the novels 
in his possession unless he was satis�ed with my answers. So, I 
would read my mother’s Amharic bible and give him a corres-
ponding translation. He always falls for it"

Aaron smiled. "Smart girl"
A silence, only interrupted by the sound of his chewing, 
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tra�c on the main road, and the quiet voice of Paul Simon as 
he sang “The boy in the bubble”, followed. "Graceland" was the 
album he picked out for her before he headed her way; feeling 
it was appropriate, considering her African roots. Yet, “I know 
what I know” seems to be taking forever to start.

"I was actually gonna tell you how my mom ate the last 
piece of a Strawberry Angel Food cake at a neighbor’s when she 
was a kid and embarrassed her family" he said, looking out the 
window with a smile “But your story, as usual, knocked mine 
out of the court"

“Oh, I am sorry” she said with childish glee “Will just says 
‘yeah yeah’ when I get carried away. Did her parents punish 
your mom when she got home?”

“I think they just showed they were disappointed with her, 
which means a lot back then. That was our punishment, any-
way, the silent treatment. It used to scare me and drove my 
brother Marvin crazy. He is the ‘drama queen’ of the Mullen 
Boys. Speaking of dramatic personalities, Salim invited me to 
have dinner with him at this restaurant he said is run by his 
relative. It was after you brought me those Samosas. He men-
tioned they have something like it in their culture and said I 
should come"

"You should," she said, nodding her head "I actually had an 
interview there on Tuesday. The guy has been looking for a 
Line Cook and Salim said he would recommend me. Their 
hours clashed with this job. And since they have neither a 
union, nor a health-coverage, I decided to stick to the job I 
have now. But it is very luxurious - is that the word? Got 
Persian carpets and curtains made from really fancy material. 
You take o� your shoe when you enter, use your hand"

"You should come with us," he said, after draining the last of 
his drink and throwing it out the window. "Would be fun- the 
three of us: three Musketeers-from around the globe- repre-
sentin’"

Maybe they can turn it into a double date with Salim and his 
wife. How about that?
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"Nah..." she said, smiling, "We have a big Muslim population 
in my country, and I have been to a place like that. You should 
go, though. It will be a good experience for you"

"It is just - I don't know if I can be such a great company" 
he said, "I love talking to you, for example. You are corky and 
have all these interesting stories - kind of like reading a biog-
raphy, really. Salim - though - he can be too brutish. You know 
what that means?"

"Like a bully?" she laughed, "Cut them down! Kill them! Have 
no mercy?"

"Exactly!" Aaron replied; his voice thick with desire. I love 
you, he wanted to tell her, and I want to take you home and eat 
you up - all the 5’5 inch of you.

"Well, I don’t know if it would explain it but he has told me 
he used to have a big o�cial position in the government back 
in his country " she said, "But he has to leave it and come to 
America after terrorists tried to kill him"

"Terrorists?! You are kidding!" he said, wondering if he 
should start his car, or keep parked at a spot people use to 
make out or maybe even worse.

"Oh no. He has like 60 stitches" she said, "From where he got 
shot"

"Jesus!" he said, feeling bad for the guy.
"Yeah… when I told him I came from Ethiopia, he immedi-

ately begun to talk about how lucky we were that we got out 
alive. I was about to say, ‘speak for yourself, I had an awesome 
life, and nobody was trying to kill me’. But he lifted his shirt 
and showed us his stitches. It was Achuck and me; you know 
- the guy from Sudan? He is one of the Lost Boys. So, I shut up 
and decided to let them continue believing that I was better 
o� here than there"

"Correct me if I am wrong" he said, half playful, half serious 
"But I am getting this vibe that America isn't exactly a prom-
ise land to you"

"No..." she said thoughtfully, "I don't regret coming here, 
though. Or maybe I think things would have been di�erent if 
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I didn't come the way I did, or when I did. I love Seattle. The 
lakes and the trees, all the shades of green. The �owers and all 
the fruit that rots in the street when seasons change. Fruits 
that cost an arm and leg in my country. I love the library. And 
the public transportation system. Also, I like how I can go 
crazy if I want to and I have no one to answer to - no brother 
or mother to embarrass. That can make life a little lonely 
too, of course, knowing you can die, and your family won't 
even know it. My favorite writer, Zadie Smith, has said it best. 
Disappearing is the biggest fear of the immigrant. Living and 
dying nameless. Being a nobody, after having been somebody 
back there. People assuming you must be another black girl, 
another high-school dropout who can't even drive a car when 
you have not just one but a second degree" she sighed "But 
nothing comes without a price, right?"

"Only if the price doesn't exceed the bene�t by much" Aaron 
protested.

"Well..." she said smiling, as if he was the one needing com-
forting "Hopefully things will change for the better after I got 
my citizenship. My cousin has told me I can move in with her 
while I go to school and �nd a better job. At least America has 
that going for it: You can have a fresh start at nearly any point 
in your life, which is much harder where I came from"

"Now you are talking" Aaron said and started the engine "It 
makes me happy that you know it is not all darkness and 
gloom. People who go through stu� you do �nd that hard 
sometimes. I know a couple in my own life. I must admit, 
though, I hope your fresh start will still begin in Washington 
State. It would put a lot of wear and tear on my car to drive all 
the way to Virginia Beach to get my Samosa �x"

She looked at him and giggled, a happy - tinkling laugh. He 
knew she understood what he meant. That he wanted her to 
stay in Washington State so he could take her out. Date her. 
Maybe even take her to his family's home for Fourth of July; 
the ornament exchange on the Saturday before Christmas; and 
the egg-crush competition on Easter Sunday. Not just because 
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he can teach her his own family traditions, which were unique 
to them. But because it is about time somebody brought a 
black person to one of these gatherings. The closest they got 
to black was a couple friend of Chad's from East India. Who 
were quite the talkers and very friendly, but did not eat meat 
so Alice has to scramble to put together some chicken-based 
meal on what was supposed to be a 100% grass-fed barbecue 
day.
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CHAPTER 10

A s the department with the smallest number of em-
ployees, not to mention the most vital, the Utilities 
and Maintenance Department organizes employee-

outings following every quarterly report meeting. Although 
this meeting was never attended by more than half of the 11 
members that constitute the team [Two Managers. One super-
visor and two Lead Engineers - Aaron, Jim and Vitaly respect-
ively. Three tech guys – Nick, Sanjesh, and Clinton. Two Util-
ity workers: Hugo and Brian, as well as Dale - who is not just 
the man who washes the windows and does the paintjobs at 
night but is father to Brian], it was considered a good form to 
welcome anyone willing to join in the fun.

This outing usually takes place at a Bowling Alley in Tuk-
wila, on the �rst Monday at the beginning of the new quarter. 
The company covers all game-related expenses such as gear-
fee and two rounds of play. It was customary, however, for 
those able to make it to play as many rounds as they wanted 
and even order alcohol with the money allotted. This usage of 
company money for the purposes unintended is such a culture 
in most o�ce functions that even Cisco, Department Manager, 
has to look away on the rare occasions he managed to un-
pluck himself from his daughters’ company to join the boys. 
The only di�erence would be in the use of language, and the 
amount of rumor allowed to circulate – for if there is some-
thing Cisco cannot stand, it is people who do not know how to 
turn it o�.

That Monday, neither Cisco nor Dale [who has not touched 
alcohol for nearly a decade, according to his son, and does 
not mind playing the designated driver when needs be] could 
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make it to the gathering. So, when Aaron returned from using 
the restroom, tongues were giving way to foul language and a 
discussion about a recent drama among the server sta�.

Apparently, at a house-warming party for one of the Server 
Assistants, “Bussers”, a game of "Kill, Marry, Fuck" has been 
played by two of her girlfriends and one male friend - a gay 
man.

Only this time, the girls, including Edwardo whom Aaron 
has heard being referred to as both "Chica" and "Chichi" by 
his Hispanic colleagues, have decided to change the rules of 
the game around to mean choosing three co-workers to "kill”, 
“marry” and “fuck". The “girls” picked the men they want to 
sleep with, the men they want to marry, and the women – or 
man, in Jim's case - they wanted to kill.

After lots of additions and adjustments, a tentative list was 
agreed to. This list was not meant to leave the room. Only ... it 
did. The co-worker Edwardo wanted to "fuck" [a straight man 
who has tattoos and skates to work and uses the f-bomb a lot], 
was teased with it and he complained to management. Ed-
wardo wept, and the girls refused to answer any question how-
ever many meetings were called, and minutes taken down. 
Suspensions with pay were meted out and lawyers consulted. 
Sexual improprieties could be overlooked; but not the act of 
wishing a co-worker’s death. Alas, no amount of veiled-threat 
and arm twisting could break a girl who has taken it into her 
head she was sticking it to the man by invoking the �fth.

Thus, a fresh copy of the Employee Behavior Manual was 
circulated and signed by all Team Members, with a stern 
side-warning to the employees above. But not before it had 
tongues wagging and speculations �ying around. One of the 
guys who has been the subject of one of the girl's "fuck" fantasy 
has jokingly o�ered his "stud" services at her earliest conveni-
ence. Saige, who is a nice enough guy everybody seems to want 
to marry, has become overly anxious with the little lady he 
was supposed to “expo” with.

Jim has not been surprised that one of the girls wished him 
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dead. "The cunt" had had him on her shit list ever since he 
asked what she was doing there on a shift Thao - the Vietnam-
ese girl he was �irting with - was supposed to work. It has 
been years since Thao went to school, graduated as a Dental 
Hygienist, and left AvAtower© to work in a Dental Clinic that 
was part of UW Medical Center. However, Jim never hid the 
fact that she and he had a special bond. And if she was not 
dating his “best bud” [a cook everybody knew disliked him], 
he would have tried something. So, when he proudly said he 
would have done it again if it meant that cunt would hate him 
for the rest of her life, the talk naturally turned to who they 
would “fuck”, “marry” or “kill”.

"C'mon guys…” Aaron said, not just because he could not talk 
about the girl he wanted to fuck. But as a Supervisor, it was up 
to him to set an example of how his co-workers should behave 
in these outings. Alas this was about sex, and three out of the 
six men around the table were single men. Plus, as Lead of the 
Utilities and Maintenance department, he may have the fangs, 
but - unlike Cisco - not the ability to bite.

"C'mon…" Jim protested, "It is just a game, dude. We don't 
have gays among us, right, or women. So, none of us are gonna 
blabber at work. And we are doing no ‘Kill’, just ‘fuck’ and 
‘marry’. Brian, go"

Before Aaron can protest, Brian laughed and said he needs 
more time to think about it. There were oh so many girls he 
would both fuck and marry if he can.

"Hugo", Jim said, trying to beckon a waitress for more 
rounds.

Hugo, who lives with his Baby Mama, chuckled and for-
warded two names, one from the gift shop and the other from 
the co�ee house [both Latinas], as women he wants to marry 
and fuck respectively. He also threw in the name of a ticket 
seller as the person he wants to kill because she removed a 
"mamacita" compliment he left her colleague on their white-
board and admonished him for being "inappropriate" when he 
asked why.
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This made even Vitaly giggle. When it came to his turn, how-
ever, Vitaly refused to answer on the basis of not having talked 
to any of the girls he works with to form enough opinion on 
them. The only two other people he speaks to, other than the 
Janitor girls, was a man from Ukraine and a girl from Turkey 
that everybody mistakes for a Russian.

Jim, who is always dismissive of Vitaly, interrupted Brian 
and Hugo from pushing further with "Ok... leave him... it's al-
right" then turned to Aaron

"How about you?"
"Pass" Aaron said, smiling - not to be a spoil sport, but deter-

mined not to participate "On the grounds of being married"
"Oh c'mon" Jim protested, as the person who - despite having 

a strained relationship - closest to him in both age and senior-
ity. "Don't be a prude, man"

"I am not being a prude. I don't socialize like you guys. Not 
to mention how some of these girls are barely �ve years older 
than my daughter"

"So?" Jim said, "We don't hire them unless they are 18, and if 
they are 18 the law of the land says they are also fuck-able"

Before Aaron could hotly contest that, Sanjesh said maybe 
they should use another word for ‘fuck’ because the girls from 
the next table were giving them a funny look.

"Ok, 'do'. Who do you want to ‘do’?" Jim said, after cursing 
the girls on the next table

"I am telling you, pass"
"Ok... whatever... Sanjesh, your turn. And remember want-

ing to fuck your wife doesn't count"
"I think I know who Aaron wants to ‘do’"
This was Brian, who has been thus far in a whispering con-

vention with Hugo.
"What?" Aaron said, his bone jumping out of his skin. 

Fuck...fuck...fuck...
"I know the girl you want to ‘do’" Brian said, drunk and proud
"What are you talking about?"
"That girl... what was her name..." he turned to Hugo "she 
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used to be the Admissions’ Lead"
"Vivian?"
"No... the Goth girl - the one who got transferred to account-

ing"
"Oh yeah, Shannon" Jim said thoughtfully, "I remember 

Frankie saw you outside her apartment"
"You know very well what happened there," Aaron said, al-

most smiling with relief "I was on the Dock, crushing boxes. 
She came out and asked me if I can put some aside for her be-
cause she was moving. Before I left, I asked her where she was 
parked, so I can put the boxes in her car. She said she has yet 
to rent a car and �nd somebody to drive it for her because 
she thinks bicycles are more environmentally friendly and 
doesn't drive. My buddy had a truck, so I told her I will bring it 
around if she was willing to rent it. And since she only had two 
other girls helping her, I did the heavy lifting. I don't know 
about you but where I come from, you don't let a girl carry all 
that stu� alone"

"Weren't you at the game together?"
"That was being given out for free by the company? Yeah. She 

said she didn't want to go because she was alone, and I o�ered 
to sit beside her. There were, I believe, 60 or 70 of us from 'the 
Tower', not to mention my buddy Je�. Plus, I paid for my own 
garlic fries and beer thankyouverymuch"

"So, nothing?" said Jim, looking bothered, "You did all that 
for her and got nothing in return?"

"She has given me a mixed tape" Aaron admitted, "We have 
to drive to her place like three times to get all of her stu� that 
day and I was saying how I forgot to bring my mp3. So, she gave 
me a mixtape to play. Later, she told me to keep it because I 
said it was a pretty good collection. But, as I said, she isn't my 
type. Plus, she is kind of weird. When she feels like talking to 
you, she talks about really deep stu�. When she doesn't, she 
gives you the cold shoulder. Who needs that?"

Jim was refusing to let it go "So you are saying there is no 
one... not one person out of, what, one hundred something 
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women, you �nd attractive at that place?!"
For a second, Aaron almost admitted there was a girl he has a 

crush on; a girl he would love to fuck, if she would allow him. 
But knowing his confession will not go over as easily as theirs 
would - it is as if they can sense he does not hold onto things 
lightly; that they can wear him down until he gave them a 
name; or would keep an eye on him until they �gured out who 
she was - made him change his mind. Fortunately, Brian made 
up his mind on the two he wanted to both fuck and marry; and 
Sanjesh's attitude towards American women helped change 
the subject to feminism and the golden era for American men - 
the 60's.

That night, while lying on his bed and running the evening 
happenstances in his head, he wondered why he held back: Be-
cause he wanted to protect Zema from the laughter and jeers 
of two of his colleagues or because he feared they would lose 
respect for him for wanting to fuck a girl who cleans toilets?!

He decided it must be his desire to protect her. Or - to be 
exact - the respect he has for her that will not allow him 
to give her up to Jim and Hugo's imagination as a woman he 
wants to fuck then discard like a soiled garment. If ever he 
talked about her, he decided, it would have to be in the com-
pany of people who can recognize her value and are able to 
appreciate her worth. People after his own heart. Like Mel 
and Je�, for example. Even they, however, have to be given a 
chance to see her as a person, before they begin seeing her as 
her profession.

Ethiopian Nights

55



CHAPTER 11

It is something he has to be subtle about, then, this busi-
ness of convincing one of the Custodian girls to take a 
chance on him. Even before the outing, he has been told, 

and noticed a couple of times, how very high school-ish this 
building was when it comes to o�ce romance. Everybody is 
trying to screw everybody else and screwing them over for 
somebody. A lot of kissin’ and tellin’ going on. If he is going to 
do this, he has gotta do it in a way that would not raise suspi-
cion. She may not only be a janitor, but he was still known as 
a married man by everyone around him. They do not know, as 
he does, that her sabbatical was more permanent than it was 
made-out to be at �rst, and the only reason he is hoping she 
would see sense and restore his family to him was the lack of 
a more attractive option – not an inability to move on on his 
part!

So, he cannot come right out and ask her to go on a date 
with him - she has shot him down on one with Salim [with 
good reason, of course. She will probably be more sensitive to 
Salim's sense of self than he was]. But he can keep his eyes and 
ears open. The minute the opportunity presents itself, like it 
did with the Renton trip, he would go for it. He would ask if 
she wants to get a drink. If not a drink, then a cup of co�ee. 
That way, he will �nd out if she was the woman who was 
mirroring his desires across the street on the day "Green" went 
down. Or the friend he chatted with on the drive back from 
Renton.

If they cannot be lovers, they would be friends. He could use 
a female friend, he was sure. The two other friends he has in 
Seattle were both men and in committed relationships, and 
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he doesn’t get to “touch base” with his brothers unless they 
were on their twice a yearly camping trip. A friend he could 
�irt and hope to get into bed one day with is good. A beauti-
ful foreign woman with a long neck, small button-nose, curly 
hair and the kind of body that is all too feminine is even bet-
ter.

Of course, there is a remote chance that all of it was in 
his head, that she may be eternally grateful to him but not 
interested in an o�ce-romance. She may think it morally 
wrong to cheat on someone who has cheated on you. Or too 
traumatized by her marriage to trust another American guy. 
Plus, despite her mentioning she was almost 30 when she got 
married, she does not look a day older than 25. At 38, he has a 
feeling he looks 42. The 8 years he spent lying underneath air-
plane jets at Alaska Airlines has sharpened his focus but built 
many a crow foot around his eyes. Not to mention how he was 
a white guy. Wrinkles show up early on white skin.

But he has a feeling. He has seen it in the confused smile. In 
the acute self-awareness when he is around. In the breathless 
way she answers his questions. And what woman will not fall 
for a guy who lend a hand when she was down and out? Chival-
rous, really. Kathleen always said he may not be the smoothest 
guy in the world but anybody who has spent an hour with him 
would know he has a good heart. Plus, he was good with his 
hands [wink wink nudge nudge]. A man who could �x things 
un�xable. Mr. Jack-of-all-trades.

Except, that is, his marriage.
But he has given it the best he got; which, in Aaron’s lingo, 

means taking as much shit as he can. Shit he never complained 
about even after he lost his job and took whatever he can get. 
It was in this attempt to survive a tumultuous time and to 
keep himself out of the way, to be less visible, that he forced 
the kids on a Labor Day weekend camping trip a year after 
AvAtower© came a-calling. Mommy needs some time o�, he 
explained, as a reward for all they have been through after he 
got laid o�. And daddy has to recharge his batteries by doing 
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what he loves: go to a place where he can sleep in a tent, in-
stead of campers; use wood �re to grill his food, in place of 
jet boil; and drink SteriPEN-puri�ed lake water, rather than 
carrying half a dozen plastic bottle on his back. In return, 
Morg’s phone would be internet-enabled and daddy would 
kick the training wheels o� Kyle’s bike with his own hands – 
he was sure mom would be ok with it!

Regardless of the bribes, it was the most fun they had, and 
not just because Kat was not around to sigh over his anxious 
over-packing and the need to leave early to beat tra�c [and 
other families] for a good parking spot.

Alas, the children did not get a chance to tell mom all about 
it. Half a dozen messages left while they were far from cellu-
lar connectivity sent them to the emergency room where she 
was being treated for a back injury she incurred after tripping 
on a rag while transporting Kyle’s childhood toys for dona-
tion. Aaron has blocked out the dark weeks that followed; the 
tears, the accusations, the hostility despite the sacri�ce [of 
time, of money, of sleep] it demanded of him. When she sug-
gested she go to her family’s home to “recover”, he was not a 
little relieved. The relief, along with the freedom to live like 
“raccoons” [having take-out for dinner, sugar-based drinks for 
lunch and watching TV long after the children’s bedtime], did 
not last. A message left on his phone while he was at work told 
him she was not really feeling like coming back. It was as if she 
has �nally found the excuse she has been looking for ever since 
she gave birth to his son and realized she was to be a wife, and 
mother to the children of, a man she used to tell would be her 
number one guest at her wedding, and no - not as a groom.

Three and a half years later, Aaron was not about to let a 
chance for true love slip out of his �ngers. He watched and 
listened and learned Zema had Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Fri-
days o�. The rest of the week, she works from 10:30-8:30, de-
pending upon closer call outs. It was not by choice that she 
has an extra day o�, she has explained – almost guiltily. What 
with the unreliability and turnover of the janitorial sta�, she 
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was forced to stay longer and longer every day – forcing her 
employer to pay her overtime. Alas, rather than be happy she 
was covering his behind, the owner seems to begrudge her the 
extra money. As if over-time was something he would have 
given himself if he could. And/or as though she [or her avail-
ability, due to having ‘no life’] was to blame for it. She would 
have liked a second job, she has added. But most of the ones she 
keeps getting have schedules that do not work well with the 
job she has or were too far to rely on a bus. And she is the kind 
of person who wakes at 5 for a job that starts at midday- let 
alone for one out of town she would have to be there for before 
8.

And so... on the days he does not have to "close" and o�er her 
a ride – in case her husband was otherwise engaged – Aaron 
made a point of stopping by wherever she was to announce 
his departure and make small talks with her. Once or twice, 
she asked what the movie or book was – out of politeness, it 
seems, than real curiosity. But his o�er to lend it was never 
met with the eagerness he always anticipates [from a girl who 
wants to have a relationship, or at least a connection, with 
him]. "I think I have seen it at the library," she would say. Or 
"I will look for it, not that I can read anything nowadays. My 
brain has gone mush". So, when one day, he came across her 
and two other janitors bundled up and talking wildly, he was 
more than happy to oblige.
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CHAPTER 12

"L adies!" he bowed his head theatrically, "Is every-
thing alright?"

"It’s a mouse," she said, unconsciously stepping 
out of the group of clucking hens. "Selam saw it running in 
there and she is scared to go in. We are all scared of mice"

“Yeah, Berta has been driving a lot of rodents out and some 
of them have headed this way” he said, looking at his watch, 
“Will you meet me in an hour here? I have some rat-bait in the 
closet. We can go around and put it everywhere we think there 
might be a rat"

"Sure"
An hour later, he found her wandering by the Janitor’s closet 

as if she was afraid to venture in. He was looking forward to 
it and was looking forward to making it take longer than it 
should. "Ready?" he said, handing her the tools and wearing his 
gloves to set the trap.

"Ready!" she smiled.
They walked into the janitor closet. Door locked behind 

them, although he could not see any reason why it should. 
"So…" he looked around his feet for the grease that seems to be 
stuck there "Where did she say she saw it?"

She pointed to the general direction of where the Sanitizer 
bottles are kept. She was clearly scared which both excited 
him and made him feel guilty. "Ok... Why won’t you wait out-
side until I am done doing this?"

"No, it’s alright," She said bravely. She liked being in there 
with him. Warm feelings rushed down the front of his knick-
ers.

"Are you worried the rat would carry me away?" he said, 
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winking from where he knelt.
"No..." she stammered, then stopped when he gestured that 

he was joking.
"I am actually not a big fan either," he said, "But I don’t dis-

like them more than I do frogs"
"Frogs are cute!" she objected, "We used to breed them in a 

puddle when I was a kid. We always hoped they would turn 
into �shes. Of course, they never did. But we never seemed to 
learn"

"You think frogs are cute," he said "Try stepping on one, bare 
feet, when you were a kid! We were on a camping trip with my 
dad and I needed to take a leak. Freaked me out. I can still feel 
the sensation," he said shuddering.

She laughed. "I am scared of mice, rats?, because a mouse 
got stuck in my hair when I was a kid" He interrupted to say 
"Whoa" "Our house had a cornice? Is it cornice? But it was old 
and very – bloated from the rain coming through the roof – 
metal sheet, you know – and one of them dropped into my 
hair while I was asleep"

"Ouch"
"I know! I screamed for hours. Couldn’t sleep for days and 

even after I grew up and never lived in a house with mice, or 
cornice for that matter, it kept me up – the fear"

"Poor darling" he said, before he realized how weird that 
might sound to her. "It’s an expression... not to show intimacy 
or anything just..."

"I know," she said brightly. "The weirdest thing is, no one in 
Ethiopia would believe this, but I have seen three mice in less 
than a year after I came to America"

"Here?" he asked, surprised.
"No... Capitol Hill. There is an Ethiopian restaurant that sale 

'Injera’, so I walk there sometimes. And I have seen three mice 
running into the bushes at di�erent times. My- my husband 
said it was because of all the gay bars around there and gays 
jump like kittens when they see mouse"

"Ooh... Macho man!" he joked.
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"I know," she said, smiling embarrassedly, "But it is kind of 
weird isn’t it, three mice in one area?"

"Yup" he said, getting up and wiping his glove with a towel. 
"So…'Enchera?' 'Anjera?'! What is that, an Ethiopian food of 
some sort?"

"Like bread" she said, "We eat it with everything. It’s sort of 
like Naan, I have been told"

"Cool" he replied, looking around as if his only motive for 
standing there wasn’t to hook up with her "Never had"

"Oh?"
"Oh Yeah" He laughed. He has been told he has a nice laugh, 

when he has occasions to use it. "It’s not because I didn’t want 
to but felt weird – going there alone"

Oh... the agony. The agony of watching her wondering if she 
should ask him.

"Maybe you could take me there sometime," he said, �nally, 
saving her.

"Oh yes?"
"Oh yes" he said, shaking his head slowly while imitating the 

way she said it, which made her laugh "Unless your husband 
minds?"

"No... I mean I don't care"
"So, it's me you mind," he said teasing. "I sometimes wonder 

if I scare you"
"You? Scare me?" she said in disbelief.
"I mean you won't join me and Salim for a Mediterranean 

dinner. And now you won't introduce me to Ethiopian food. 
As a student of International Relations, I would have thought 
that was a chance you would jump at"

"I am not scared of you," she said, her voice weakening, "You 
are the last person on this earth I would be scared of. I am only 
worried if anybody saw us -- it will not be good for your name"

"My name? What does that mean?" He asked feverishly.
"Your reputation” she corrected herself “I am a janitor, after 

all. We are at the bottom of the 'food chain', as they say"
What she is really saying, he knew, was do not get into this 
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unless you are sure you are up for it. He was up for it. He has 
been up for it ever since he looked at her and saw a woman, and 
not a co-worker, in her place.

"Well -- if that is deal breaker for them, those people who 
care about that stu� can choose not to be friends with you. 
I, on the other hand, want to. I believe you have much more 
to give than most of the people I know on the top of the food 
chain. I mean... if it makes you uncomfortable, �ne. But if you 
are trying to protect me" he put a quotation mark around the 
last two words "I am a grown man. I can answer for myself"

She smiled as if that was the reassurance she was looking for. 
"If that is how you feel, then it will be my pleasure"

"I am taking this Friday o�", he said, clenching the deal while 
it was still hot.

"I am o� Fridays too." She said, looking surprised, as if she 
was wondering what the chances were!

"Awesome... so – you wanna meet up somewhere or come to 
your place and pick you up?"

She looked at the door feverishly. There was a slight knock 
or something like it by somebody passing by.

"Sure. Is lunch-time ok?"
"Yup. FYI it’s my treat"
"But it’s my country’s restaurant" she said, clearly mush-

headed, telling by the sentence construction. Even if he did 
not notice the blush creeping up her neck, it was obvious the 
feeling was mutual. The desire and the fear. That is why she 
seems suddenly very uncomfortable at being closeted in a 
small place with him. Was she... could she be feeling the things 
he was feeling?

"I know but I asked. Not to mention how you made me those 
delicious Samosas from the other day. You can take us out for 
co�ee afterwards if you want"

"But –", she said, “I already let you pick me up from Renton 
for the Sambusas. Plus... you did take me home when I didn’t 
have anywhere else to go"

"How about..." he said, grabbing the door’s handle and smil-
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ing at her "you pay next time, yeah?"
“Next time?” she hesitated
“Yeah when we – when we go out again – as friends, that is”
“Are you sure?”
“That there will be a next time? Gosh I hope so”
She laughed. "No, are you sure you will let me pay next 

time?"
"We will see"
She said she would wait for him at the McDonalds on lunch-

time Friday and rushed out through the door he was holding 
open for her. He knew only too well what that would look like 
if there was anybody waiting for them outside.

The rest of the mousetrapping mission went uneventfully, 
at least on the outside. His heart was beating every time he 
came close to her, his body getting hot and bothered. And she 
was much quieter and more bowed down than he has seen her 
be around him of late.
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CHAPTER 13

F riday morning, he met her outside the McDonald’s 
across the street from their building. She must have 
been there for a while and looking out the window. 

Because the minute he drove into the parking lot, the door 
swung open and she came out. Her hair wasn’t braided, in-
stead it was curly and loose; as if she just washed and towel-
dried it. She had a �owery skirt and a sweater. She is holding 
a jacket between her arms on the front. Her purse, brown and 
not matching anything, save for her skin, was there, as usual. 
She waved at him and got into the seat next to him, brimming 
with smiles.

It hit him again: He was on a date with a girl who has a curly 
hair and dark skin. The �rst woman he took out who was not 
wearing make-up on a date and was shaped like two rectangles 
meeting in the middle.

"Hey..." he smiled; the warmth from her skin – that milky 
brown skin on her neck, making his eyes jump around like a 
convict seeking a place to hide. He hoped she knew this was a 
date. That he intended to kiss her before the day was over.

"Before we start our – journey," he said, watching her getting 
the belt wrong twice "I have sort of a policy for people riding 
in my car"

"Oh yeah?" she said, looking up. She has managed to untie 
the knot she made and was dragging it way further than she 
needed.

"Yeah those who ride in my vehicle, abide by my songs. I take 
requests if I have them on my player, encore. But I have learned 
not to surrender my dial to anybody. How are you on 1980s al-
ternative? Or what I call 'jingles' nowadays – because they have 
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mostly become jingles for commercials"
She did not get the joke. But of course, she won't, would she? 

She may speak English fabulously, but she was still a foreigner.
"I don't mind it" she smiled, settling in and looking in front 

of her with pride "I grew up with Don Williams, Lionel Ri-
chie and UB14. The most modern thing we had was George 
Michael's 'wake me up'. So, I am not familiar with a big var-
iety of American songs. But really loved the oldies they played 
when I worked at Goodwill. Everybody who worked there 
hated them because they grew up with them and they were on 
24/7. For me, it was something new... exotic like all the knick-
knacks everybody else considered junks"

"So... play whatever I want?" he asked, smiling. It is as if she 
cannot help narrating.

"Yes... sorry" she said and laughed.
While sur�ng through his "Big boy" - the mp3 his ex-wife 

got him [because she was tired of his old smaller one that 
kept crushing] for appropriate music - he remembered fondly 
how he has lived through this same scenario [minus the mp3] 
a couple of times before. How lovely the �rst few dates were 
when women still pretend to like your music. Still manage to 
keep their eyes open when watching your movies. Still �nd 
your family [your loud, obnoxious, happy family] interesting. 
When they described you modern, yet old school – a refresh-
ing change.

Then they would start rolling their eyes every time any one 
of your family member voiced an opinion. Find your precious 
nostalgic movies unimaginative, dull and too much of a slap-
stick. And pleading to ride with somebody else because you, 
the one driving 70 miles out of town on sheer will and a 
bucket of co�ee, have turned your music on since nobody else 
was listening to the public radio they pretend to be big fans of.

Zema does not drive, [which is euphemism for she is scared 
to, she joked, “like when men say ‘I don’t like snakes’. What 
they really mean is they are afraid of snakes like everybody 
else but being men, they can’t go anywhere near the word 

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

66

‘fear’”]. So, the directions she gave him were only good for a 
pedestrian. By the time they drove into the parking lot of the 
restaurant – or at least he hoped it was a parking lot – with the 
help of Google Map, it was almost 12.

It was a pretty place. Decorated traditionally and on the 
not-exactly-western quality wise side. As though walking 
into a di�erent world; one with fake �owers in shiny vases, 
chairs with �ies buzzing around them, and where a part of the 
ground was covered in grass. There were a couple of people 
eating when they came in. But they all looked Ethiopian, with 
the exception of a red-haired hippie-looking white woman 
who, he learned later, was wearing an Ethiopian scarf; the kind 
Zema had the day she brought him the Samosas. Eyes were 
thrown their way when they walked in, but not with the kind 
of animosity he anticipated. He was smiled at encouragingly 
and she greeted the people there, despite admitting she didn’t 
know them.

The waitress came, a very skinny girl with bead-like moles 
strewn across her forehead. They talked in their language and 
he was asked what he wanted. He pointed to the Vegetarian 
sampler. He has read online that was the safest option for a for-
eigner’s stomach not used to too much spice.

When they were done talking and laughing, and bowing 
their heads half a dozen times, he told her he loved hearing 
her talk in her language. This embarrassed her and made her 
happy. He did not mean it to come out as sensual as it did. He 
has been watching her, her lips - which were medium-rare in 
color and remind one of a rose bud about to open, day-dream-
ing of the time in which he would hold them between his lips 
[while pulling her close to him – his body] and not realized he 
was covered in the warmth of desire by the time she looked 
up. "Yeah..." she said, awkwardly "People tell me they can’t be-
lieve I can talk so fast. Because I don’t speak English this fast"

"But you speak it beautifully" he added, smiling into her 
eyes.

"Yes..." her hands grabbed something, put it somewhere else 
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then almost knocked the �ower in the tiny vase at the middle 
of the table... "Yes... I came from a family of teachers"

"Yeah?"
"Yes... my dad was an Amharic teacher, my language, and my 

brother was an English teacher"
"By ‘was’ you mean--?"
"My dad has been dead for years," she said, hesitating "My 

brother works at an NGO now, a developmental organization, 
no longer a teacher"

"And you were – did you work before you came here?"
"Oh yes" she said, looking slightly mournful. "I was a Com-

munication O�cer at another NGO"
"NGO is starting to sound like a family business more than 

the teaching" he joked. She smiled.
"Nah..." she said, thoughtfully, "There aren’t many people 

who speak good English in my country and the ones who do 
get good jobs, like embassies or NGOs. They are the places to 
work at"

"Ah... Well I can’t say I am educated" he started, "I did �nish 
high school and have a certi�cate in mechanical engineering. 
It won't get me anywhere nowadays. But jobs were easier to 
get back then, especially when you are willing to work with 
your hands. I worked as a Baggage handler and Ramp Agent for 
Alaska Airlines before being promoted to an Aviation Main-
tenance Technician. My dad used to be the breadwinner of 
the family. When he died mother – it became a single-mother 
family – so we all got summer jobs then a real one when we �n-
ished high school. My brother Petey, he is 13 years older than I, 
really wanted me to go to college. Actually forced me to move 
in with him, and his family, so I would have no other option 
but to study and go to school. But I felt so cut o� from the 
center of the action that I run back home the �rst chance I got. 
Making money and having not to wait for my brothers' hand-
me-downs was; that was a huge temptation too. I have one sis-
ter, little sister, who at least went to UCLA. She is a Manager at 
Madam Tussauds now. Heard of it?"
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"Is that where they cut Anne Boleyn’s head?" she asked
"Anne Boleyn? Oh, I see. No, no, this one is in Los Angeles. A 

museum... you know they have wax �gures of actors… celeb-
rities... bla-blah. My kids go there every year for the Summer. 
You might like it – seeing that you love movies. Yeah... any-
who... I didn’t go to college in the real sense of the word, but 
I do love reading. Mostly biographies. Watch Discovery Chan-
nel and History Channel”

“Used to love Discovery Channel and CNN whenever I went 
to hotels that have a Satellite Dish" she said with excitement 
"It’s after I came to America and learned they don't show the 
same thing in America, that I got discouraged”

“Yeah... well... I still like them.” Aaron said, determined to 
�nish what he started: acquainting her with his life “I used to 
be married, was married for 10 years, actually. But my wife 
… she decided we should take a break. It has been four years 
since. Long break"

"Oh, I am sorry," she said, not looking that sorry.
"Me too. Especially as her Facebook pro�le says 'Separated’"
"Oh..."
The food was brought, and he told to go wash his hand. 

Eating it, however, proved trickier than he assumed. He was 
new to using his hands to eat ["We have things we use to pick 
up stu� o� the plate too, in my culture"; he joked when she 
showed him how to fold the Injera around the sauce "only we 
call them knives and forks, and they are kind of hard to chew”]. 
Then asked Zema what each sauce was called and if she knows 
how to make it. She said yes, and for much cheaper too. Not 
that her mother and [Ethiopian] sister-in-law would believe 
it. They never bought her story about being a good cook now. 
Called her a ‘Rooster in a hen-house’, not giving her a chance to 
explain how she realized she knew more than she thought she 
did when she was no longer trying to impress others. How the 
cooking has become as much a part of her as the stories and 
the tales her mother was telling while chopping onions, peel-
ing tomatoes, and frying them in oil (Onion, salt, and oil – the 
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secret to Ethiopian cooking!).
Then there was a long self-conscious silence.
As Zema seems too self-aware to be her usual talkative self, 

Aaron made the plate look like it's been attacked by a horde 
of riotous teenagers. When she was no longer encouraging 
him to eat, adding stu� to his side of the plate; she let her 
main focus be the Idiot Box in the front of the room. It was a 
show from home, she told him. Stu� she hated when there but 
misses now.

He knew the signs and where the pang that caused them was 
coming from. Why she was afraid to look him in the eye and 
seems to dwell on the food, instead of pay attention to what 
she was eating. They were pangs he was going through as well. 
It was elation mixed with an almost crippling fear. So, he let 
his eyes wander from plate to TV to the guy by the bar who 
was eyeing them while talking to the girl who does the serving 
and, apparently, bartending too. Ethiopians, he was amused to 
learn, don't seem to have the 3-second rule. They would stare 
at you, while appearing to be talking about you too, until you 
break gaze. When he mentioned it to her, Zema smiled, looked 
at the guy, and said they were talking about a completely 
di�erent subject [she can hear some of it; Ethiopians do talk 
like they want to be heard by everybody else too, apparently]. 
It is just Ethiopians see one another like a family member. And 
it's not new for a complete stranger to take interest in your 
life. There was no malice in it.

By the time they were done, they both seem relieved. After 
paying the bill and tipping generously, he asked if she has to 
be anywhere and she said she doesn’t – not until 7. So, he 
o�ered to drive them to a Barnes & Noble nearby. She has said 
it was her �rst American home and she loved it. Her soon-to-
be ex used to drop her at a Barnes & Noble near their apart-
ment on his way to work the �rst month she came to America 
and was waiting for her social security card to come through 
the mail. Working with books has always been her dream too, 
if her brother has not discouraged her from studying Library 
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Science. When Aaron asked why she wouldn’t apply to work 
at a bookstore, she said she doubts they would validate her 
degree here. He guessed it makes sense she went for the easiest 
job she can �nd – instead of clawing her way up the ladder the 
way most people do in America. But he couldn't help thinking 
how easy asking her out would have been had they met in a 
bookstore.
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CHAPTER 14

A fter parking the car and walking into Barnes & 
Noble, he discovered two things: That this girl 
wasn’t alone because the people who worked with 

her were on an inferior intellectual level - as he assumed; she 
was more at home with being alone. Three times, he has gotta 
walk through rows and rows of shelves to �nd her. Books to 
her were like a minty-fresh vinyl album of an old lost base-
ment record would be to him. She walked and walked, touch-
ing the books, smiling, being in love; almost making him won-
der if he has fooled himself into believing she had feelings for 
him.

By the time he found something he wanted to check out and 
asked if she would like to sit by the cafe, he was getting light-
headed from all the arti�cial recycled air in the store. They sat 
by the café; he with his biography and she with a Murakami 
book she said she started months ago. Used to come here on 
her days o�, get a book and read it until she �nished it. She has 
�nished lots of books that way – by reading them at the Book-
store. Not for free, of course. She was too Ethiopian to demand 
things for free. She paid for the co�ee – alas... "But that is silly" 
Aaron said, in protest, "Why spend 5 bucks four days in a row 
for a book you can buy and own for less than 15 bucks?"

She said it wasn’t really the price. She didn’t have many 
places to go, plus this place felt more like home than her own 
apartment did. It was full of books, a lot of room to go and 
hide into– as long as she was visible enough for the Security 
guy who checks on her every now and then [to make sure she 
wasn’t shoving books in her purse when unobserved] – and 
people are nicer here than they are, say, at the Mall, more lib-

72

eral. And de�nitely less crazy than they are at the library.
"But this is Seattle" he said, "People live to read here. There 

are plenty of places you can go to with your library book to 
read."

Her eyes glazed. If they are, she seems to say, she does not 
know them.

"You know, I will take you to one of these places," he said, "It 
is wet today but some other day. It is a park. Has this fantastic 
gazebo where you can sit looking out into Lake Washington 
and read, or paint or do whatever you like. I used to go there to 
get stoned the �rst year I was separated. You know... to smoke 
marijuana?!"

"Oh, I know. My – Will su�ers from post-traumatic stress and 
he has a subscription for medical marijuana. I used to cry the 
�rst few times I smelt it on him. Having seen all these scary 
movies about people getting addicted to drugs and ruining 
their lives, I was sure I would end up a single mother in an alien 
country if he did not give it up immediately. So, he was always 
trying to hide it from me. Now I approve because he is much 
relaxed and actually sleeps better after he has smoked it"

There was a sad silence.
"It seems to me,” he observed sorrowfully. If he was to kiss 

her tonight, he has to know the truth. “Despite the way this 
guy is treating you, you still love him"

She didn’t reply immediately. Dug the table with her nail for 
a while, a short unpainted nail, then looked up.

"I love him" she said, after breathing through her nose - as 
if �ghting tears, "Or at least I loved the idea of us. But I don’t 
know if I like him nowadays. He seems unnecessarily cruel 
and even the things that I used to �nd �attering, the jealousy... 
sickens me"

"So, he is a jealous guy!"
How likely is he to shoot me if he found out I was messing 

around with his wife?!
“Just suspicious." she said, smiling bitterly "Although I don’t 

see why. Went through his phone and found texts from a girl he 
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swore he has stopped seeing months ago.”
“By seeing you mean?”
“Spending all his weekend with her and texting what he was 

going to do to her next time they meet. I am only too sorry I 
never took a picture of those messages. Salim said they would 
have come handy when and if we ever get to court”

Cheating husbands. Suspicious wives. Spying. Jealousy. Vet-
erans with PSTD. None of it was Aaron’s cup of tea. But he liked 
Salim. At least… knowing what was up with that guy anyway. 
"So, Salim knows?" he said, studying her face. A rowdy group 
of baby hairs and their coarser bushier cousins seem to frame 
her forehead, giving her the appearance of a furry little animal 
who wasn't done shading; or a human woman who has just 
stepped out of the shower. There also was a Marilyn Monroe 
type "beauty mark" on her neck, like an angel has decided to 
give her another kiss after the kissing was done.

"Yes... he asked me how he can help the day after – I spent the 
night at your place – and I told him. He said I should gather all 
evidence to defend myself in case it came to that"

"Am I right or does – he – seem to like you?"
She laughed. No doubt she has heard Salim’s reputation. 

"Salim likes everybody," she said, “I have a feeling his wife is 
very traditional, and he feels stuck with her – after he came to 
America anyway.”

"Then I was right"
"He tries" she said, dismissively, "Until he is rejected. He has 

hit on half the girls in the Gift shop"
"And you?"
"Not exactly – or directly anyway. He is just trying to be 

‘helpful’. But I know people"
OH Ho.
"And I?" he said, laughing gingerly "What is my angle?"
Oh, the look on her face, he would kill for that look. She 

looked confused, lost, and terri�ed at the same time.
"You?"
"Yes... I mean I am a man too, right? Straight, if I may add. 
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What do I want?"
Although he said it in a teasing manner, he was rather eager 

to hear what she has to say.
"You are just a good guy," she declared.
"Really?" he said, feigning disappointment. "No sel�sh 

reason for wearing you down until you agree to have lunch 
with me – o�ering to show you my precious stoner spot – 
bringing you to ‘Starburns’?"

"Nope" she said laughing. "Just pure intentions, as the driven 
snow"

"Oh ok” She was clearly unwilling to address it the way he 
wanted it addressed. He will stick around in the friend zone 
for a few more days and come to it through a di�erent route; 
a route that would produce the desired e�ect. “Doesn’t sound 
like much fun” he continued “but I would have to respect your 
wishes, if that is what you want”

Whatever else she wanted; it clearly wasn’t this. A heavy 
silence descended upon them wherein Zema �ddled with the 
bits and bobs on her purse and Aaron tried to interest himself 
in the Spotify music selection on the store screen.

This wasn’t a friend zone. It was a cold and hostile zone. He 
may not get to hang out with her again if he let this continue.

"I mean…" he started apologetically, after thoroughly clear-
ing his throat, "I hope you don’t think I am another Salim, 
that .. that my intensions are impure. And if it isn’t something 
you want, I am willing to put my feelings aside and continue 
playing the good guy. But I would be lying if I said I do not want 
more, if I can; a lot more than just being your friend. Do you 
know what I am trying to say?"

"I..." she started, hesitating before letting him hold her 
hands, as if to detain her running away.

“Yes?”
She looked quickly up and bowed her head. She was burning 

up; he can tell by her ears and the color creeping up her cheeks. 
He kissed two of the �ngers he was holding, to show her he was 
willing to wait.
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“I know you didn’t o�er to pick me up from Renton because 
of the Sambussas,” She said quickly, as if she would lose her 
ability to talk if she didn’t get it out fast “I mean, I thought so 
at �rst. Plus, I enjoyed our conversation. Later, though, after I 
went home and thought about it, it didn't feel like you would 
do all those things because you felt you still owed me for the 
Sambussas”

"It wasn't,” he said, unable to hold back "I came because I 
want you, Zema. I have been wanting you ever since I dis-
covered how sexy, and beautiful, and articulate, and just crazy 
amazing you are. I don’t remember the last time I got excited 
about a woman half as much as I am with you. Even if I haven’t 
seen signs that gave me hope the feeling maybe mutual, I think 
I would...” he stopped because tears were making her eyes look 
round and wobbly, like that of a cartoon character's "Hey-
yyy…"

“I am sorry,” she said, rummaging through her purse to �nd a 
napkin to dry her eyes. “It’s just – the last three years have me 
doubt myself so much I sometimes wonder if I am living the 
life I am living because I was unlucky or if I were just a big �sh 
in a small pond back home. I think that is the real reason why I 
never tried to go to school here. Because I am deathly-afraid of 
having my fear proved right: that all I ever did was speak bet-
ter English than everybody else in my class. That I maybe a big 
phony”

"C'mon" Aaron whispered. He was excited and turned on by 
the fact that she was crying because he laid out his heart on 
the table; and she was happy to take it. But people were steal-
ing looks. And he wasn't comfortable with the image they 
would behold: a white man making a black girl cry. "So, you 
are going through a self-doubting phase” he said, squeezing 
her hand, “Who wouldn't, after what you have been through? 
Besides, only intelligent people have an imposter-syndrome. 
So, believe me when I tell you you are no phony. I won’t be 
here talking to you if you were; or if I was not attracted to the 
person you are on the inside as much as I am to the person out-
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side. As for your husband and his criticism, fuck him! Ok? F-u-
c-k-h-i-m! If he can’t appreciate what he has, I do. I will worship 
every inch of your body for as long as you will allow me; for as 
long as it takes to make you mine"

Her �ngers moved involuntarily, as if an electric shock has 
gone through them when he cursed Will. Still, she did not re-
move her hands. Instead, she twisted his �ngers one on top of 
the other as if she was trying to fashion them into a braid. She 
was purposefully avoiding his eyes. But Aaron knew the �nal 
barrier has been broken into and she has given herself permis-
sion to be loved by someone who will.

He could not stand it any longer.
“You wanna go out?" he asked, gathering the co�ee cups 

quickly, "Let’s go out, yeah? It is kind of – I don’t know – get-
ting too crowded in here"

Then – he kissed her. He got her into his car and kissed her 
until her lips cut and raw red �esh showed.

"I am sorry," he said, panting over her "I didn’t mean to hurt 
you. But I have wanted to do this ever since I saw you coming 
out of McDonald's that afternoon and boy did you make me 
work for it!"

"You didn’t hurt me," she said fanning herself with her hand. 
“It is just – I was breathless”

He smiled and watched her rearrange her hair before she 
got back in his arms and their lips started the wrestling game 
again.

"So... I was right” Aaron said when they came to the surface 
for air, “You are – you want to – you want to give this a try"

"It is the only hope that is keeping me going these days," she 
said, her eyes �lling with tears. "I just was so worried maybe I 
was reading the wrong signals"

"No, you were not,” he said, kissing the back of her ear, “That 
is what I was doing when bringing all those books and movies 
that I hoped we will talk about. To show you I was willing to 
take this slow, and someday prove I could be the man for you. 
Of course when you shot down all my attempts…”
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“I shot down all your attempts because the minute I brought 
something that is yours with me home, you will no longer be 
this thing that is dreamed of and cherished,” she confessed, 
“but one that is lied about and hidden. I did not want that kind 
of stain on how I felt about you”

“Oh babe, you are killing me here” Aaron whispered passion-
ately, holding her body to his own, “I want to take you home 
and do all kinds of things to you. But I know girls from your 
country don't do that. Not yet anyway. So -- where to? I would 
like to keep you with me for as long as I can"

"Your place" she said, looking squarely at him.
"Are you sure?" he said, panicked. "If I took you there, I may 

not stop with just kissing you. I may want to go all the way"
"I am sure"
He looked at her anticipating an explanation of some sort: 

How, since her husband has broken his vow, she has every 
right to break it too. That she’s been wanting to sleep with 
him ever since she spent the night at his place. How it has been 
a while since she had sex.

When no explanation came forward, he decided not to 
tempt his fate by asking for a second time if she was sure. If she 
has thought about this and made up her mind to let him into 
her panties [briefs, or underwear]; then he would make his car 
�y, get her into his bed, and make love to her. She was, after 
all, a grown up, and not a virgin [!] although it is very tempting 
to think so. She would know if and when she is ready; what 
the encounter is meant to achieve; why and for whose sake she 
will… she should… be doing it.

He took the shortest route home and was able to pull into 
the parking lot next to his designated spot [the new people 
moving into the downstairs apartment seem to have left their 
reading glasses at their old place] in 10-minute �at. A quick 
walk up the stairs and they were in his room, she messing 
about with her shoelace [which she insisted on taking o�, 
despite his protest] while Aaron stood there wondering if he 
should play the host and ask if she needs anything or just lead 
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her to the bedroom and jump her bones. Then she was done. 
She looked up and around. A melancholic smile parted her lips 
while she lay her purse carefully on the sofa. She turned to 
him, hesitated, and smiled a bashful smile. “Here we are”, the 
smile seems to say, “What do you plan to do with me?”

He did not wait for a second invitation. He pushed her 
against the wall, grasped her throat gently with his hand, and 
started kissing his way up her neck towards her ear. She closed 
her eyes, trembled at every kiss, and when he put his hand be-
tween her thighs and used his middle �nger to part her soft 
�esh to feel her wet warmth, she begged him not to do that 
in the living room. So, he led her to the bedroom. While she 
protested his having not turned the light o� [she was too self-
conscious to be naked in front of him], he took o� all her 
clothes. Then, stripping down to his shorts, he got on top of 
her. He watched her caress his arm and kiss the tuft of hair on 
his chest.

"Before we do this, I want to tell you something", he said, 
�nally grabbing a condom, "I have never been with a black 
woman"

She opened her eyes. They look dull and dreamy.
"Not because I didn't want to" he protested "But the oppor-

tunity never presented itself"
"Ok" she said her eyes wobbling on his face
"So, if I got a little too excited, I don't want you to think 

that is something that happens every day. I actually can main-
tain an erection longer than most men - I have been told. But 
maybe every white man who ever slept with a black woman 
feels he has gotta represent"

"Eshee," she said quietly, "I mean yes - ok"
"And please stop me if I am doing anything you aren't com-

pletely comfortable with" he added running his tongue down 
her stomach, "I want to enjoy you for years to come - if you 
would let me - and it won't do unless you were thoroughly en-
joying yourself"

However, she did not stop him when he sucked, he �ngered 
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and he licked, groaning with the pain of ecstasy all the while, 
as she shook, shivered and moaned. "I can't understand why 
anybody would leave this at home and go elsewhere," he said, 
before putting the condom and entering her. After doing the 
hip-dance and �nding the entryway for maximum pleasure, 
he started to slowly and rhythmically go in and out of her.

Aaron has yet to �nd an intimacy that comes close to being 
on top of a woman, almost chin to chin, blocking the advance 
of her breath. Feeling its heat on his cheeks, the progressive 
dampness of her skin, and the pounding of her heart because 
of what he was doing to her. Knowing he was in her, that they 
were connected by not-so-invisible wires, that the twain has 
become – in a word – one. And how it will not have happened 
if he [the man] has not knocked, bearing his penis as a gift, 
and she [the woman] has not looked, liked, and said yes - “Yes 
please”.

Yes please.
Oh yes.
Oh God yes.
The updates were always constant and encouraging even if 

– in Zema’s case – they came in a language Aaron was not able 
to understand. Before Zema opened her tightly closed eyes 
and asked Aaron, in a tearful voice, what he was doing to her, 
she has said yes at least half a dozen times. Yes, in the way 
she lifted herself from the waist so he could have fuller access 
of her. Yes, in the way she pushed harder against him so he 
could dig deeper. Yes, in the way she wrapped her legs around 
his thighs so he could increase the vigor and amount of his 
thrusts. By the time Aaron reached his climax and kept his 
mouth on her until he was done throbbing, Zema has said yes 
in at least three languages known to man.

What followed was the cleaning up work that always fol-
lows an assault. The disposing of the condom, the division of 
the towels, the thank you kiss before one dragged oneself to 
the restroom to pee and feel one’s buttock muscles for the 
spot where the ache was coming from.
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After wiping the sweat o� his face, whistling to himself 
in the mirror, and shaking his head in amused wonderment; 
Aaron walked back to the bedroom, hungry for the feel of his 
300-thread count Egyptian cotton bed sheet. The room was 
brighter and more airy than he left it. The blinds were drawn. 
And the girl he saw last by the bedside, quietly wiping herself 
with a washcloth, was dressed and sitting on the edge of the 
trunk where he kept the blankets, pillowcases and shams Kat 
quilted to sell on Etsy but never came around to.

"Hey..." Aaron said not a little surprised, "Where you going?"
She smiled, avoiding looking at his penis. He wasn't 

ashamed of it, but her attitude was such that he felt the need 
to put on his boxers.

“What’s up?” he said, after �shing them out.
"It’s late" she said, suddenly looking smaller and old - a de-

�ated pleasure bag. “I should be going”
"Go home? But I thought you said you don’t have to be home 

before seven" Aaron said, sitting next to her and putting his 
arm on her shoulder.

She looked up. Tears were waiting at the back of her retina, 
ready to burst out when called.

"What’s the matter?"
“Nothing. I am �ne," she said, patting his hand distractedly.
Was it - was she - he could not believe it! Was she repaying 

his kindness? Was this his payment?
"You enjoyed-you had a good time, right? I didn't hurt you?"
"No" she said, dreamily, "I didn't even know feelings like 

these were possible"
"Good! So why do you want to leave?" he said in a playful 

tone, "It's only 5:15. We can do it at least twice before you 
need to be o�"

"Yes..." there was a ‘but’ coming.
"What is it?" He said, brushing her wet hair and trying to 

raise her chin so she could face him "Are you having doubts? 
Do you wish we haven't done it?!"

"No" she said mournfully. "I just felt really bad - not just at 
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myself but everything about my life"
"I admit it isn't the ideal situation," he said. "But this guy 

- this guy is a jerk. He is cheating on you - or at least was, 
until recently” he added, when she looked up in protest “and 
is doing everything he can to tear your self-esteem apart just 
so you can become as dumb as him. Surely... that must be part 
of the reason why you decided you wanted to be with - you 
wanted to give us a try"

"It was"
"So?"
No answer. He guesses it wasn't something he could reason 

with. He did ask her if she was sure. He would have waited.
"I want to talk about this," he said, tagging at her hand when 

she got up. "I don't want you going away thinking I made you 
do something you didn't want"

"It has nothing to do with you," she said, and brushed a hand 
across his cheek. "I want to go home now because I want to 
think about it - re-live it - before he came home. If I got there 
after he got there, I would feel like a whore"

There was nothing more he can say. He drove her to SeaTac 
and dropped her a block away from what she said was her 
building.

"See you tomorrow, right?" He said eagerly after she gave 
him her cold cheeks for the kissing

"But you don't work tomorrow, remember?"
"Shit" he said, "I would switch with Hugo - he grumbles he 

has got to close on a Saturday"
She smiled, not a warm smile; nothing he has seen on her 

face before. "Or even better..." he said �ghting against time 
and, what he felt was a wall of unwillingness. "Let us have 
lunch. I will come around and we will go to the Greek place 
around the corner. You have lamb in your culture, so you 
won’t go ‘ew’ every time I ordered gyro-sandwich like Kat 
used to do"

"No, it is ok," she said quietly
"But I want to see you," he pleaded, "How else are we gonna 
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have a relationship if we aren't gonna see each other outside 
work?"

"We will �gure out something" she said, then climbed out of 
his car "By the way" she looked in through the window "I know 
you won't tell anybody but..."

He was so surprised, so insulted that he couldn't even reply.
"Really?!" He said, putting all the disapproval he could mus-

ter in the question. "You think..."
"It’s just - that place...” she said, seeming to shudder a little.
"No, I won't" he answered coldly. "I am not like that"
There goes his Saturday night plan! He can't see her now. He 

can't even talk to her. He can't believe...
"Thank you" she said and walked to her building, but not as 

fast as he usually saw her walking. Slowly... and thoughtfully 
- like she was an island and the city were the ocean that sur-
rounded her. Like she was the loneliest person in the world.
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CHAPTER 15

He was angry on Saturday and he was angry on Sun-
day. He felt betrayed that she would ask him not to 
tell anyone, like he was one of those douche bags 

at work who fuck a girl for the sake of fucking with her. Even 
his masturbation was a messy angry yanking fueled by his de-
sire to make her pay. Imagining himself refusing her advances, 
while she tries to seduce him. Then reluctantly giving in but 
fucking her in such a way she cries in pain and begs him to 
stop; while - of course - enjoying it tremendously and begging 
him for more. Afterwards and especially by Monday, however, 
he was scared. Scared and going out of his mind from missing 
her. He felt hot. He felt cold. He felt desperate and he felt indig-
nant. But mostly he worried how he would continue coming 
to work - or even get himself out of bed to come to work - if it 
was only a one-time a�air.

So when his elevator opened on the 3rd �oor, while he was 
laughing with Jim about Vitaly's laughing at his own jokes 
[jokes nobody else understands because he is like a Russian 
roulette when excited], and he came face to face with her and 
another girl, the Hispanic one this time - he almost dropped 
what he was holding. She looked exhausted and bored and 
weighed down - everything she wasn't three days ago. Aaron 
wasn't even sure she responded to his inclining his head to 
them. Just looked at them, at him, and continued her chit-
chat like she didn't have a care in the world. If Jim has not 
asked him what was up, why did he stop walking, Aaron would 
not have known he was still standing at the wrong side of the 
elevator. "I... forgot something downstairs... why won't you go 
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ahead? I would catch up with you" he said and let the elevator 
door close and take her up without him.

He was trying to calm himself. Breath. Relax. Why did she 
look tired [of him] after he has been away for two days? Ex-
cited, sure. Scared, ok. Even anger he can understand. Exhaus-
tion? Utter boredom? Or was that the role we are playing 
now? Her hair certainly looked like it has taken a beating. Her 
uniform looked too big on her and even her skin looked - he 
thought - ashen. Was she over him?! That quickly? Or has the 
asshole done something?

He could not let it go; not even after he got busy with a fallen 
uniform rack and time �ew in a way he did not anticipate. He 
did not see her, but his stomach was tied in knots even when 
he wasn't thinking about it. Why was he feeling like he was 
the one who got fucked? Where did this come from? Was he in 
love with her already, after less than a month?! Or has his sep-
aration from Kat rendered his self-con�dence to rubble?!

So, he waited for her outside, parked far enough to escape 
detection by the video cameras outside Security's door. But 
near enough to see all those coming in and going out of the 
building's basement through the back door.

Then, just when she came out, wearing a big jacket that 
seems to drown her and twirling keys in her hand; and on the 
very minute he was about to honk his horn at her; he saw her 
change direction and head to a car that was parked a little 
closer to the smoking area than him. He has seen the vehicle, 
it was there before he pulled back into the parking lot, but he 
was just too preoccupied with his agony (the fear that if he 
didn't see her now, he won't for two more days) to notice there 
was a driver in it. Now... he did. After she climbed into the car 
and the driver passed him, with blaring sound system drum-
ming either hip-hop or rap; he saw the young man driving it. 
Black. Not too tall. Leaning a little to one side of his chair.

So, she was back with him!
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CHAPTER 16

She has seen him, he knew that. She has seen him before 
he decided to follow them for no apparent reason. She 
has seen his face when Will’s car's front light shined on 

his mirror and unveiled her new life - and her old husband. It 
hurt. But more than that, it pissed him o�.

"Fucking bitch!" he said, after abandoning the plan to follow 
them and going home. He got a bottle of Bourbon, because all 
the alcohol at his place didn't feel enough, got drunk and fall 
asleep on the sofa - trying to recapture her scent.

He was late the next morning. Late and hungover and really 
sorry for himself. He cannot believe he let his guard down that 
much that one fuck and he felt like somebody gutted him un-
awares. Was he that lonely? Did he miss his wife that much?

Car troubles, he said to Jim. But he will be there soon. Need 
to get some gas too. In place of gas, he got himself some 
electrolyte water, some tomato juice and ibuprofen. He also 
bought some sandwich from the Boar's Head near his work be-
fore he heads in. It was a new day. Thanks to her, and thanks to 
his waiting around to see what she was, he was �nally awake. 
He will get his act together. Hydrate himself, get a hobby, and 
perhaps register to one of those dating websites one of his 
friends recommended. And, whatever he does, never - ever - 
call her name. Or even remember it, for it still pains him so. 
He can’t believe he has turned into this love-sick puppy in less 
than a month. His brain must have gone 'mush'.

And he was doing �ne, too, (has gone to visit his brother 
in Des Moines, hung out with Marvin and played games while 
drinking Guinness. And he has watched two good movies), 
if she hadn't looked like she missed him on Thursday and 
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spoiled it. "Ladies" he has said when passing them by the 
clock-in machine, with a friendly little bow. She was with one 
of the tour guides. Her eyes have �uttered in the brief mo-
ment his eyes fall on her face, and her hair looked fresh and 
trimmed, like a black soccer �eld. Alas the heart beating wild 
wasn't unexpected, so he ignored it. When coming across her 
in the breakroom, cleaning the bottom of the co�ee machine 
with a rag; he has even felt superior to her. "’Scuse me" he has 
said and grabbed his sandwich out of his bag. Eating it, while 
she stood there loving him and being afraid of him, that was 
the trick. So, he went out of the building, sat by the smoking 
area and took a few bites out of his sandwich before throw-
ing it into the garbage bin. Then he went into the restroom, 
washed his face, put a wet paper towel on the back of his neck. 
When he was sure he has got his breath back, he went to work.

Salim was on the observation platform, talking to the bar-
tender; who was gay, friendly and looks scared all the time.

He would have avoided talking to Salim if he hasn’t seemed 
to follow him after they bumped �sts.

"Hey..." he said when he realized that. His way of saying 
"what's up"

"Did I tell you?"
"What?!"
"I saw that asshole the other day"
"What asshole?"
Of course, he knew.
"Zema's husband! He came here, carrying �owers - not even 

decent �owers – just one that you get from Pike place for like 3 
bucks."

"I thought people liked those �owers,” he said, enjoying the 
stab in his guts. He certainly has bought them for his wife half 
a dozen times.

That was obviously not the point for Salim. "I was upstairs, 
and Simon called me to tell me to �nd her - so I went down-
stairs with her"

"Aha!"
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"He gave her the �ower and said all kind of crap that I am sure 
he took from that Celine Dion song. You know, the one about 
being her eyes, and nose, and ears. I was standing there to make 
sure she was ok. My wife works with battered women and psy-
chos like that are so good at..."

"Well, she married him"
Salim looked at Aaron suspiciously, clearly unhappy he 

wasn't getting the responses he hoped for.
"Yes but..."
"Sorry Salim--work" Aaron said, walked into the electric 

room and closed the door.
"Fucking cunt!" He added when he was done rummaging 

through the shelves looking for God-knows-what. "I hope she 
burns in hell!”
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CHAPTER 17

If he has forgotten her smile and the cream-colored skin 
on her thighs; if he could erase from his mind what it felt 
like to look for her in the bookstore, kiss her, fuck her 

- enjoy the sunshine of her companionship; he would have got-
ten over her much earlier. But he couldn't. One minute he is all 
�ne and dandy, drinking beer, playing a game, feeling lucky he 
didn't have to get involved in that drama - or see Hugo's face 
when they �nd out he was fucking "the help". The next minute 
he feels sick from getting turned on and knowing there was no 
point to it. He will never have her. He should have held o� - 
said no to taking her home with him - for as long as he can. If he 
hadn't slept with her...

In these wild times of passion; he would think about digging 
her number out of where he buried it deeply - to avoid temp-
tation - and texting her demanding for explanations ... park-
ing his car outside her apartment and wait for her to come 
out. Then accuse her, beseech her, tell her that she should have 
pity on him. She should be there for him the way he was there 
for her. To tell her he will do anything it takes... put up with 
rumor, take a bullet, climb up Mount Everest if only he could 
have her love. He has become this person; you see? This man-
child who cannot stand on his own two feet. This worthless 
pathetic thing that no woman seems interested in. Why did 
she show him how happy he could be if she didn't mean to 
stick around and see it out? Why was she so di�erent? Why 
was he so addicted to her without getting to have her half 
as long as his shortest short-term relationship? What was it 
about this girl that is eating him so? Did she put [African] voo-
doo on him? Should Google it, perhaps.
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He called, skyped-with, and texted his kids more than he 
usually did those two weeks in which he felt like the last man 
on earth, with a neediness he didn't know he possessed after 
high school. This must have interested Kat because the even-
ing he called to tell her he has dropped her speeding ticket in 
the mail, and to ask if it wasn't about time he transferred the 
vehicle's title and registration in her name, she pressed him to 
tell her what was new in his life.

“You know...” he said, “Do my laundry, clean up my room, 
go out with the guys... or put my iTunes albums by alphabet, 
then by artist, then by album, then by who covered it and 
when. It is quite time taking”

She laughed, “I meant relationship wise”
“Relationship wise?” he asked, feigning innocence, “If mem-

ory serves, I am still a married man”
“I am not talking about marriage,” she said, sounding an-

noyed “It’s been four years. Surely you must have gone out 
with at least one woman!”

“Was I supposed to? I didn't know,” he said, stubbornly.
She sighed. He must sound pathetic.
“Plus ... where would I meet a woman when you are working 

a job like mine? All my friends are married or in long-term re-
lationships. I don’t want to go to the bar to meet a woman like 
a stupid teenager”

“That is why they have dating websites,” she reminded him. 
“For people like you”

“I don’t know” Aaron stammered, both embarrassed and 
slightly o�ended he is taking dating advice from his wife. “It’s 
very – I hate having to describe myself and �ll all those ques-
tionnaires not to mention the junk mail after you deleted 
your account”

“Go on match.com” she said, “You gotta pay for it. But it’s for 
people who are serious about wanting a relationship”

He sighed.
“Paying money to meet a woman? I don’t know”
“That is your decision, of course,” She said, a little annoyed, 
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“But I think it’s worth giving a try. I know a couple of people 
who found love that way. Just meet up for co�ee and see how 
you feel about it. You never know”

He would have asked how about her; if a realization didn’t 
hit him right then and there. That he wasn’t interested in dat-
ing women who seem to have run out of options. Maybe that is 
why he changed his mind at the last minute after exchanging 
numbers and making appointments. Women with potential 
for sex- even, ladies from Craigslist! For, despite his protest, he 
has given dating a try when loneliness seems to eat at the in-
side of his stomach. Or when he really really misses a body 
next to him. He has been careful to not give out his infor-
mation until he was sure they were interested, and he found 
them interesting. And he has avoided money requests like the 
plague. But... at the last minute... a little before he leaves his 
o�ce for the date, or while choosing a jacket to go out in, 
something tugs at his heart and he simply cancels on them.

If he said that, however, he knows it would bring unpleasant 
questions about their marriage; the fact that he wasn’t her 
�rst choice and she won’t have been stuck with him if it was 
up to her. And that he knew it. Even if he didn’t have the cour-
age to tell her that, she would �nd his desire to be loved as 
immature.

So, he went through various websites that night and settled 
on the one that seems to use interesting questions to match 
personalities. After �lling out hundreds of them and winking 
at a dozen or so women whose personality was closer to his in 
percentile, he went to sleep.

“If I am not actively looking for love” he told her in his 
dream that night, “It is because I am holding o� for you. Just in 
case you came back. Just in case there was a future for us. Just 
in case Will ditched you again and I have to take you home”.
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CHAPTER 18

A las... when one of those women he winked at re-
sponded by asking how come the matching algo-
rithm rated them so low when they seem to have so 

much in common, he didn't hesitate to write back. She was a 
cute blonde. On the chubby side, but not by much. She was 
a Dental Hygienist, she said, and has been engaged to a man 
she dated for 2 years before discovering not only was he in a 
polygamous relationship with two other women, but into all 
kinds of crap that would make “50 Shades of Gray” sound like 
a co�ee-table book. This devastation has made her seek a lot 
of emotional support and meditation. She considers herself 
spiritual, but not religious. A Foodie, but not exactly a glut-
ton. She was an animal lover [not in that way Ha-ha] and an 
aspiring Vegan. An amateur-blogger and a Whovian. Her pas-
sions were baking and custom-made jewelry. The �ve things 
she cannot live without: her girlfriends, the various cocktail 
drinks she enjoys on their night outs, Sushi, Farmer's Market 
with its fun collection of arts and crafts, and her electric blan-
ket. What people close to her don’t know is that she was a 
goofball who cannot go to sleep unless she has done some 
coloring. It relaxes her and makes her feel behind the wheel 
when life seems to spiral out of control. No wonder her favor-
ite movie quote comes from “The Story of Us”. The chapter 
about “Harold and his purple crayon”; where he draws the 
world the way he likes it to be. She may not be much of an 
artist to draw the world the way she likes it, or God LOL. But 
she can give it the color and luster it won't come alive with-
out. For this reason, she has got a ton of adult coloring books; 
from Secret Garden to Japanese designs stained glass Coloring 
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Books. Which shouldn’t be confused with Japanese children's 
adult book - which is plain gross.

They were to meet at a performance hall on Capitol Hill. 
A colleague of her friend has a one-man show there. And 
the friend, trying to raise morale, has gotten her two tickets 
worth 10 dollar each. There were free snacks donated by 
Trader Joe's and a cash bar which charged 6 dollars for a cold 
Ale. Otherwise, it was a 2-hour one-man show for free. When 
he got there, he found her sited by the bar; sucking something 
with a straw out of a glass while her eyes seemed glued on 
the game that was on the screen. He immediately felt under-
dressed, in his denim shirt and black pants; when he noticed 
how luxurious and shiny her hair looked on her shoulder. 
And was dressed to remind everyone how, despite the cranky 
weather, Summer was back in Seattle.

“Keira?” he said, stretching his hands. She smiled and 
plumped down from her stool. “Aaron”

“Hey Aaron, nice to meet you”
She has a very pretty round face. Her dimples were as deep 

and pronounced as the birthmark on the side of her nose. She 
was wearing all cream and smelled good.

He sat next to her and ordered a beer. “How did you �nd the 
place?” She asked, with her straw going back into her mouth. 
“Seeing that you don’t like using GPS but good old yellow 
pages”

He smiled, recognizing the line from his pro�le.
“Not too hard. It’s the parking that is the killer around here”
“Oh yeah. That’s why you hate the ‘Nutcracker’, because 

nothing cracks a guy's nuts more than trying to �nd parking 
around the key-arena on Friday night in December”

He was going to tell her he loved her hair. That he liked the 
comfort her scrubbed clean ample �esh promised. That he has 
missed a connection, a spark, a woman who would smile at 
him after sleeping with him. However, her seeming to mem-
orize everything about his pro�le made him feel both dubious 
and like a lazy student who hasn’t paid enough attention at 
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class. What was it she said about TV -
Fortunately, she broke the silence with cheerful news of her 

own. “I hope you don’t mind” she said, “but a friend of mine 
would be joining us”

“Oh no, it’s �ne” he protested.
“Well, technically, she is the one who got us the tickets. We 

were planning to come together; in case I didn’t have a date. 
But... since you and I made plans... I asked her to tag along”

“Quite alright.”
“I know you hate people but love gatherings," she said
"Right you are"
"Hopefully these would be the kind of people you won't 

mind much"
This con�dence, he found it annoying. They have both listed 

their ability to memorize things as their strong suit. But he 
was talking more about lines from movies. For somebody 
who didn't trust himself enough to act like he understood 
people, her obvious eagerness to show o� her knowledge of 
their inner-thought was downright Morgan-ish, his 15-year-
old daughter whose cleverness dared not be contained in her 
body.

There was a chime on her phone, which she took out and an-
swered. "There is a taco place around the corner,” she said after 
quick tapping of the keyboards “We love it, so she stopped by 
there to get us some while I wait for you”

“Cool” he said, remembering his hunger. “I was hoping we 
can grab something afterwards. But that is ok too”

“I can text her to get you something too- if you want”
He didn't have cash on him, so he lied, trying to catch her 

eyes “Oh no I am not hungry, but thanks. I love your hair, by 
the way”

She touched her hair, smiled and looked at his head, as if 
searching for something to compliment him with. Then she 
said “Thank you. I knew a woman’s hair was important to 
you. The �rst thing you notice is her hair, then her legs and 
her curves. You have fallen for women with all kinds of body 
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types because you believe the most important thing is that 
they look healthy and don't seem burdened by their body”

“And you – his teeth!” he said, shaking a �nger at her.
“Occupational hazard” She said, repeating and laughing at 

the same joke she made on her pro�le.
“Well... I hope my teeth has proved acceptable” he joked, 

trying to unplug her eyes from the game, and swiping his hand 
at the general direction of his body. “And the rest of me hasn’t 
disappointed much?”

“Oh no. You look exactly like your photo”
“Bald” he said
“At least you save on shampoo. Right?” she said and laughed.
There could be a future here, he was thinking, as much a 

future as he had with his wife anyway, once one got over the 
need to document; when the friend joined them. She was a tall 
girl, in a long dress with the colors, jingles and buttons of the 
bohemian about her. After they shook hands, they found a sit 
and ate their tacos while he tried to watch the game around a 
tall guy who has snagged their chair the minute they vacated 
it. When they were done eating, they wiped their hands on 
a paper towel and headed for the theatre. It was a dingy lit-
tle place with aging chairs and too many lights. The audience 
mostly composed of gay and French-looking men and women 
who appear under-dressed for the weather; seem to know one 
another well. Soon, Aaron was trying to kill time by read-
ing �iers and wall-postings while she shook hands with and 
gave dead on information about the people they meet, and 
her friend [who might as well be one of Kat’s ‘artistic’ friends] 
threw clever and sardonic remarks about everything.

When the lights �nally dimmed, he found himself sited next 
to her and a shy young man who was protecting himself from 
germs by hiding his hands between his tightly closed knees. 
The show, if a little slow at the start, was better than he 
expected. The performer, who was an ethnically ambiguous 
male, was funny, self-depreciating and talented. He played 
roles of a self-hating half-white half-Hispanic kid, a loving al-
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beit patronizing 1st generation Guatemalan mother, a handle-
bar-mustached stereotypical uncle, and a gay-bashing gang-
banger older brother, a lustful Hispanic exotic dancer, a gun-
toting Texan and a man who would �nally come to terms with 
being a second-generation American kid.

During the brakes, the friend has been going out and getting 
herself and her friend snacks and alcohol. He, being the des-
ignated driver and a man hoping to bring a non-garlic, non-
onion smelling mouth to a smooching later, only shared in the 
smelling and the occasional laugh.

When the show was over, and they have paid their tribute to 
the actor; an all-round, hearty "Hip Hip Hooray"; the girls were 
asked if they would like to join the get-together prepared for 
the actor by his friends. He was moving to New York, next 
month. This would be a debut and a send-o� by all those who 
love him. Aaron was willing to let them go and pick another 
day for a second date. Her friend, however, won’t hear of it. She 
said they should say their goodbyes and go on the rest of their 
date, undisturbed. She also hoped he won’t judge them too 
harshly by what he was forced to witness this evening.

The goodbyes were cheerful. And the company was friendly, 
albeit resigned. She even put her hand in his arm, as an in-
timate gesture and because she was slightly boozed. She was a 
cheap date, she giggled for the nth time. He said he preferred 
the term “light weight”; for which she replied there was noth-
ing “light” about her.

The minute they left the building, however, it was as if the 
air was sucked out of their friendship and they were two lit-
tle kids alone in the dark. The warmth of the place they left, 
and the riotous-ness of the company they put behind, seems 
to dawn on them both. The rain and the fact that Capitol Hill 
was a meet-and-greet hub-hub on Thursday nights didn’t help. 
After driving around for a while to �nd a place they can sit and 
talk at; with her mood souring by each passing minute, he said 
maybe they should call it a night. He will take her to the bar 
her friends would be hanging out at and they can have a sec-
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ond date some other time. This reasonable o�er didn’t come 
as the welcome relief he hoped it would be. “Sure... sure... 
whatever” she said, pouting immediately, and got out of the 
car before he could put himself in a position where he can 
lean in and kiss her goodnight. When he got home, he found 
out that he was not only blocked from seeing her dating pro-
�le but that she has posted a telling message on Facebook. It 
was about men who were too lazy to take the time to know 
women. “If you aren’t willing to put the work in,” She has writ-
ten to no one in particular “don’t expect the necking”.

If she has said that in person, Aaron would have felt obliged 
to laugh and make a comment as to its cleverness. Being no 
longer under obligation to play nice, he closed his laptop and 
went to the Dick's Burger across the street to get some home-
made French fries.
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CHAPTER 19

The more dating websites seem to be populated by 
the same people with di�erent faces, the more he 
missed that one girl who told him seeing him was the 

one thing she liked about her job. The more he tried to get her 
attention, however, or an answer the more she seems to avoid 
him. Out of fear, perhaps, than hatred. She sent the other girls 
when he radioed and seem to get her. She slipped out of the 
break room when she sees he was there. And for the two times 
they rode the elevator together, she bowed her head and he 
whistled the tune for “Up around the bend”.

If there was nothing between them, they should have been 
able to be friends. Right? Has he not helped her in time of her 
need? Has she not gone to his place, despite his not wanting 
her to, the �rst time they went out? Should he be shunned just 
because he took sex as a payment for his kindness?

If he couldn’t �nd the answer at work, he decided, he would 
go see her at Barnes & Noble. The familiarity of the place, the 
safety and ease she feels in it, may help unfreeze her tongue 
and encourage her to be more open with him. If no chattiness 
came forth, he would tell her how disappointed he was with 
her and walk away – hopefully, for good.

Sited under the up escalator the Friday afternoon he �nally 
managed to come across her, she was reading a book. A Chris-
topher Moore one, he later learned, whose style and easy 
humor she said cracks her up. Her purse was on her knee and 
her hair was loosely tied on the back. He has kept an eye 
out for her. But he didn’t really expect she would be there. 
So, when he saw her, while walking up the Escalator, he was 
ceased by panic that almost forced him to walk out of the 
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building. Then he hang around the post-card section, got his 
breath back, and decided to come down and say hi. Surely, 
he can do that. Right? She won’t think he was stalking her! 
He wasn’t a stalker; at least he doesn’t think so. He may have 
obsessed about her and once tailgated her husband halfway to 
their apartment. But he wasn’t a stalker. Why, he hasn’t even 
texted to ask her why she wasn’t talking to him despite hav-
ing her number. He hasn’t crossed any boundaries; at work or 
outside work; no matter how often he wishes he could. And 
if he was refusing to be kicked out, like a dog, without an ex-
planation, it is because he feels he is owed that much. She was 
there! It wasn’t his imagination. She was there and has been 
as part of the word, feeling and deeds as he was. She can’t... 
surely... take o�ense at his desire to know why it no longer 
seems to matter to her.

"Here you are!" He said, presenting himself in front of her 
chair "I thought I might see you here"

"Hey..." she got up quickly, dropping her Canvas ‘American 
Rag’ purse in the process. She has told him, the last time he saw 
and admired it, how she bought it the one time she went into 
a Macy’s with Will's elder sister. She would not have looked at 
it and asked for the price if she has not been greeted, and asked 
what they can do for her, by three elegantly dressed and im-
maculately made-up manikin-colored young women. Becky 
would have browbeat them and made them scurry away, the 
way she does every time her little bro followed her into a 
store. However, Becky was in the �tting room trying some-
thing on. So Zema run her hands [which she usually keeps 
by her side, where everyone can see them] on the �rst thing 
that attracted her attention and asked how much it was. “You 
know, there may be a price tag somewhere in there”, she was 
told, and she has been surprised at discovering how a�ordable 
that price was. “I will take it”, she has declared. And the snotty 
cashier has looked pleased.

He waited until she got her shit together.
"Hi"
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Little beautiful brown mouse.
"Don't let me interrupt you," he said, when she folded her 

book and lifted a �ushed face to him, "was meeting a friend - 
remembered how you said this was a cool place to hang out at 
– and asked her to meet me here!"

He put a show of going back and forth "Oh no" he said, "It isn't 
her. Maybe I am being stood up. There is a shocker, right?"

There was no return chuckle in her eyes. Only questions.
"Internet!" He said, in the way of explanation.
"Oh"
"I know! Anyway... how are you?" in a comical voice.
"Good?", suspiciously.
"And the cleaning business?"
He did not mean to embarrass her. Maybe he did. Maybe he 

came out to hurt her the way she hurt him.
"It is good, thank you” she answered, her eyes downcast.
“Well…” he laughed, to show he was being silly. Of course, 

she has every right to be there. To step out of her uniform, 
change into something less dark and gray, and sit reading a 
book as if she was all that. “It is good seeing you”

She looked up. It was scary seeing him. It was confusing. It 
was unsettling.

“You too”
Aaron’s stride to the up-escalator, his walk out the door, and 

march to the back of the building was �lled with a certain 
sense of pride – at least, a feeling of accomplishment. He has 
come face to face with she whom he dreaded most and has not 
come out the worst for it.

Standing in the parking lot with his purchase in a paper bag, 
and his heart in his mouth, however, a self-loathing he has not 
experienced for a while �lled him. The anger he directed at 
himself was not the result of the little game he played against 
Zema, the good actor that he never was, or the insult he kind 
of levied upon her. She had that coming! He hated himself be-
cause there was no way [short of begging or confrontation], 
that would give him the result he wanted. And what Aaron 
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wanted was not to stretch the distance between himself and 
Zema. What he wanted was to bridge the gap, to tell her he no 
longer cares about the love, or the sex. But the conversation; 
the startled way with which she laughs; and the breathless-
ness with which she �nishes her sentences.

He has missed her. And that was the betrayal, really. Her re-
fusing to acknowledge that this was – used to be – more than 
physical!

Ethiopian Nights

101



CHAPTER 20

Then Salim, God bless him, decided to do the most un-
American thing by interfering.

When the Security O�cer asked for an audience 
with him, Aaron wasn't sure what the dude wanted. They ar-
ranged to meet at the McDonalds across the street on the day 
he worked the early morning shift, and when Salim has to take 
his one-hour break.

Salim got a big milk shake and medium fries. Aaron said he 
was �ne.

So apparently, Salim and Zema have become good friends 
and she has con�ded in him. That she and Aaron have gone 
out on one date and they have end up having sex. Then she 
has gone home and whatever it was her husband said, she has 
stayed. Then how nice Will has been to her for a few days after-
wards. And how painful it has been seeing Aaron angry at her. 
"What?! Angry?” Aaron said, boiling over “I wasn't angry!"

"C’mon man" Salim begged, as if trying to indicate this 
wasn’t a stranger he was talking to. They have a history to-
gether, after all. He is the one who, literally, handed her to 
him. "She was bawling her eyes out when I told her how you 
gave me a cold shoulder after I started talking about her"

So, this is what this whole meeting was all about.
"Sorry man but I have so many things on my mind. And I 

maybe tending to one of them when it appears I was giving 
you a cold-shoulder. As for her... I must say I am kind of disap-
pointed. She promised she won't say anything to anyone"

"You are not listening to me” Salim said, looking wounded, 
“I am here as a friend, not a co-worker. I want to make sure 
both of you can keep working here … without all this tension 
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between you. Trust me, I have been through this kind of situ-
ation. It is tough”

“I don’t know what you want me to do” Aaron said, trying to 
keep the aggravation out of his voice “Not look up when she is 
around? Walk around in blind fold? Not call the radio just because 
she is on it?”

“No. No.” Salim tried to detain him, stop him with his hand 
from saying more negative things he may regret later.

“Yes, we did it. I thought there was a future in it. She didn’t. 
So, I moved on” he said panting “If she can’t, then that is her 
problem. Saying I am making her uncomfortable, that I am 
making her workplace hostile? That, where I come from, is a 
big accusation”

“No one is accusing you” the man who should have been 
bearded, but wasn’t, entreated “She is afraid of you because 
she loves you. And because she feels guilty for being the reason 
you can’t be friends”

“Right!” Aaron grumbled.
If she loved him. Had she loved him…
“Well in that case, tell her I will be going to Wisconsin for a 

four-week vacation in December,” Aaron continued. He knew 
he was taking it out on the wrong foreigner. But no one asked 
Salim to get involved. Sometimes, you can’t help but shoot 
the messenger “she can try to ‘un-love’ me during that break. 
Not that I think that will be hard for her. She does not strike 
me as someone who would have any qualms about disposing 
Paul for Peter at a moment's notice"

“Alright,” Salim said, giving up. “You won’t listen to me so 
what is the point”

“I have listened to you” Aaron protested, “I just… it just 
pisses me o� - feeling like I am going to keep on paying for a 
one-time mistake”

“Just talk to her” Salim tried a softer tone “Sit her down and 
talk to her. I will be there as a .. as a middleman, if you want. 
Sit her down and ask her what she wants to see happen. I don’t 
think she wants to switch buildings, but I have a feeling she 
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would if she thinks that is what you want. Just sit down.. talk.. 
then start with a clean plate. It is so much better than letting 
these things fester!”

So that is the plan! She is going to accuse him of being angry 
at her, and stalking her, and he would say he was sorry and 
walk out. Walk out with his heart cut clean through like but-
ter with a hot knife.

“Is that what she wants?” Aaron asked, still in�amed, “For 
me to ‘sit her down and talk to her’?”

“Actually, she doesn’t know I am even talking to you” Salim 
smiled, “I thought, if I can convince you, it won’t be so hard to 
bring Zema around. If it comes to the worst, I will ask her to 
take me to an Etubian restaurant and have you meet us there”

That could work, Aaron guesses.
“And you think she would willingly sit and talk to me!”
“Leave it to me” Salim said in a conciliatory tone, “Just get 

ready to leave the house when I text you”
“If you say so” Aaron sighed. The truth was, he didn’t want 

to just talk to her. He didn’t want to be just friends. He would 
rather love her and nurse her for the wound she was than have 
her be somebody to exchange pleasantries with.

Alas..
When he drove into his parking spot that evening, after 

smoking a quarter of the pack of cigarette he bought, and 
walking in the cold Seattle weather, he was more depressed 
than he has been of late. The truth was, he was disappointed 
she didn't come to him(self) and told him what happened in-
stead of [albeit for a few days] acting as if he never existed. 
He would have been a real friend to her then. He would have 
wished her the best, told her to give her marriage a try if she 
thinks her husband was worth it, given her a hug and let her go.

Instead…
Then he went to a fatigued sleep and was so saddened by the 

fact that she told Salim that she loved him (him! Aaron!), that 
they loved one another but cannot be together, that he wept 
in his pillow. It was like losing a child in infancy; letting go 
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of something the full potential of which was never, and will 
never, be realized.
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CHAPTER 21 

F or days, Aaron waited; scouting the horizon; getting 
and not getting dinner; watching and not watching 
movies. Playing and not playing games. Looking at his 

phone, counting the minutes.
Rehearsing how he was going to greet her. How he would ap-

proach the subject. How he would get Salim out of there. How 
he would be mature, calm and collected.

How he would be above it all, while she cowers in front of 
him.

The evening Salim texted to ask what he was doing that 
night; he felt so sick, he ignored the strict “no smoking on 
property” policy and went out to smoke on his patio.

The cigarette, and more importantly, the cold wind man-
aged to calm him down.

Yes, he would feel sick for a few minutes. He may even sweat. 
But he will get over it. That is what growing up is, learning 
how to get over. Being an expert get-over-er. A survivor.

Once they crossed the bridge, once they climbed the hill, 
they would go back to where they were pre-sex. Maybe having 
Salim there isn’t such a bad idea. He would serve to neutralize 
the atmosphere. Make it less strained, and sexual.

Then the call came. It was almost 10. Aaron has gotten over 
the sickness and was numb.

“Yellow!” he answered, jiggling his car keys.
Unless she is coming to spend the night with him, Aaron did 

not think he'd be asked to pick her from somewhere at this 
late hour.

Something has obviously gone wrong.
“Hey man” Salim said, full of breath and disappointment.
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“Hey. What’s up?”
“Oh.. you know.. just dropped Zema. Home now”
Huh?
“Yeah” Salim continued breathing in Aaron’s ear, “I told her 

I will give her a ride after work because I have something I 
wanted to talk to her about”

“Go on?”
“And after I got gas, she asked me what was up”
“And?”
“And she freaked out, man! She told me to stop the car, or she 

will jump out”
“Seriously?”
That woman sure knows how to over-react.
“I know” Salim answered grievously, “I have to swear on my 

children before she could stay put. Then she started crying, 
man. She said she comes to work to earn a living, not to be 
‘shuttled’ to men as if she was a fucking prostitute”

“Good God!” Aaron said, more surprised than shocked, “She 
can’t think I want that. What did you say to her?”

“Just that I was taking her to you because I have told you I 
would bring her so you guys could talk”

Hmm.
“I mean she is the one who came out and told me,” Salim con-

tinued to rage, “How am I supposed to know she didn’t mean 
for me to bring you two together?”

There was a silence while Aaron did an emotional sweep.
He wasn’t surprised.
Not at all.
He was, truth be told, a little grati�ed. A little smug. Months 

of feeling defeated, yet he can still produce such strong emo-
tions in her. And despite involving outsiders because of the 
need, perhaps, to get something o� her chest, she still recog-
nizes ‘this’ as their private business.

“Anyway” Salim continued grumbling, “I told her if that is 
how she sees it, then I will keep our conversation professional 
from now on and that was it”
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Good. The smaller her circle became, the more she would 
realize she was being a dick.

“Well... I hate to say I told you so but…”
“Yeah” Salim wasn’t done, “I was so angry, I didn’t even say 

goodbye back when she got out of the car”
That should show her!
“Well… the main thing is that you tried” Aaron answered, 

trying to keep the cheer out of his voice. “I must say I am not 
surprised”

“What the fuck!” Salim swore. “I swear, if I were you, I would 
get a girlfriend from right there and drive her crazy”

“What makes you say that?”
“Because that is the only way people like Zema know of 

other people’s worth. She almost called me a pimp, dude?! I 
swear if she was a guy…”

Ok. Let us all take a deep breath now, Aaron said to himself. 
You are talking about a girl who means the world to me there, 
buddy.

“I know you are friends with Miryam,” Salim continued his 
plotting, “If you pretended to be interested in her, that would 
put Zema in her place”

Yes. Her place. Where she would have to take what she was 
given, without protest.

“You think so?”
“Yeah, I mean I thought about you hooking up with, say, 

the girls in the café or the restaurant,” Salim continued, un-
perturbed by Aaron’s lack of enthusiasm, “she doesn’t come 
across them often, so she won’t feel the pain. Plus, those 
bitches are like cliques, you deal with one – you deal with all. 
But if she heard you hooked up with someone from her own 
profession, someone clearly inferior to her in looks, imagine 
how much it would hurt her pride”

“Hmm… I actually �nd Miryam rather pretty” Aaron said 
thoughtfully.

“I know, I know” Salim said impatiently, “She looks good 
when she dresses up, and she has that rack. But stand them side 
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by side …”
Yes, one would have much lighter skin, more pronounced 

cheekbones, and a beautiful curly hair that makes a man want 
to get lost in it.

“Thanks man” Aaron said, not meaning it, “Somehow, I don’t 
see going through this again”

“Yeah but you won’t be ‘going through it again’ unless you 
fall in love. Plus, Miryam, she isn’t like that, man. I know her 
father, in fact I am the one who told her to apply when I heard 
Honga complain they are unable to keep janitors nowadays. 
She is a genuinely good girl”

So, this was the plan all along! Salim didn’t care if Aaron got 
what he wanted. He cared that he got some. And that, perhaps, 
Miryam found herself a good man.

“Thanks, but I think I will stay away from African women for 
now” Aaron laughed dryly. “I will see you on Monday”
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CHAPTER 22

This Miryam then; this girl who wears head scarfs, 
speaks three languages, and works there part time 
while going to school to become a Nurse [as Achuck 

told him the day Aaron came across them while the ‘Lead 
Janitor’ was giving her what he called ‘the ground tour’], is 
an overweight black girl with a milk-chocolate skin, round 
cheeks, and rows of small teeth that remind one a row of white 
corn.

“Nice to meet you,” Aaron has said, trying to impart to 
the tall, skinny veteran janitor who was built like a military 
leader [with the dismissive attitude to go with it] that he was 
on his way to address an emergency.

“You too” she answered, her lips forming a burgundy circle 
around the double “o”s.

There was something about her accent that captured Aaron. 
It took him back to the �rst time he heard a Euro-Caribbean 
band performing a Christmas Carol on a stage decorated by 
disco balls. That is, in fact, what Miryam reminded him of. 
The girls from BoneyM; the one with the thick voice, generous 
laugh, and bright warm eyes.

“May I ask where you are from?”
The man who stopped him with “Boss!”, answered for her. 

Miryam, she is from Omdurman, he declared [speaking in cap-
ital letters, as he always does], second biggest city in Sudan. 
They speak Arabic and English over there. He himself, being 
from South-Sudan, speaks Arabic, English and Dinka. He has 
also picked a few words of Somali during his stay at Dadaab. 
Dadaab is...

“Well, Welcome,” Aaron told the anxious-looking girl when 
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Achuck paused his crusty history lesson to greet somebody 
else, and made his exit.

So, when he met her tottering out of the garage a few days 
after waiting for Zema in vain, squeezing her bulky frame be-
tween two parked cars, he called out to her.

“Hey Miryam, wait up”
She turned around, saw him, and waited; smiling obedi-

ently.
While walking her to the building, he learned she was actu-

ally not a refugee, although used to being mistaken for one. 
Her parents live in Bellevue, she told him. It was her mother 
who brought the whole family to America while working as a 
‘home help’, before a herniated disc and back pain forced her 
into an early retirement.

He learned she has a young boy from a previous marriage. 
That she was the oldest of three girls, who go to school and 
work at various ‘homes’ as nursing assistants. And that her 
father, who is a car salesman, lives with his second wife and 
the mother of his only son – the son his �rst wife couldn’t give 
him, however many times she got pregnant – and over whom 
he left her for another woman.

Miryam was panting and sweaty by the time they get to the 
building, although Aaron tried to walk as slowly as he can to 
keep pace with her. Overall, he found her delightfully fussy. 
From the de�ned eyebrows, to the skin so smooth it seems 
dripping with brown-powder, to the luscious cheeks that re-
mind one of a caramel-dipped apple, there was a silly and ca-
ressing girly-ness about her. A lack of self-awareness, however 
many times she wiped her sweat.

Then he saw her in the break room, eating from a big Tupper-
ware a steamy puddle of meat and potatoes, while also talking 
on her phone, and realized this lack of self-awareness business 
wasn’t all sparkle and glitter.

Just the vending-machine pastry still unwrapped next to 
her phone was enough to make anyone lose their appetite.

Then one evening, he came across her again. She was outside 
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the security window turning in her keys. Only a few days earl-
ier, a girl has been “attacked” on the way to work – she has 
been followed by a man who started running at her when she 
approached the building. He would have gotten to her and 
physically assaulted her if she didn’t fall during the chase and 
he got hold of her purse. So, Aaron o�ered to walk Miryam to 
the garage.

It was a bitterly cold night. A cold night she wasn’t dressed 
for. Or maybe it is her breasts that seem to make everything 
she has on top appear thin. She kept pulling at it again and 
again, like an impulsive masturbator.

“So how is your boy?” Aaron asked, when her shoes getting 
stuck into a grate woke him from his melancholia. “What is 
his name?”

“Sala” she answered luxuriously. “He would be waiting for 
me now. He never goes to sleep until his mother is home”

“How old is he again?”
“Eight”
“You must have been very young when you had him,” Aaron 

said, trying to spy her age in the guise of complimenting her.
She looked up shyly. “I was twenty four” she answered, “His 

father was 57, more than twice my age”
“And you married him… was it .. was it an arranged mar-

riage?”
“Not rayly” she said, looking proudly ahead, “I was engaged 

to a man, a man I worked with. He turned out to be a la’ya. He, 
Usman, my father’s friend, he used to come to see us, drives my 
mother wherever she wants to go – always there, like a good 
uncle. So, when he hear I was hart-broken, he told my mother 
of his intensions to marry me. Of course, I said ‘no’. But all I had 
to look forward to in those days was a life of cleaning up and 
carrying old women in and out of bed, up and down the stairs; 
old women who insult and attack me while I am trying to take 
them out of the shower. He told my mother he would throw 
me a big wedding, just as I always wanted, and give me a car as 
dowry. My ex couldn’t pay his rent if he missed a pay cheque, 
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so I said “shoo”.”
“Wow,” Aaron said, lost at what so say.
“I know how that sounds like,” she smiled sadly, “But he has 

a daughter my little sister’s age. I took care of my siblings 
when my mother has to work overnight, and he has been both 
a father and a mother to her. She would look like a bunny? rab-
bit? deer? yes, ‘deer in the headlights’ when he drops her at our 
place. Really overwhelmed by how happy, and carefree we are. 
I always felt sorry for her and thought maybe I could be a good 
mother to her too”

“So, you laid down your life, your happiness, like a lamb, to 
make other people happy?! Surely you can’t think that is going 
to work”

“It did, for a while” she observed, with a smile, “He was very 
fond of me, and after I stopped seeing him like my uncle, I real-
ized he was a very good-looking man for his age. Very success-
ful too. All I had was my youth. And until my dota came of age 
and forced her father to choose between his wife or ha’self, I 
was ‘living the dream’”

“So, he let you go, just like that?” Aaron said in disbelief. 
The worst thing Morgan asked of him was the password for 
his HBO account. She said it was to check out a documentary 
about charter schools. Kat told him she has been harassing her 
to give her the code, so she knows what the other kids are talk-
ing about when talking about ‘Game of Thrones’.

“He wouldn’t have if I didn’t leave home while he was at 
work” she said quietly now, “he came and cried to my mother 
for weeks after I left. He was beside himself with grief but ...” 
she sucked her breath and hesitated, “There were other things 
too. It wasn’t just – that”

“I see”
Sex. The lack of it!
“The fact that he wouldn’t admit when he has a problem or 

seek help, that made things di�cult to deal with. By the time 
we took him to the hospital, thinking he had a heart-attack, I 
learned he had thousands of dollars in debt, and was worrying 
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he would be arrested any day now. As if that wasn’t embarrass-
ing enough, his lawyers took all the money he had left, and we 
have to rely on my income to make ends meet. I would have 
stayed even through all that if it wasn’t for Amina. She used to 
love her little brother even after she told me she doesn’t want 
me to talk to her anymore. But when she started treating him 
like the enemy, and my husband kept on siding with her saying 
she was just doing it to annoy me, I said “enough”. It was like 
I was no longer dealing with a child, but an ex-wife – or a new 
wife-to-be!”

“Whoa”
“Yes. Anyway, my father, who was opposed to the marriage 

originally, said I embarrassed him in front of his countrymen. 
But my sisters convinced my mother to stand by me”

“Good” Aaron said, letting the silence descend on them. 
“Still you are too young to deal with all this”

“Yes,” she admitted gleefully, “My mother always says I was 
born with a rhinoceros skin; that is why it takes me all day to 
get out of the shower. You have children too?” she asked look-
ing sideways at him.

“Two” he answered with a bitter smile. They were already 
in the garage, and he wasn’t close to being done. “One boy, one 
girl. They live in Wisconsin with my ex-wife”

“Do you miss them?”
She doesn’t appear too eager to leave yet.
“Everyday” he answered, making his car wink, “But some-

body has to earn the big bucks while Kat takes care of them 
and her own needs” he smiled. “Not all women are like you. 
They don’t go to school and work two jobs to support their 
family. Some like to have fun”

“I am actually thinking of quitting the other job,” she said, 
playing with her car key, “I am unable to stay awake while 
doing homework, and my grade is su�ering. But I like to have 
fun too, when I can. Me and my friends, we meet once a month 
after work and eat and drink until we got sick”

“Really? I thought...” Aaron hesitated, looking at her hair-
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dress. “I am sorry, but I thought Muslim women don’t drink”
“Muslim women aren’t supposed to leave the house without 

a male guardian either” was her answer.
Hm.
“Good for you!”
“Well... thank you for walking me” she smiled, “Goodnight”
She wasn’t �irting with him, Aaron knows. That was how 

she talked to everyone: eagerly, bashfully, self-consciously. 
But it was obvious she didn’t intend for the night to end like 
this either. The garage was empty save for two more cars. It 
was past 10 pm on a cold Thursday night. [They were both sin-
gle, of reproductive age, unrelated.] What has he got to lose?

“Are you going directly home?” he asked, making a show of 
walking to his car.

She paused, “To Bellevue. Yes, of course” she answered, “It is 
my parent’s house. I have one bedroom at the back for me and 
my boy”

“I guess you don’t want to make your boy wait” Aaron said 
resignedly, “Or I would have liked to grab something, food ... 
drink... whichever you wanted”

If she said yes, good. If not, it won’t appear he was hitting on 
a co -worker.

“I can tell him to go to sleep” she suggested, taking her phone 
out of her purse. “He would go to sleep as long as grandma told 
him to”

“You sure?” Aaron asked, looking dizzily around, “I don’t 
want to get you into trouble with your mom”

She smiled. She wasn’t a kid. Her mom, however religious 
she maybe, probably knows that.

And who is to say he was the �rst man after her husband?
There may have been others. There was that ex.
“Cool. So, take my car, and bring you back?” he asked, open-

ing his car’s door.
How easy for a penis to spring to life.
To have nothing but making love to her breasts in his mind.
To not care what Zema, or Jim, or Salim would say about his 
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going after another subordinate.
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CHAPTER 23

They went into the �rst bar they came across. Aaron 
has chosen a booth when asked if they would rather 
sit at the bar, in the restaurant, or in a booth.

All the way there, while he silently calculated his moves, he 
has dreamed of squeezing her into a tight space, kissing her, 
feel what kind of material those breasts were made from.

Why else would she change into heels after asking to “grab 
something” from her car; and refresh her lipstick in his rear-
view mirror?

When the booth presented itself, however, as big and shiny 
as a boat, he realized he won’t sit close enough to her without 
making his intention known; not just to her but to all passing 
by.

Miryam has looked shy and �ustered when they sat facing 
one another. She said she wasn’t hungry. But when the loaded 
taters came, she ate as if she was. She cleaned her plate, while 
Aaron watched her sipping his dry whiskey, and downed the 
beer he ordered for her.

They talked of this and that; Aaron too preoccupied to �nd 
the conversation absorbing. Plus, there was a hockey game 
wrap-up on TV. He would have tried to watch that even if he 
was sitting there with Zema.�

When they walked out, because he was feeling beat-up and 
too disgruntled to be of use, he told her he needs to smoke and 
got a packet of Marlboro Lights from the deli next door. Then 
he smoked, while she stood there, shivering in the cold. Aaron 
has o�ered to let her in the car. She refused.

What stopped him from kissing her in the car, although he 
came close to – while holding the door for her, was the realiza-
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tion that this would be something he would have to face to-
morrow; after all the anger, despair, and horniness has passed.

If he kissed her, he would have to ask her to go home with 
him.

If she went home with him, he can’t just let her crush on 
his couch [although he would want to. They would watch a 
movie, maybe play some game; then he would give her a blan-
ket, hand her a pillow, tell her where to sleep, how to sleep, 
who to look like, so he could tip-toe in the middle of the night 
to where she lie, call her ‘Zema’, and make desperate love to 
her].

If he kissed her, asked her to go home with him; he would 
have to let her sleep in his bed. He would be obligated to make 
love to her. Then he would have to either admit he was just 
horny; can they be friends; or start actually dating her – while 
still in love with her co-worker.

There is no way he would come out looking good from this 
one.

On the drive back to the garage, he played the radio and 
told her about “Hotel Rwanda”; which he watched years ago 
but felt the need to say he just watched it recently. So sorry if 
she has to go through something like that, too, while the war 
raged on. She embarrassedly acknowledged hers was actually 
the side that perpetrated the horri�c acts. But some of her 
best friends are from the other side.

Then there was silence, followed by a snore. Miryam was 
fast asleep, her head falling forward and backward every time 
his car hit a bump.

“I am sorry,” he declared when she woke up at the next stop-
light, “I didn’t know you were so exhausted”

No, she laughed. It is because she gets up for school at 5:30 
in the morning. Driving from Bellevue to Northgate to make it 
to class at 8 is not an easy feat. She can’t wait to go to extern in 
August and graduate in mid-September.

“Are you planning to go somewhere, do something?” Aaron 
asked with a smile, “Two years of study does deserve a vac-
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ation”
“Two years?” she enquired, “No. It is only 9 months, with 

200 hours of extern”
“Oh? I thought nursing schools...”
“I am studying to become an MA,” she laughed, “Not many 

people know what an ‘MA’ does, so I have stopped correcting 
them when they assume I am going to school to be a nurse. I 
wish I can a�ord to go to a nursing school” she said wistfully, 
“Even now, I have to pay 12 thousand dollars. Plus, I am not 
that good in Math. Even helping my boy with fractions gives 
me a headache sometimes”

“Well I am pretty decent in Math,” Aaron observed, “We can 
take a few minutes o� work and I can help you, when you need 
it”

She looked sideways at him and smiled. He wondered if she 
expected to be kissed before the day was over. He has noticed 
her popping a gum into her mouth after draining the last of her 
beer.

He knows he has a lot to answer for if his body language was 
to be closely examined.

But he hasn’t said anything stupid, he knows that. And as 
long as he didn’t say anything and do anything; he has the pro-
tection of plausible deniability.

“Anyway”, he said when they approached destination’s end, 
they should hang out sometime. Maybe she can bring her boy 
along.

That seems to please her. He thanked her for keeping him 
company and wished her goodnight. She said it was her pleas-
ure and wished him the same.

He has gone to sleep immediately upon hitting his bed. But 
his sleep was short and tormented. When he woke up a little 
before 2 am, he decided he has had enough. He played some 
game, he tried to watch a movie, then turned on his laptop and 
started sur�ng the internet for he knows not what. It is nat-
ural that he would end up on Zema’s Facebook page, then his 
own pro�le. Where, to his surprise, he learned a ‘Maryam Syd 
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Mussa’ has taken the trouble of searching for his pro�le after 
midnight and added him as a friend.

Maryam. But of course, that is how it is spelled.
She looked di�erent made up, more than Aaron would have 

believed possible. Almost all of her photos out of scrubs, and 
they were many, were all taken in front of a mirror and while 
wearing makeup. The make-up seems to thin out her bubble 
cheeks and give de�nition to her cheekbones. Aaron could es-
pecially not take his eyes o� her wedding pictures. Not the 
older [good-looking] gentleman standing next to her in white 
coat, a butter�y tie, and the joy of having landed his heart’s 
desire; but the beautiful bride in dangling earrings, �owery 
head-comb, and a side-look at the camera that says this girl 
was no virgin. She was not a newcomer to being seen, admired, 
and desired. To being worshipped in the bedroom.

But of course, she must be quite beautiful to men from her 
own country, mustn’t she? Maybe not in the same class as 
Zema, but on a di�erent scale. On a scale that values beautiful 
smile, generous heart, and big boobs! No culture is opposed to 
big boobs, even if you can’t tell where her breasts end, and her 
stomach begins.

But there was enough in those images to �ll the gaps, and 
Aaron savored it all.

Her hair was not a small afro as he assumed. It was thin, dark 
and �ne, wilted on top of her head like a dead thing. But it was 
also long, strategically covering her breasts on more than one 
low-cut dress photo.

She looked sexy as a bride, even sexier as a knocked-up 
woman, and downright hot in those photos she appears to be 
nursing.

While going through the various colors of traditional hair 
dresses that matched the color of her earring, Aaron regretted 
that he didn’t do more. Had he played his card right, he would 
have brought this home with him. He would have brought it 
home and enjoyed it like the bag of jojos he sometimes gets 
from Safeway because it was too early for Dick’s Burger to 
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open, because there was a long line at Dick’s Burger, or because 
he hates to pay 3 dollars in ATM fee for a bag of Dick’s Burger 
homemade fries that won’t cost half as much. He could have 
brought that home, laid with it, kissed and caressed it, then 
cuddled with it all night long.

He quickly accepted the friend request. Liked a lot of the 
photos, including the one with her ex-husband and little 
boy. And combed her friend list and tri-lingual comments for 
something that would tell him of her relationship status, her 
attitude towards white men, and that she was more than a so-
cial animal.
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CHAPTER 24

In the morning, he was out of it again.
This must be what Zema felt the minute she had an 

orgasm in the bed of a man she wasn’t married to. De-
jected, self-loathing, bitter, and suicidal.

And he didn’t even have the relief of orgasm to comfort him.
He couldn’t believe he almost made out, and God knows 

what else, with another co-worker last night. A co-worker 
who is so self-un-aware she would organize bottom shelf 
soaps and bath-salts while her receding shirt exposed the 
upper part of her buttock [to the snigger of Nick and Hugo, and 
a ‘crack kills’ protest at least by one]. A girl who always ate like 
she hasn’t seen food for months; and is busy making friends 
when she wasn’t talking on the phone.

What on earth got into him?
He chose a twenty-ounce cup for his morning co�ee, hoping 

to hide behind it when he met Maryam. He would be civil to 
her. He would be distant with her and avoid her. He would act 
the way Zema acted towards him, if he must, if it means he 
won’t be labeled ‘Aaron Mullen, Janitor Hunter’.

Alas, Maryam wasn’t there. She wasn’t there for 5 more 
hours. 8-12, she reminded him when he came across her in 
the elevator and joked “long time no see”. She is in class from 
8-12, with four 10-minute breaks. Then she grabs a quick 
lunch, drives down to work, change out of her scrubs into her 
work clothes, and clocks-in a little before 2 – although Honga 
has assured her [at hearing she was a single mother] when she 
clocked in doesn’t matter as long as she was there for the 
whole 7 hours, and not a minute over. Then she would take 
her last break [an energy bar, an Oreo cookie sandwich, or a 
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grandma’s peanut butter cookie out of the vending machine] 
before leaving at 10 – while still talking on the phone as if she 
is conducting business through it.

Friends, then. Buddies. And as such, no one would �nd fault 
with him if they were to hang out sometime. In the daytime, 
of course, with her son, somewhere public.

He should perhaps get himself another dog, kids love dogs. 
A dog he doesn’t have to house-train, a rescue one, maybe. It 
won’t be betraying Riley; who was in Wisconsin, and getting 
too long in the tooth. He can perhaps learn to love again.

That night, he found his likes has been returned to him in 
full. Maryam has gone through his Facebook page, liked every 
one of his photos and a few of his comments. She has also 
stated she was taking her son to the Water Park in Federal Way 
that weekend; and anyone willing to join them was welcome. 
Wasn’t she supposed to be working at the “Home” over the 
weekend, one of her many English-speaking friends has asked. 
No. She has made up her mind to give that up. She will work 
the one job while she �nished school and use the little saving 
she has to take the whole month o� in August while she went 
on extern.

Has she chosen where she wants to go for extern?
Her dream was working at Seattle Children. But their Bel-

levue branch isn’t taking any externs this year. So, whatever 
she can get.

Aaron clicked the comment button and wrote “Make sure 
you visit the Bonsai museum while in Federal way. It is the one 
thing worth seeing in that whole town. I’ve heard they have 
free guided tours on Sundays; and o�er discount ticket for stu-
dents”

He got two likes before he’s refreshed the page. One from 
Maryam, another from a white classmate.

August, then. It is only two months away. He will meet her 
after work and renew their friendship. If it was like her accent, 
the image of her stu�ng her face while pouring over a phone 
would disappear the �rst time he spent time with her [in his 
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bedroom, with the shades down, after procuring a promise 
not to part with their secret until they were sure there was a 
possibility for romance there]. If he didn’t give himself time to 
think and re�ect, and kept stalking her sexy Facebook photos, 
he was sure he would end up doing something he would regret.

He would end up ruining his chances with Zema for Good.
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CHAPTER 25

So, he revived his OkCupid pro�le to see how many, if at 
all, “likes” he has received while pining after a girl who 
almost literally buries her head in the sand when he 

comes around.
Three. A single mother with two dogs. A beautiful divorce 

who prefers cats. And a grade school Language Arts teacher 
who reminds one of the ugly duckling who turns up at the 
Prom looking all made up and gorgeous before the handsome 
hero realized how what he wanted was in front of him all 
along. After �nding out the algorithm has matched them at a 
higher percentile than most men in his age group, she has gone 
through Aaron’s pro�le and found out he had some drawings 
posted on DeviantArt. No amount of "it is just a draft" and "em-
barrassingly amateur" would deter her from demanding he 
brings those along to their meeting.

“I love how ‘vintage’ the faces look” she said, after they 
ordered a drink and he handed over the pages that were held 
together by a rubber band. "They remind me of old Coca-Cola 
posters; you know ‘the pause that refreshes’ type? We had one 
at home when I was growing up, with this blonde chick run-
ning bare feet on the beach holding a Coca-Cola bottle in her 
hand. My dad, who was by no means sentimental, liked it so no 
one dared remove it. It was so… bizarre"

"Yeah the world was so much more soul-full before the in-
vention of disco" Aaron replied, stretching lazily, “I am glad 
you liked them though. I have completely forgotten I have 
posted a link there”

"What is it about?” the girl asked, after examining the im-
ages closely.
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“A murder of crows”
“Oh?”
“Literally” Aaron smiled, watching her �ip through the 

pages, “The story begins with this girl who is being harassed 
by a crow. I don’t know if you know this about crows, but 
they can be vicious during their mating season. If you went 
near their nest, or they think what you are holding is a dead 
bird, say a black umbrella or a jacket, even a long black hair, 
they would come after you. And you don’t want to hear their 
screeching. I have seen a guy run into tra�c because he was 
running from crows. They scream, literally, bloody murder”

“Ok”
“So, this girl here, Maybelle – ‘Junebug’ to her dad – who is 

dead and left her with his brother’s family, she is an odd sort 
of kid. The kind of girl who walks home alone from school and 
has no friends because everyone considers her ‘weird’”

“Yeah I was gonne ask why she looks so demented,” his date 
wondered. "She reminds me of that girl who comes out of the 
TV in that creepy movie. Is she a witch or something?”

“No… just unhappy" Aaron said "But she might as well be by 
how utterly neglected she is by her family. A shadow creature 
who nobody cares for as long as she did what she was told and 
kept out of everybody’s way. She reminds me of Cosette from 
Victor Hugo. Have you watched that movie?”

“Read the book,” she said with her eyes sparkling.
“Nice” Aaron said, not knowing what else to say, “Anyway, 

when this crow starts picking on her, Junebug can’t under-
stand why. This is in a wooded area she passes through on 
the way from and to school. The minute she comes near, it 
would abandon whatever it was doing and starts screeching 
and chasing her. I remember Jared, who dated my little sister 
a while back, once telling me how you won’t understand what 
it means to be black in America until you were a runaway 
kid some cop has put in his shit list. There is no getting away 
from them. Junebug, she soon realizes the crows have put her 
in their shit list and there was no getting away from them. 
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The minute she approaches, one crow calls to another – you 
know, “She is the one who killed Walter” – and a whole mur-
der of crows are at her heels screeching and swooping at her. 
It is like electric running down a wire – this ‘mob’ they make 
– and they won’t let you go until you are completely out of 
sight, not even trees can save you because they know how to 
work di�erent angles. After it went on for a few days, she tries 
to come up with ways to avoid detection. Wears a hoodie and 
covers her face because they almost ripped her hair out once. 
Tries to run in zigzags, dash and hide behind trees, bring them 
food and choose a di�erent route. But they would eventually 
see her and alarm one another so she can't make it home with-
out being harassed – Crows generally remember faces for up to 
a year. Of course, no one listens or believes her even when she 
came home scratched and bruised by thorns. She can’t sleep, 
because of nightmares – she sees them blinding her, or leading 
her to some horrible death – falling o� a cli�, what have you. 
She can’t eat or pay attention in school because she knows 
they were outside waiting for her. In the end, something hap-
pens that makes her realize she must �ght back. She would 
either take a baseball bat or fashion a bow and arrow out of 
some trees, practice day and night, and shoot them down one 
by one. Or something like that – I haven’t decided yet”

“And you said it’s a children's story?” the blogger asked, 
looking doubtful

“Well… adult-�ction. Grown-ups would know the Crow, at 
least the head-crow who begun picking on her, is actually a 
man. That is why he has human features. It actually started 
out much darker than it is now” he explained uncomfortably, 
“There was her family’s death, how she came to live with her 
uncle, how he would act nice in front of his wife but was se-
cretly abusing her – maybe wait for her in the woods when she 
comes from school and molest her, whatever. How when she 
killed ‘the crow’, she realizes who he really was and how she 
ends up in a mental institution because she can no longer tell 
reality from fantasy. Trauma has a way of fracturing the brain, 
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or so they say, and that is how multiple personalities are 
borne. But in Junebug’s case, at least, it would be a mental in-
stitution where she can draw beautiful �owers and little birds, 
and no crows around. I know it is a rather grim ending but 
there are some people who are just not meant for this world. 
I knew one who died when I was much younger. I … did not 
know what was going on but when I did, it a�ected me rather 
badly because if anyone could have helped, it was me. That 
maybe why I ripped that ending out and decided to make the 
crows the bad guys instead of… you know… humans because it 
cut too close to home”

“Is it something you care to talk about?” she said with a con-
cerned look.

“I can, but I don’t really want to” he said, smiling apologet-
ically “One, it is more my little sister’s story than mine. And I 
feel I was part of the group of enablers who let it go on - totally 
oblivious, of course – for as long as it may have”

She touched his hand with hers, as if to comfort him. “So 
that is it!” he continued, “By the time I am done, I am hoping 
some kind of theme would emerge. Or I may go even more 
vanilla and end it with her coming ready to �ght them o� only 
to realize they were quietly plucking their feathers and tend-
ing to their crow-business. Crows generally stop being a men-
ace once their mating season is over and the baby-crows have 
learned to �y. The ultimate lesson would be either ‘you won’t 
get bullied forever’ or ‘when grownups refuse to help you, you 
gotta �nd a way to help yourself’. The idea came to me while 
Morg, my daughter, was at the hospital to have a surgery done 
because of a cyst they found on her brain. I had a lot of time 
back then, working graveyards, and she preferred to have me 
with her than her mother, so I did a lot of sitting and doodling. 
So, it is really not meant to appeal to grownups. Not that 
drawing comics, unless it is your bread and butter, is ever a 
grown-up idea. Before you judge me as su�ering from an ar-
rested-development syndrome, I am the youngest of �ve boys. 
My folks have been trying for a girl and I think they kept me 
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because there were all these toys and clothes left from my 
older brothers, they didn't know what to do with. I was the "he 
will be �ne" kid. That is what my mom used to say every time 
I scraped my knee and came home crying. I was so clumsy as a 
kid, too anxious to see where I was going, that I was always 
getting banged up and annoying Marvin, my older brother, to 
bits – he is the one I followed around like Mary’s lamb, and be-
lieved hated me until I was well in my 20s. I rather think my 
messy childhood is the reason why my abuse tolerance is so 
high now. As long as I am not being lied to and the sex is good, 
I will put up with almost anything. Plus, those were the days 
in which being a kid was loads of fun, more so when nobody 
seems to care where you are and what you do, as long as you 
can make it home for dinner. I never complained. But it still 
felt lonely at times when everybody around you seems to 
know what was going on and it appears you won’t be able to 
catch up with them however hard you tried. Being the shadow 
of a son, a beggar child who simply wandered into the house … 
a song sung for the �fth time with no promise of entertaining 
anyone, inspiring more boredom than delight. That is why I 
end up embracing comics when my friends only dabbled in it, 
and still watch every movie that is based on comic strips that 
came out”

“At the risk of sounding like a cliché, for me, story-telling 
is the ultimate escape” she said, giving him back his drawing 
pad, “I no longer do it, but I used to literally tell myself stor-
ies to help me fall asleep. My very own ‘Arabian Nights’, only 
there are no Princesses and genies in the one I made up. I don’t 
know how I got into it; except that I did a lot of it on the days 
when school was out, and the nights were much longer than 
the days. My bed was my brush; like that scene on Kramer vs. 
Kramer where the kid wakes up in the middle of the �eld – 
which is really how his bedroom was painted. The minute I 
got into it, the inside of my blanket would transform into the 
sky and my bed would become the world. A world in which I 
can be what I want and who I want. So, I become someone else: 
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a 32 years old mother of �ve; a nun doing charity work in the 
country and falls in love with the rebel leader, a Bridget Jones 
without the diary” they both smiled at one another “Stories 
of love and loss where I play the various roles myself; some-
times laughing, sometimes crying my eyes out, because it felt 
so real. I did it for years, until my college roommate asked to 
be moved because she thought I talked to spirits in my sleep”

“That can’t be pleasant” Aaron observed, stirring his cold 
brew.

“I wouldn’t say that,” she answered, absentmindedly run-
ning her �nger through her luxurious hair, “For a few weeks, I 
was the resident witch that everyone worried would put a hex 
on them. Anyway, I have long realized I wasn’t gifted at draw-
ing, however many art seminars I attended. But I knew stories 
so decided ‘those who don’t do, teach’”

“Well... as long as you are doing what you love”
“I am,” she smiled breathily, “And you do meet a lot of cute 

fellow-nerds this way”
Aaron smiled, hoping the references applied to him too.
"Is that how you see yourself?” he asked, “As a ‘nerd’?”
“Why, don’t I look it?” she smiled, pointing to her wide 

frame glasses that made her lips look quite kissable.
“Oh, you do more than justify it” Aaron replied smoothly, “I 

just… prefer the term ‘dork’. I have abandoned the ‘nerd’ band-
wagon when everybody seems willing and eager to get on it. 
I was a geek from when being a geek wasn’t something to be 
proud of but get a beating for. When grunge was referred to 
as ‘Seattle sound’, while board games ruled the day, and men 
took time to write clever ads for newspaper Classi�eds in the 
hope of meeting females they can talk to. I am the original, 
non-fair-weather nerd. I even got a storage room full of crap to 
show for it. But being a self-proclaimed nerd is as good as self-
proclaiming yourself as an emperor. You would only look like 
a lunatic unless a good number of people were convinced you 
actually were one”

“Ha ha” she laughed, “Very clever”
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Then she took out her phone and looked at it.
Uh oh.
“My girlfriend” she explained, “saying she is done with yoga. 

We are supposed to go to a baby-shower of another friend’s 
this afternoon”

“Oh yeah?”
“Yes. But we can meet for a drink afterwards if you want”
“I would love that” Aaron said, smiling with intense relief 

that it wasn’t a fake emergency call.
“Cool” She said, watching him summon the waiter. “I must 

say, you are like the 3rd guy I met from that website this week. 
And none of you are as crazy as you are cracked up to be”

“Oh?” Aaron smiled. Was she trying to subtly tell him not to 
take her o�er the wrong way? That he wasn’t getting laid that 
evening? “Three dates in one week sounds like a very busy 
week”

“Well…” she said slapping her wavy black hair out of her face 
“when your best friend is preparing to get married in TJ in less 
than 6 months, while the other is �ve weeks short of giving 
birth to her second child, you want to make sure you have all 
your base covered”

She was de�nitely telling him this was not going anywhere. 
He didn’t come o� as marriage material. Maybe he was too 
old. Too un-hip. Too bald. But there was still that late night-
cap. Which means she would fuck him if he played his cards 
right. Even a girl on the prowl for a husband has gotta get laid, 
he guesses. But they won’t date. If he wants to see her again, 
that was the pre-condition.

“Well I am grateful I’ve been invited for an encore” he said 
graciously. “Clown though, I maybe”

“Don’t sell yourself short” she said, looking prettier, more 
dismissive, and more con�dent, “You are candid, and passion-
ate. And that is more than many men have going for them on a 
�rst date. Who was it that said, ‘be the �ame, not the moth’?”

“Somebody very wise, I am sure,” Aaron smiled, drying his 
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hand on his pants, “So what time should I expect your call?”
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CHAPTER 26

A lmost two weeks passed before Maryam came to 
Aaron with an o�er. She was driving to his neigh-
borhood that weekend. Her boy is part of the “Mod” 

soccer program with Bellevue United FC, [a modi�ed recre-
ational small sided games for 7-12-yearolds, with 2 practices a 
week and games on Saturdays] and they have an away-game at 
Genesee Park soccer �eld. He lives near there, right?

Aaron hesitated before agreeing. He lives in Montlake, and 
not Columbia city. But, being from Bellevue, and before that 
Sudan, she probably can’t tell the di�erence.

Does she plan to take her son somewhere afterwards, he 
asked. She said she might bring some food along and make a 
picnic of it although Sala [going always without, the way she 
and her sisters did, thanks to their mom who was tall, skinny, 
and hoped to keep her girls trimmed until they were married 
and do not have to worry about that stu�] would prefer to go 
eat burger or a take-out pizza. She used to love going to Lake 
Washington with her sisters back when she was a married 
woman and had time for leisure. It is promising to be a nice 
day, so they might as well spend the afternoon there.

Saturday morning was more windy than predicted. Aaron 
parked his car, smoked a cigarette [which he has been consum-
ing more and more these days; in fact, every time he came 
across Zema, he seems to crave cigarettes], and walked to the 
soccer �eld through the dog park.

There were two groups of players on two of the �elds. One 
was for soccer players, who were multi-racial, �tted in match-
ing bright blue jersey, and white socks. The other was a base-
ball team with all white kids, except for the Umpire, in a com-
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plete professional gear.
Despite the shin guards and shoes with cleats, there wasn’t 

much game going on in the soccer �eld. Even the tall kids ap-
pear afraid of the ball, or unable to run fast enough with the 
ball, or just out of sorts. It was such a slow a�air that the hand-
ful parents standing by the side, drinking co�ee and talking to 
one another, seem distracted by the baseball game across the 
net.

There were a lot of black kids in the �eld. But it wasn’t very 
hard for Aaron to tell which black kid belonged to Maryam – 
who looked more round in a traditional garb; and was talking 
to a girl as exotically attired as her.

“Well hello,” he said, upon presenting himself. Maryam 
clapped with pleasure and stepped forward, as if she wanted 
to hug him. Then she said she didn’t expect to see him. That 
she apologizes it turned out to be such a cold morning. That it 
was silly they came all the way here because it appears every-
body, including the kids, wants to go home.

All this was before Aaron was introduced to the taller shy 
girl next to her. Her sister Kadija, she said, putting her arms 
on the shoulder of the other, as if to compare their height. Her 
youngest, her very own baby.

Kadija looked as polite as she can. But she was a teenager, 
and a sullen one – Aaron was to notice soon. She watched him 
carefully while he complimented her sister on the ‘ensemble’. 
While he called out to encourage the kids. And was overjoyed 
to notice the one goal Sala’s team scored was by a tall white 
girl with red hair. A freckled pre-teen who spread her arms and 
run in circles imitating a helicopter before being caught-up 
with and hugged by her enthusiastic female teammate while 
the boys stood with their arms on their hip, looking dejected.

Then there was a break. The kids run to their parents, got 
water, ate snacks. Sala, who was skinny and almost as tall as 
his a�ectionate mother, appears to have sweated out all of the 
liquid in his body [although Aaron can’t remember him even 
hitting a ball]. He complained and grumbled, while his mother 
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petted him, and joined his team mates eagerly, like a man with 
a plan. All the kids showed more enthusiasm in chasing the 
ball upon return before their equally bad skill and the cold 
weather put out the �re.

After the game was over, his mother put a towel on Sala’s 
neck, while Sala talked about the game more than he played in 
the game, and they all climbed into Maryam’s SUV, with Aaron 
to walk back to his car when they decide to leave.

He helped lay the table cloth underneath a tree, ate the sand-
wich Maryam made last night, partook of the ginger ale she 
bought this morning [making them almost late to the game, 
the kid babbled]; watched the children, the lovers, and the 
pelicans while the girls spoke in their language. Then used the 
opportunity of Sala falling asleep on his aunt’s thighs to bid 
the women goodbye.

While taking the long way to his car, Aaron took out his 
phone and texted Maryam, who has looked shocked and dis-
appointed when he decided it was time for him to leave. She 
has looked pretty in her red and gold sari; with its colorful em-
broidery, stitch-work, and rhinestones. And she has taken her 
time over her makeup, which – although making her look out 
of place – has added to her sexual desirability. However, she 
has also brought along her sister. A sister who won’t be able to 
drive the kid home even if the boy stayed asleep.
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CHAPTER 27 

“How was your day?” he texted that evening, 
while waiting for a game show that seems to 
take longer than it usually does. 

“It is good, how was yours?” 
“Long” he wrote with a smiley face. “How is Sala?” 
“Asleep” she replied. “Went out like a lamp after shower” 
“Got any schoolwork done?” He asked, turning his computer 

on to see what was up with her Facebook. 
“No. I am too lazy” she wrote, “But we are getting into the 

‘lab’ version of our classes so I will be �ne” 
“Labs?” 
“Blood draw and injection practice on the newer students. 

Maybe setting up trays for procedures” 
“Nice” 
“I have so much blood draw to catch up” she continued, “No 

one seems to want to work with me because it is very hard to 
�nd my vein. And once they realized they can’t �nd my vein; 
they aren’t willing to waste their own poke on me” 

“I am sorry” he said, trying to remember the appearance of 
his hands. “Well you can poke me anytime as long as you don’t 
show me the needle” 

“Really?” 
He smiled to himself. Not really. But he didn’t think she 

would take his word for it, or sound so excited. 
“For sure” he lied, “What’s a little blood between friends?!” 
“Oh, that would be so nice” she wrote missing the sarcasm 

in the tone. “We aren’t allowed to poke anyone without super-
vision. But we can bring outsiders as long as we have our in-
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structor’s permission” 
He didn’t think he would go all the way to her school and “be 

poked” in front of a bunch of kids even if blow-job was on the 
line. Alas.. 

“Zema is coming Friday morning” she added, “I told her how 
much I cried the other day after I poked 3 people and couldn’t 
get blood. She said her veins are very easy to �nd, she used to 
donate blood in her country, being O-Negative, so I can prac-
tice on her as often as I want” 

Zema… 
Zema's blood..
Zema's skin.....
Zema's her heart shaped pubic-hair.
“That is nice of her” he said, feigning disinterest, “I didn’t 

know you guys were friends” 
“We were not,” she confessed, “until she saw Achuck treating 

me like garbage and told him he can’t talk to me like that, es-
pecially in front of other people” 

“How do you mean ‘treating you like garbage’?” 
“Oh, you know” she wrote hesitatingly, “Politics! Anyway, 

ever since Zema told him she would tell Honga, he’s been try-
ing to get on my good side” 

Zema can, indeed, be scary. No one knows that more than 
Aaron. But she was also righteous. And beautiful. And oh…. 
how much he missed her. 

“Which is why I am taking her home for Samak Mahar” 
Maryam continued, “I have told her I will make sure she got 
back all the blood she lost before the day is over” 

He smiled and wondered. Have they talked about him? 
Then, she added, “You can come too if you want” 

“Oh?” 
“You have never had Samak Mahar, right?” 
“No, I can’t say I have” he replied, his heart beating so fast 

he couldn't think straight for a minute “But are you sure you’d 
wanna have me over with your mother there? What is more, I 
don’t think she likes me” 
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“Who doesn’t like you?” 
“Zemahiwot” 
“What makes you say that?” 
“Just a feeling” he lied. 
“You can’t be more mistaken” she wrote, getting the spelling 

wrong, “Zema has told me you are the nicest person in that 
building, respectful to your subordinates and liked by all, the 
very �rst day I met her” 

Except she doesn’t show him this side she seems to show of 
him to everyone. 

“Anyway, the last time I brought a Sudanese food, she 
couldn’t eat it because of the meat” 

“She doesn’t eat meat?” he asked, surprised. “Since when?” 
“She does, but she was brought up to view meat from a Mus-

lim butchery as ‘unclean’. Most of the girls from her country 
who work like me at ‘homes’ are the same: the Christians don’t 
eat ‘Muslim meat’ and the Muslims only eat vegetable when 
they go to a Christian house. Anyway, after she took a bite and 
realized there was meat in it, she run to the rest room” 

“Wow. I am sorry” 
“No, it is my fault,” She said in an embarrassed humility “I 

should have told her, knowing how strict they are about their 
religion in her country. Fish is neutral though, and seeing it is 
fasting season in Etubia, I told her I will make her a �sh plate. 
She said she couldn’t wait” 

“I didn’t know she was so religious” Aaron said bitterly, 
“I think it is her husband, and his family” Maryam confessed, 

“Some women see God as a shelter from all of life’s problems” 
His sweet Zema. His love. His very own. 
“And you?” 
“I..” she started after a long pause, “I think there is a place for 

religion. And a place to think secularly” 
“I couldn’t agree more” he replied. “Anyway… my Fridays are 

usually packed but I will tell you if it works for me”

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

138

CHAPTER 28 

“So?” Aaron asked, after texting Maryam how her 
day went, and she called back because she’s been 
yelled at way too many times by her sisters who 

didn’t like her texting and driving “Any luck �nding a vein?” 
“Three times” she replied joyfully. Zema’s vein was indeed 

easy. She let her do three blood draws on her and inject her 
with sterile water three times. 

“Even my teacher said, ‘you have brought your own pin 
cushion, practice on her as many times as she would let you’. 
We have to wait until everyone was done so we could use the 
curtain, because Zema became very self-conscious when it 
came to the glut injection. But everybody liked her, and it was 
the bestest day ever” 

“Oh good” he lied, imagining that golden brown skin. And 
the rough skin of her nipples. 

“Then we came home, stu�ed our faces with food, and fall 
asleep watching TV. I don’t know if you have seen Muslim 
houses. We have �oor couches with bolsters for support. Any-
way, you caught me after I dropped her” 

“Well… I am glad everything turned out �ne,” he said, pre-
paring to say his goodbyes, “I wish you a very good weekend” 

“You too, by the way” she added, “I told Zema what you said” 
“What?!” 
“That you don’t think she likes you” 
But… 
“Why?” 
“We were just talking, and I asked her why you’d think she 

doesn’t like you” 
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“And?” 
“She laughed at �rst,” a somber Maryam answered, “I don’t 

think she believed you were serious. Then she became very 
sad. So sad she developed a headache that made her face look 
swollen. I have to convince her to take some Advil before I 
could drop her home” 

It was coming. There was nothing Aaron could do to stop it. 
But he tried. 

“Maybe the blood draw…” he suggested. “Blood loss can do 
that to people” 

“Yes, maybe” 
It was a quiet response. A watchful response. A response 

with a disappointed tinge to it. 
“Did she say anything else?” Aaron asked, before throwing in 

the towel. 
“Anything else? No, just that you are a good person and any 

woman would be lucky to have you” 
“And what brought about this discussion, may I ask?” 
“I don’t remember” said a tearful voice from the other end 

“We were just joking around” 
About him, and her. 
She must have told Zema how much she liked him. And 

Zema must have said something nice back. “Yeah, he is great”, 
“If he asked you, go for it”, “If he showed you any interest, do 
not hesitate” 

And then Maryam would giggle and say, “By the way, he told 
me you don’t like him. Isn’t that weird?” 

And a shadow would pass over Zema’s face. A shadow that 
would tell the other woman a whole world of story. And the 
women would walk away after hurried goodbyes, never to 
look at one another the same way. 

“Maryam,” Aaron breathed heavily. “I am sorry, but I have to 
tell you something” 

“Please don’t” the girl begged, “I really don’t want to hear 
anything” 

“Me and Zema went on a date,” he said, cutting through her 
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protest, “just one date. And then she broke it o�” 
“But she is married!” Maryam said in disbelief. She must have 

parked somewhere. Her voice was coming clear, “How can you 
go 'on a date' with a single man when you are married to an-
other man?” 

“Well...”
They were being sel�sh. They were in love. He was in love. 

He doesn’t know what she was. 
“I mean I just didn’t think a person like her... with her up-

bringing... her integrity... would do something like that” 
“I may have taken advantage of her loneliness, without 

knowing it,” Aaron protested, because Zema's honor was why 
he was forced to bleed slowly to death, “I took her home one 
day when her husband wouldn’t come pick her up. Salim was 
actually the one who asked me to, and she crushed on my 
couch. I think she was grateful for that, and then we started 
talking” 

“Do you love her?” 
Love. 
What a silly word. 
“Do I love her?” Aaron asked back, “A part of me is very bit-

ter for how unfairly I feel treated. Another part of me misses 
those times in which she was free with me and laughed at my 
jokes. I so hunger for the time the thought of me wouldn’t 
darken her days that I sometimes wish I could make myself 
disappear just so she can breathe freely” 

"Oh my God" 
“It sounds pathetic, doesn't it?” he laughed, “I mean hearing 

myself talk – I sound so pathetic. It’s as if I have stopped liv-
ing for myself, and it has become all about her. That can’t be 
healthy” 

“Yes, she was telling me how much weight you have lost in 
the last two months,” Maryam observed, “Maybe you should 
try to move on?” 

Aaron laughed bitterly. “Yeah” he said, “That never occurred 
to me. Thanks anyway” 
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The text he sent his new friend, asking if they could meet up 
for a drink, didn’t fare well either.

She thanked him. Said she appreciates the o�er. But will 
probably pass. The way he uses his tongue to pleasure a 
woman, and his ability to keep his orgasm at bay until his 
lady “amoureux” climaxed twice, were commendable. But 
she couldn’t help but take personally how sti� and emotion-
ally uninvolved he was while on top of her; and then wept, lit-
erally wept, when he came.

She encourages him to �nd the parent [the boy, or the girl] 
who messed him up on sex so bad, and give them a good beat-
ing. Till then, her vagina, her honey pot, would keep �shing 
the seas of online dating trying to trap a bigger, more warm-
blooded, �sh.
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CHAPTER 29 

A aron needn’t have spent his weekend trying not 
to think about his next encounter with Maryam. 
How, kind-hearted and bene�t-of-the-doubt-giving 

she maybe, she knows he was pretending to woo her to be-
come close to and/or get more intel on Zema. 

When they �nally came face to face, Maryam was her busy, 
bustling, smiling self. If there was any sadness in her, it disap-
peared at seeing his face. But then again – it’s not like he slept 
with her and left her out to dry. Plus, she was eating and talk-
ing on the phone. 

She made a little wave for him, and when he was convinced 
she was going to continue talking until he left, she took the 
Bluetooth out of his ears. 

“What are you doing at the smoking area?” he joked, sitting 
next to her on the rock that surrounding the oak tree where 
he helped hang many a Christmas light on. “I didn’t know you 
smoked” 

“I had call from my Advisor about my extern while at work” 
she said excitedly, “And he told me he sent my portfolio to 
a woman he knows at Seattle Children and she has promised 
they will interview me in July” 

“Oh congratulations,” he smiled, taking out a cigarette. “It 
sounds like a big deal to you” 

“Oh, it is where I have always wanted to work” she said, 
melting like butter. “I loved children, even when I was young. 
That is why my mother had Kadija, because me and Nadia 
nagged her until she agreed to” 

“Really? Didn’t you have your hands full with your other 
sister?” 

143



“Still” she said dreamily, “Kids are never a mistake” 
“Interesting” Aaron said, wondering how she would feel if he 

was to tell her how he can no longer procreate. How, through 
Kat’s insistence, and his hope of saving his marriage from 
a passion-less bed, he had the factory closed a while back. 
Maybe not so much closed as cut, cauterized, and sealed o� 
so the worker bees can’t leave the building to pollinate the 
�owers. “When I think of having more kids, in fact, when I 
think of my own kids, all I think about is how they would run 
out of clean water in less than 50 years.” 

Maryam looked up shyly and smiled. 
“What?” 
“It reminds me of something somebody else said to me the 

other day” 
“Oh yeah?” he said, turning his face away from her so as not 

to blow smoke in her face. 
“Yes, when I asked Zema why she doesn’t want kids despite 

not hating them, she told me she likes tight pants too. She just 
never saw herself in it” 

“Oh” 
She again. Being clever, and saying things she, by instinct, 

knows he would like.
Or was it because they were soulmates?
In that case, God help her. Because it would mean she would 

keep on being unhappy and baring her soul to strangers until 
she came home to him. 

“For a person who doesn’t want kids,” Maryam continued, 
“she sure knows how to talk to them. Sala kept on going on and 
on about this movie that Zema told him has a book series. He 
said I should have more friends like her” 

“Well…” Aaron said, having enough and getting up, “pleas-
ure though it is, talking to you, I am still on my 10 minutes 
break. That drain won’t clean itself” 

“I am taking them to the bookstore on Friday” she said, 
suddenly aroused. “The one at Northgate. Will you be able to 
make it?” 
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“Excuse me?” 
“Zema and Sala,” she said, looking somewhere else “I am 

meeting my class-mates to work on our presentation. We are 
taking Medical Law and Ethics and have a whole presentation 
on a real-life case agreed upon by our instructors. You know, 
some of us are playing the lawyers, some are defendants, some 
juries. It is a four-hour courtroom debate against the other 
class, where the winner would get to take an open book �nal 
exam. We are rehearsing Friday afternoon, so I would drop 
them there and pick them after work. I hoped, maybe, you can 
hang out with them till then” 

“Maryam...” Aaron protested. 
“Just think about it” she said waving his opposition away. 

“You can always say no, but it would be a great favor for me if 
you said yes. Zema has told me what makes her act so strange 
is the fear of being left with you. With Sala there, there won’t 
be any need to” 

“You are saying that because you haven’t talked to Salim” 
Aaron joked, “He said she almost jumped out of the car when 
he told her he was taking her to meet me” 

“She won’t,” Maryam said simply, “She is the one who sug-
gested for you to come and say hi when I told her she would 
meet with you if she ever valued my friendship” 
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CHAPTER 30 

He had almost not gone. He has become feverish. 
Then sick. Then angry, before he lost his appe-
tite for anything other than cigarettes. Angry every 

time he came across Zema and tried to spy her feelings from 
her unreadable face. Frustrated Maryam showed up every-
where he hoped to avoid her. Disgusted at himself for turning 
into a puppy who added shoe polish to his diet. 

Friday morning, he has determined to stop playing the pup-
pet. To not dance just because she wished it. To say ‘fuck you’ 
through his absence. 

By the time he �nished his assignment, and had his back 
slapped, it was all he could do not to run all the way to the 
Northgate Barnes & Noble. 

What if he got there after they have left? What would she 
think if he failed to show up when she invited him? What kind 
of a game would they think he is playing? 

When he got to the mall, and located the Barnes & Noble 
after what felt like an hour's driving around, he run up the 
stairs until the zippers on his jacket danced and jingled. 

He walked to the kid’s section, the café, the rows of books; 
hoping to come across them. 

They weren’t there. 
He walked up the escalator to the post-card section, and the 

magazine area. He even payed the restrooms a visit. 
Nada. 
When he could no longer bear it, he took his phone out, 

pressed “Z” for Zema, and texted, “Where are you guys?” 
She must not have deleted his number either.
“At the GameStop store next door,” she answered, “Salah 

146

wanted to check out the comics” 
And just like that…. he was there, where she was, with her 

back to the door. Sala, or Salah, as he would come to be known 
as, was standing just a foot shorter beside her, waving a plastic 
gun at unknown assassins in a wooded area: “Resident Evil”, by 
the look of it. 

Then Aaron noticed the shrouded �gure of Maryam, stu�ng 
quarters in the machine as fast as she was talking. “You betta 
not lose it”, she was saying, “There is nothing I hate more than 
buying things I don’t need just to get quarters for the laundro-
mat” 

“Here you are!” Aaron announced, when Maryam looked up 
and met his eyes. 

Zema turned around, as if she knew all eyes were on her. She 
smiled awkwardly. Then went back to watching Salah gun-
down walking corpses with a straight shot to the head. 

“How are you guys?” Aaron said, suddenly feeling silly and 
exposed. 

Maryam took a step towards him, as if she wanted to give 
him a hug, and said she was surprised he wasn’t there when she 
got there, half an hour ago. 

“Yeah, there was something wrong with the ice-cream ma-
chine in the café” he answered, “I was certain you guys have al-
ready gone home” 

Oh no, the looks said. They won’t have gone. They would 
have given him this chance and waited if it meant having the 
book-store close on them.

He guessed he would be asked to give her a ride.
Which Maryam did: after Salah was forced to give up the 

game, even if he insisted now that he has got the hang of it, he 
won’t get killed and thrown out of the game so early.

After they explored the hallways of the bookstore, Salah 
holding onto Zema’s hands; then sat at the café. [“She would 
like that!” Aaron has commented, taking a brief glance at 
Zema’s �ushed face, when Maryam asked why they wouldn’t 
go to a proper restaurant.]
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After he paid for their foods and drinks, against both 
women's protest, and asked for a big glass of iced-water for 
himself [not co�ee – his sleep is screwed up already these days. 
Doesn’t want to add fuel to the �re by drinking co�ee after 5, 
the way he did in his teenage years].

After they dragged two more chairs to a table, and sat across 
from one another: she, between Salah and Maryam; he, be-
tween Maryam and Salah. 

The grown-ups, the parents, talked while the ‘kids’ – Zema 
and Salah – poured through every crispy page of all 13 books, 
looking at pictures, and laughing at clever little sayings. 

Despite feeling like the family friend coming to court the 
young virgin, and his head throbbing from the accumulated 
anxiety of days, and the recycled air he was forced to breath; 
Aaron was in full control of his faculties by the time they de-
cided to depart. 

“So…” he said when they arrived at the garage, and Maryam’s 
SUV, where he has noticed at least two black valets, from her 
own country, no doubt, stopping their chat to stare openly at 
Zema. “Do you guys have other plans or...? I mean the night is 
still young!” 

Zema smiled while still bowed over Salah. Maryam looked 
hesitatingly at her and said, “I was hoping we will get Etu-
bian food. But since we had some food already, I was thinking 
maybe you can take Zema home” 

“I beg your pardon?” 
“Her home!” Maryam corrected herself, when two pairs of 

eyes made a feverish dash to her face. “You should drop her at 
her place. You know where she lives, right?” 

Aaron couldn’t help but smile. 
“Even if I don’t, I am hoping she would” 
“What I mean is...” laughed Maryam, when Zema turned her 

embarrassed face away, “It won’t be inconvenient to you?” 
“No” Aaron said, looking over at Salah, "Not unless she --- has 

other plans” 
The 'she' in question looked brie�y up and murmured “No, 
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it’s �ne” 
The goodbyes took considerably longer than they ought to. 

It is as if Zema decided to delay being alone with him for 
as long as she can by petting the kid and hugging and thank-
ing the mother, although it was really she who deserved the 
thanking. She has not only looked after the boy for half a 
day but bought him – from what Aaron understood – a book 
marker with a Dickensian motif. 

When she �nally got into his car, almost unwillingly, and 
managed the get the belt so wrong he would have to give up 
starting the engine to untangle her, he has felt so much better 
about himself. 

He turned the radio on. Her radio! There was a game show 
going on. 

“Ready?” he asked. 
“Yes, thank you” 
There was heavy tra�c with people trying to �ee the 6 

o’clock downtown tra�c. 
Aaron didn’t comment on the tra�c. 
There were questions he knew the answers to. 
Aaron didn’t give the answers. 
There were jokes that were funny. 
Aaron kept the chuckles to himself. 
He has determined to do what he was told, for once. No hos-

tility. No stalking. No invasion of personal space. Just a quiet 
hum of engines over the sound of a radio show billed as a “a 
game of blu� and bluster, words and whimsy” where witty 
repartee played a major role. 

When they reached the side street that he dropped her at 
last time, he put a brake on his car, turned the radio o�, 
and “Well, goodnight” he said, obligingly, before she was even 
done undoing her belt. 

She looked up and smiled; a sad exhausted smile. 
“Do you have anywhere to be?” 
“Who, me? No. Why?” he said, surprised that she was not 

only looking at him, but talking to him. 
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“I was hoping we can hang out here” she said, resting her 
head on the chair. “Will won’t be home for another 3 hours” 

“Sure, let us then” he answered, too eagerly – perhaps. But 
she is the one who brought the idea. She won’t say no just be-
cause he agreed. 

Or would she? 
She stayed where she was for a few minutes, looking out the 

window. Then she turned to look at him. 
“How are you?”
“Really?!” Aaron could not help laughing bitterly, “We are 

doing that now?” 
“I have missed you,” she said, her eyes �lling with tears. 
“You have a funny way of showing it” he observed.
"And I love you"
"Oh please" 
She sighed.
"You don't believe me!"
"Can we change the subject?" Aaron asked, suddenly furious. 

"Please? I am only here because I owe Maryam at least as much"
“We will after you let me explain why I behaved the way I 

did”
She seems determined to be heard.
"Sure," Aaron shrugged, "Knock yourself out”
“I thought,” Zema started gently, putting her hand on top 

of his to stop him from twisting and turning the dial on the 
radio, “If I lived a righteous life, like a person who really re-
pented what she did, a person who would never look back, 
I would be forgiven for the sin I committed against God and 
my husband. Not until Maryam told me how hurt you are by 
my action that I realized you considered me, not as someone 
who slept with you while she was still married, someone you 
can have sex with whenever she can, someone who would be 
driven where you are by your chau�eur, but as somebody be-
longing to you. That is why you came to the bookstore that 
time; and never gave up on us however much I tried to dis-
courage you. And I have realized, after the thought of being 
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reunited with you has made me so feverish not even two Advil 
PMs could knock me out, that I do belong to you in every way 
but one"

Belonging to him.
"What do you mean 'in every way but one'?"
"In all ways but this" she said, caressing the wedding ring on 

her �nger, "In my heart, in my soul, in whom I dream about 
when I go to bed with my husband"

“So, it was blood you sought!”, Aaron asked, because the 
thought of her going to bed with her husband was painful, 
“You won’t believe how much you meant to me until you saw 
how much I su�ered!”

“I know it sounds like I was playing hard to get,” she said, 
softening up. “But it wasn’t”

“I know it wasn’t” he said, almost tearful with anger, “You 
just didn’t give a �ying fuck what happened to me. We were 
friends �rst! You could have come and told me all those things 
you told Salim, how you patched things up with your husband 
and want to give him another chance, instead of acting like 
you wished I never existed. I am a fucking human being, for 
Christsakes. I won’t go and die just because you wanted me to”

“I did not want you to go and die” she said, after laughing 
tearfully, “I thought you would get over me more quickly if 
I showed you an unfriendly face. If you hated me, the way I 
hated myself”

“Well that worked!”
She looked at him shyly, hopefully. “If I promised to try and 

not let my feelings towards myself a�ect you, will you forgive 
me?”

“Say I forgave you, what then?"
“I don’t know… try to make this work?”
"'This'? What is 'this'?”
"Having a relationship?"
"You are a married woman!" Aaron reminded her, "You'd 

have to get divorced or be separated before we can have a rela-
tionship"
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“That is not what you said that night," she observed griev-
ously, "You said we could start with a lunch”

"Oh well, I guess I was naive back then," he said carelessly, 
"Your cruelty, especially the things you said before you got o� 
the car, has cured me of that”

"So you are saying...?"
"Yup"
“Well I am sorry,” she said, grabbing her purse, "I thought 

maybe there was still room for us. If you'd rather give me an 
ultimatum and force me to choose between being with you 
and being able to continue living in this country, I'd have to 
choose the country"

Where was she going? Where does she think she is going?
"So you'd rather be a 'cheater'?" he asked, child-locking the 

door from his end, "You can live with that, that is what you are 
telling me?!"

"I have tried to live otherwise," she answered tearfully, "and 
all it did is suck the life out of me"

"You say that now, but after we have sex - it is a di�erent 
story. And I can't go without sex, Zema! I can't, especially if 
you are to be around me. But if having sex means having to 
go through one of these - these - tantrums, it simply won't be 
worth it”

“What if I try to remember you are hardly to blame for my 
decision," she asked, tears sprouting like tiny crystals out of 
her eyes, "and, if it comes to the worst, tell you what's going 
on?"

"Instead of going away from me and sending others?”
“I swear on my mother’s soul I will come to you if there is 

anything I needed you to know”
“Well ok!” He said, almost wincing at the prospect of anyone 

ending up in hell on his account. “I am �ne with sharing your 
burden, being a part of your pain, your anger even. What I 
don't like is being treated like an egotistical prick who tricked 
you into bed!”

"So, we are doing this, despite the hardship it would pre-
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sent?"
Aaron smiled sadly, "You say that as if I have a choice"
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CHAPTER 31

There was a time, Zema has told him, when Will 
changed his weekly email password based on his 
feelings towards her that time. [Will was one of those 

people who believed in all kinds of conspiracy theories – an 
illness he brought with him from his time in the military - 
and took various precautions to keep his personal life private 
– although he didn’t much care for hers.] This started after 
they were married and while she was still waiting for her ap-
plication to be processed. One evening, he had some things to 
do and wasn’t able to call her at the usual time - 17:00 hours, 
military. When he remembered and called, the phone not only 
took longer than usual to be picked up but whoever it was 
that picked up waited for him to speak, then hung up on him. 
Before the line went dead, however, he has distinctly heard a 
man’s voice behind the voice he assumed to be Zema’s. It was 
not hard to put two and two together: she has assumed he 
wasn’t calling and has invited a man over into the apartment 
he was paying for. That was why she hang up on him; then 
picked up the phone quickly when he called again and pre-
tended not to know what he was talking about when he asked 
if there was somebody with her.

That night, Zema received a brief email that told her her 
husband no longer wished to be married to her and asked if she 
could expedite their divorce at her earliest convenience.

For days, she called his number and left messages asking to 
please tell her why. [Was he in love with somebody else? Did 
she do something wrong without knowing it? What is she sup-
posed to tell her mother who was still being congratulated 
for the elaborate wedding she threw her youngest child?]. Will 
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did not care – he was the kind who prided himself on ‘never 
looking back’ once his mind was made up. He ignored the 
calls. He deleted the messages. And he let her emails go to his 
trash box. When, �nally, Becky answered his phone while he 
was taking a shower and asked why he was refusing to call his 
wife back [the wife he went all the way to Africa to marry], 
his wife denied the whole thing. Her phone was with her that 
night, she said. She has gone to her mother's place after work, 
as she usually does, hang out there until her brother came 
home and gave her a ride. There was nobody else in their 
apartment when he called. And the only call she got from him 
was the one in which she asked if he was ok [she could tell 
something was o� but has assumed it must be whatever de-
layed him, or some drama related to his mother].

That pissed him o�, the barefaced lies! He called her names. 
Said he should have listened to his buddies who told him all 
these foreign women ever wanted was the visa. And informed 
her he would cancel the application the minute he could get 
around to it, and she would be a free woman to pursue who-
ever was ‘pounding’ her that night.

When he could get his breath back, he realized she has not 
only stopped crying but also resigned herself to the separ-
ation. “Sure”, she said calmly, “If that is how you feel about it, 
then you got it”. She would pretend for a year or so that she 
was still married then say the embassy has rejected her appli-
cation. It is not like their marriage was anything other than 
a bad joke anyway. She should have followed her instinct and 
told him no when he called to tell her he loved her before even 
meeting her. She should have remembered that universal fem-
inine wisdom [“when something was too good to be true, it 
usually is”] and spared her family the humiliation.

He hung up the phone, irritated, and walked to his sister’s 
room to announce the death of his short-lived career as a mar-
ried man. She was right, he added. He won’t have seen the need 
to hide his marriage [from her, at least, his big sis!] if he hasn’t 
sensed something wrong with it. He will tell his mother, who 
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forgave the betrayal only after learning Zema’s family has 
wanted her there, �rst thing tomorrow morning and help re-
move his wedding photos from all the frames they adorned. 
Then he will �le for a divorce, go to school, and make some-
thing of himself. He has learned his lesson: Never ever let a 
woman hold you back.

What a fucking waste of time and energy that was though, 
huh?!

Alas, he found out that he was not done; not even after Becky 
drove him to DQ, bought an ice cream cake, and they get 
“shit face” drunk with stolen liquor from Greg’s cabinet while 
watching reruns of “Friends”. The disappointment in Zema’s 
voice, the utter desolation in it, nagged at his consciousness 
for days. He wondered faintly … very distantly … if maybe she 
wasn’t telling the truth. If may be the lines didn’t indeed cross 
and he hasn’t associated a strange woman’s static voice with 
that of Zema’s. If maybe he has not been too eager to break it 
o� because the wait has become intolerable.

Then he got her email. He took an early lunch to open it. His 
wife has written to inform him that she has picked the divorce 
papers from the City Hall. She has �lled her portion and will 
mail him his portion on Monday. Can he �ll it up, have it notar-
ized, and mail it back whenever he can?! She understands this 
to be too much work to be rid of a woman he met and married 
in Africa. But a day may come in which he’d want to o�er him-
self to another Ethiopian girl and he would want to make sure 
there is nothing linking him to somebody else at this side of 
the globe.

There is no stronger love than a love threatened by loss. It 
was Will’s turn to implore Zema to talk to him. Fortunately 
for him, everyone – her family, her friends, her co-workers – 
wanted him to succeed. When they could �nally convince her 
to answer his phone, he begged her to put herself in his shoes. 
What would she do if a woman picked up his phone and hang 
up on her when she called him at a number that was his very 
own – he will take a picture of it and send it to her if she does 
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not believe him? He acknowledged he has behaved badly. He 
shouldn’t have said those things he said. He is aware he com-
municates really badly when he is angry; that he tends to treat 
women the way men treat women in every rap song he heard 
since he was this high. How he has destroyed many a good 
friendship because he can’t help being a douche at the �rst 
sign of disagreement. But… really… it was a freak-accident, 
insecurity and plain impatience to have her with him work-
ing together that hardened his heart – not hate, or any desire 
to get rid of her. Will she forgive him if he promised to mend 
his ways? To give her the bene�t of the doubt? To never hung 
up on her and turn his phone o�? He was so determined to 
work on his ‘issues’, so repentant was he of his mistake, that 
his password for the week was “TrustZema”. It will be “Zema-
IsMyLady” the following week. And “2MoreMonths” before he 
was allowed to take three days o� work to pick her up from 
Washington DC [where her cousin would be waiting to pick up 
care packages her family sent her through Zema].
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CHAPTER 32

If the month following their making up could be put into 
a password, Aaron would have described himself as a 
“HappyWarrior”, and “ThinkSheIsBack” for Zema.

It started that night, with the make-up kisses, and the con-
fessions. With telling her how he has become an insomniac, 
a smoker, and an alcoholic because of her. How he spent his 
weekends at the Gazebo he wanted to take her to, stoned to 
the gills. How he lay on the grass, watched the sky darken-
ing, before getting soaked to the bone and driving back home. 
How many nights he spent on his couch, drunk out of his 
mind, playing "Mad World" time and over again.

In her turn, she confessed how she stalks his Facebook to 
read everything on his pro�le, even those things he is tagged 
on. How she spends Sundays at the Ethiopian church on Bea-
con Hill, she - who considers herself at best an Agnostic and at 
worst a non-believer. How she takes her shoes o� and stands 
outside the door with her head pressed against the wall pray-
ing for God to take this man out of her heart. To make her 
forget how it used to feel seeing him smiling at her �rst thing 
in the morning. And not be emotionally electrocuted every 
time she remembered the sensations his being between her 
thighs gave her. How she listened to old love songs from her 
country, because they made her cry – and she liked that, and 
wished, with the intensity of the helpless, that she could go 
back to her old life - before him, before America.

By the time she was done with her confessions, a part of 
Aaron has reared its head. A part she whispered she thought a 
lot about lately – then touched, and caressed, and even kissed, 
if a little self-consciously. Does he have a name for it, she 
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asked, while Aaron twisted and turned in sweet agony. Baldie?! 
No, 'Nadew'! That is what he should call it. It is the Amharic 
word for what a bulldozer does. She won't have been here if 
the desire for it has not demolished so many of her qualms 
about what she meant to do. It is only proper he gave it a �t-
ting name.

Aaron didn’t plan on having sex with Zema that evening. 
He didn’t hope for anything more than exchanging common 
pleasantries after dropping her home. But Zema appeared 
more than ripe, more than eager, more than adventurous; 
ready and willing to make up for lost time/the pain she made 
him go through/the seemingly endless nights he went with-
out.

So, Aaron bought a pack of condom from a gas station, drove 
around until he found a quiet spot behind an abandoned Out-
let Mall where the grasses were well treaded and tall; and 
parked his car.

Before he proceeded to help Zema out of her leopard-print 
Boy-short, he has asked if this was something she can live 
with. She has answered “Yes”.

Was she sure this won’t be like the last time?
She said she was sure. Because she has been aching for sex 

when she wakes up from sleep on Saturday mornings, and it 
was him she longed for.

So, Aaron helped her take o� her underwear, let her sit on 
his thighs – legs apart, wrapped his arms around her waist, and 
gently rocked her while squeezing himself in and out of her 
as fast as he can. When, all of a sudden, Zema's neck dropped 
to the side, like a felled tree, and she climaxed – choking on 
her tears.; Aaron did not attempt to stop her sob. Nay. He 
pinned her waist down, arrested her lips with his mouth, and 
pushed himself in – to his fullest height – achieving the kind 
of orgasm he had only fantasized about for months. Then he 
helped her stagger down from his legs, bury her head in his 
neck, and cry as if her heart would break. He has, after all, been 
overwhelmed by this same feeling of hollowness, home sick-
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ness, and regret not a month ago. It is quite possible that they 
have, for the second time in so many months, committed a 
sin against God, and man. They may not be put to death over 
this, but a day may come when they shall be put asunder. Let 
her pre-mourn that separation and get it out of her system so 
they can get down to the business of loving one another - away 
from those they worked with, and those they are married to.

It is not as if they have any other choice.
That, at least, was how it started; with sex. A greedy, sel�sh, 

shameful physical act described in the bible as “sweet stolen 
water”, and a “bread eaten in secret”. An act Aaron worried 
would bring an end to their brief reconciliation.

There, he was wrong! Zema texted to ask if he got home al-
right that Friday. Called to say Hi, and that she missed him, on 
Saturday. And told him where she was having her hair braided 
Sunday so he can wait outside until she was done, walk her 
to the bus stop, [holding hands, rubbing shoulders, exchan-
ging brief glances] and kiss her goodnight before she took one 
home.

Not just that, she made him trade his Sunday o� for a Friday 
o�; came early on week days, worked late over the weekend, 
and took full advantage of her seniority to spend more time 
with him. She also refused to give into guilt when he dropped 
her back at work just a few minutes before her husband came 
to pick her up.

Although his job consisted mostly of waiting, [waiting for 
the mail to come, or the rain to go, or the phone to ring, or 
the snow to snow] Aaron could not help but blush at the real-
ization that what Zema is doing was courting him to make 
up for all the time he was unable to court her. Gone are the 
days in which he goes to sleep in front of the TV; so the black 
and white images on the screen [from Turner Classic Movies, 
mostly] would make him feel less alone. If he remembered to 
turn the TV on nowadays, it is either because Colorado Ava-
lanche is playing or to catch up on his Talk/News-Satire quota 
by watching one of his favorite comedians.
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Still, he did not take her love for granted. He did what he 
could to show her this wasn’t just about sex. On their all-day 
Fridays and the few stolen hours between she leaving work 
at 6 and Will parking outside to pick her up sometime after 
9, Aaron listened to her radio, cooked her meals/gave her 
back rubs as well as feet massages, and shared with her what 
he called “pieces of my heart” [although she went out like a 
lamp and drooled on his shoulder the afternoon he played ‘Mr. 
Rogers’, and his heavy metal generally gave her a headache].

On the few days they ventured outside, they either went to 
the movie theatre [because she loved buttered-popcorn and 
the memory of how Will used to take her ‘to the movies’ when 
he gets his cheque]; took a walk in the park, where she tugged 
at his hand and hid behind his shoulder every time another 
couple – mostly white – smiled at them; or Barnes and Noble, 
where Zema washes her oatmeal raisin cookie down with 20 
ounce of milk foam and forces Aaron to grab a duplicate of a 
book she heard about on ‘NPR’ and co-read with her.

But mostly, Zema’s idea of romance was asking to hear stor-
ies from Aaron’s youth while going through his albums, his 
cigarette card collections of actors and actresses from the 
1930s, and his Christmas ornament bin. She would like to 
know him, she explained once, as much as she herself would 
like to be known so there would be no misunderstanding [and 
recriminations] later.

If he could have his way, Aaron would rather spend their 
whole time together experimenting with the various nerve 
endings on Zema's body, helping her realize sex was an ad-
venture to be explored - and not an obligation to be ful�lled. 
Since, for every two out of the three times they copulated, 
her "come hither" has been "We can have sex if you want, but 
only if you promise to come even if I didn't". Alas, the more 
they talked, the more she seems to open up so he listened, an-
swered, and sometimes asked a question, or two, of his own.

On one of those warm afternoons when scrabble, and not 
sex, seems to be the only thing on the table, he wanted to 
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know what happened after they slept together that �rst time. 
"What did he say to you, anyway, to turn you on me like that?" 
he asked, re-arranging his letters in no particular order.

"He didn’t say anything,” she answered, adding up her tiles, 
and writing the sum on one of the many yellow pads Aaron 
kept on top of his alcohol cabinet, “He came home and went 
directly to sleep; didn’t even eat dinner. When I asked if he 
was ok, he ignored me, but he kept tossing and turning in a 
way that made it obvious something has happened at work. 
He has been having a problem with this guy Enrique who 
used to be friends with him. When they had a fall out, Will 
told him never to speak to him again about anything other 
than work-related stu�. The problem with Will is, he gets too 
buddy-buddy with people, too close too quickly, and when 
they start being too forward, or borderline disrespectful – be-
cause some people don’t know the di�erence – he acts like 
he was betrayed. And since he doesn’t know how to pretend 
to be friends with those he doesn’t like, it is either bromance 
or enemies with him, things turn ugly very quickly. Anyway, 
he said he feels he was being ganged-up against by the other 
Hispanic guys who work there. Like they would stop talking 
when he comes around; or talk in Spanish and laugh in a way 
that makes him feel it was about him. I mean Will can be 
paranoid. Still, I have heard how the cooks, all except Marco, 
ganged-up against Brenda that time she had a spat with Salva-
dor. So, I told Will to talk to Management, tell them how he 
was being made uncomfortable at his workplace and how iso-
lated he feels when they speak in their language. Of course, he 
said no. That he was no snitch, no whiner. When I said maybe 
he should quit then, seeing how this was a�ecting his health, 
and that I can support us until he found another job; he got 
choked up and said he knows life in America hasn’t turned 
out to be what I expected it to be, that he has hurt and disap-
pointed me in many ways. But he would rather cough blood 
than feel he was unable to provide for me. It was just so sad 
that I couldn’t stop crying”
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"Did you sleep with him?"
"What?!" She said, as if she could not believe he would ask her 

that.
"Did you have sex - that night?!"
She looked away, but not before a blush crept up her cheeks.
"Is that why you hated my guts the next day?"
"I didn't hate your guts,” she said, swallowing hard, “I hated 

mine"
"Was it good?"
"Oh my God!" She tried to get up, almost knocking the scrab-

ble board o� the table.
"What?" He said, dragging her back, "I just want to know. He is 

a black guy, after all. They have a reputation"
"So, this is about you - your ego?"
"Yes Ma'am" he smiled "I want to know what I am up against"
"What you are up against is," she said, shu�ing the tiles on 

her rack in a way that made no sense, "when I have sex with 
you; I have sex with the whole of you. With your nose and 
your smile and your kindness - your body" she caressed his 
arm "It is like you are in. But he, unless on rare occasions like 
that when I give him myself out of guilt, is knocking outside 
the door. He is somebody familiar, no longer known, asking 
for re-entrance … a re-trust"

"Oh ok” Aaron relented, considerably more cheered, “Be-
cause when Salim told me about the �owers; I thought maybe 
you threatened to leave him, because of us, and he said some-
thing that made you stay”

“He brought the �owers like a week later” she said pushing 
the scrabble board away dismissively, “After I made a dozen 
Sambussas and took them to his work without telling him. He 
said everybody liked it, and even those guys he thought were 
in league with Enrique were joking around with him. Will is 
one of those people who gets back pain and can’t sleep very 
well when he is stressed out. So, you can tell he was relieved, 
although he will never admit it if you asked him”

“Well, that was nice of you, I am sure” Aaron observed, 
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gathering up the tiles and placing them back in the pouch, 
“Kat used to make apple-dumplings every time we had a pot-
luck when I was working at Alaska. Everybody loved it. In fact, 
they loved it so much their wives used to ask for the recipe. 
She made amazing pies for thanksgiving too. However, after 
one too many people mistook her pie-dish for theirs and for-
got to return it, she said I can buy my pies from the store like 
everybody else. It is not like the savages in my family would 
know the di�erence anyway. [It used to piss her o� when 
people stu�ed their faces with, and gave compliments to, the 
other pies as much as they did hers although hers was out of 
this world]. Anyway…” he sighed, trying to lift the burden on 
his shoulder with a shrug, “you have been honest with me, so 
I am going to be honest with you: It will trouble me if I found 
out that you were still having sex with your husband”

“Trouble you?” she asked, looking gravely at him.
“Very much so. You did, after all, say you’ll never have sex 

with him the day we made up”
“That is before he kept me up for half a night grunting and 

snarling upon being turned down ‘after he did what I asked 
him to do’”

“Meaning?”
“After he stopped seeing that girl”
“I didn’t even know that was on the table” Aaron said, look-

ing surprised. “I would have thought any woman with half 
your self-respect would say ‘no’ to any advances from a man 
who cheated on her”

“I did,” she answered quietly, “I said no. Even bought a futon 
from Sleep Country so I don’t have to sleep next to him. But 
after he stopped going there, and made his video-games the 
purpose of his life – things kind of went back to where they 
were. If you knew how frightened I was at the prospect of los-
ing my husband, losing Will’s love and protection, and ending 
up in the street or some cheap apartment complex where I’d 
be raped and brutalized, you’d realize how silly the desire to 
be loved perfectly, or by the most perfect person, is”
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“Well I am glad you are no longer afraid for your safety, and 
are demanding a little more from your life,” Aaron begun, “But 
I gotta tell you, when I think about it – if I couldn’t help but 
think about it – the very idea of being where another dude has 
been grosses me out even if you said you guys use condom too”

“Were you expecting for me to be a virgin?” She asked 
gravely.

“Not a virgin, but at least not actively involved in a sexual 
relationship with another man!”

“What do you suggest I do when he is pacing up and down 
the room at 2 and 3 in the morning, ‘like a lion looking for 
whom he may devour’? Do you suggest I explain how the 
minute he brought another woman into our life; I’ve lost any 
desire for him? [Which he knows, by the way. He grunts after-
wards sometimes, as if he is amused by how I am letting a good 
thing go to waste just to get back at him.] Or do you suggest I 
let him do what he wants and try to get some sleep?”

“Say no in a way that is less antagonizing,” Aaron suggested, 
“Like making it obvious you no longer care if he started seeing 
other people. Bringing another girl for a threesome, demand 
he return the favor with him and another dude, then refuse to 
have sex with him when he says ‘no’. You know, what women 
do when they are no longer into it!”

“It’s been that way for a year and a half now” she said, 
looking worn out, “If he cared, he would have stopped ask-
ing, instead of going out to buy extra-lubricated condoms. I 
remember his mother joking once how she makes a point of 
enjoying herself when they go visit Greg’s daughter in Florida. 
She knows Layna hates her and is only putting up with her be-
cause she loves her dad. That kind of hospitality would turn 
the food to ashes in my mouth. For Amelita, though, the ‘little 
woman’ who always got her way with men however much she 
was disliked by the women around her, Layna sucking up her 
hatred and catering to her needs is some sort of victory. I as-
sume that is how he sees it. I am his legal wife. He has provided 
me with food and shelter. If I do not enjoy doing my ‘duties’ by 
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him when he gets in the mood once or twice a week, then that 
is my problem. It may even ful�l his rape-fantasy. I am sure 
every man has one”

“But that is spousal-rape!” Aaron pointed to the bright side, 
“That is ground for divorce, you know that!”

“You think so?”
“I know so!”
“Maybe”
It wasn’t what she said that brought Aaron down to earth, 

but the way she said it. Yes, of course. It also means her hus-
band [her ex-Marine husband] would be labeled a sex o�ender. 
He would lose his reputation, his job, and maybe even go to 
prison so another man [a white man!] can slip into what was 
originally his. Another black man sacri�ced at the ever-grow-
ing gentri�cation front.

“So, you lie there?” Aaron asked, swallowing hard, “Like a 
machine?”

She looked up again, amused. It is as if she was wondering 
what this does for him. What purpose he was trying to serve 
by prying into her privacy.�

“I am not trying to judge you or embarrass you,” Aaron 
begged, “But even if I could learn to live with that truth, I want 
to make sure the guilt of having to do this – sleeping with two 
men at a time just to keep my hind safe – wouldn’t� take you 
away from me. I mean I never ‘cheated’ on my wife. But I was 
grieving the fact that she was hurting every time I sensed she 
was thinking about that girl we had three-some with”

“I try not to think about it,” Zema said simply, “If I did, 
I remind myself that time he had his tongue inside another 
woman’s vagina while I sat at home, crying my eyes out, be-
cause I thought something bad has happened to him. How 
many times he looked at his phone and hung up on me when I 
called to ask where he was. How many skinny jeans he bought, 
how he suddenly started packing his own lunch [as if I would 
poison him], and how many evenings he spent in front of the 
TV lifting dumb bells so he could look more bu� for her. More 
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importantly, how my loneliness and my having no one to turn 
to emboldened him to send those texts, then leave his phone 
lying around, not caring if I see them or not. Just because a 
person realized he made a mistake now and tried to get his act 
together, it doesn’t mean he didn’t intend to cause you every 
pain he caused you back then. It is like a lion turning into a 
lamb after someone broke his jaw. He is still the lion who tried 
to reap you apart back when he could. He will do it again given 
half the chance”

“Wow” Aaron said, shaking his head “And this you call a mar-
riage!”

“This we call a marriage!” she said carelessly, almost de�-
antly. “Why are you surprised? It is not like you didn’t know 
what was going on"

“Perhaps” Aaron said, a little �ushed. “I just didn’t know so 
much hatred goes into it”

“I think a lot of hatred goes into most marriages as much as a 
lot of love does” she said philosophically, tucking her legs into 
the folds of the couch, “The trick is ‘not to lose sleep over it’, as 
they say”

“I am sorry sweetheart” Aaron said, reaching for the remote 
control while also putting a pillow behind their back for the 
comfortable movie-watching experience, “I wish you would 
allow me to take you away from that house, and that life. But 
at least try not to let him touch you more than is necessary, al-
right? Not more than once a month or so. I am sure you won't 
like it if I were to have sex with my wife while I was there"

"No, I won’t," Zema said thoughtfully. "But again - the di-
vorce wasn't your idea so sex with her would mean more to 
you than sex with Will would mean to me”
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CHAPTER 33

In repentance for yelling at Salim at the McDonald's, 
Aaron was to bring Zema to a dinner at the Middle 
eastern restaurant owned by Salim's cousin. When they 

walked in, she over-conscious of her position [both as an ex-
applicant and a black woman], and he proud at having a beau-
tiful woman hanging on his arm, the room that received them 
was both dark and empty. The Persian carpets and the colorful 
curtains were there. On the �oor, instead of chairs, there were 
raised grounds with colorful pillows and bolsters on them. 
They left their shoes before tiptoeing and sitting on them. 
"This is cozy", he said after making himself comfortable and 
looking around.

"I was hoping Salim would be here" she said, "You don't know 
Middle-Eastern men. They look down on black people"

"Really?" he said, wanting to make a joke about most of them 
being more dark-skinned than she was. However, Salim's ap-
pearance with the waiter from an inside room stopped him.

"Please" Salim said, gesturing for them not to get up and 
shaking hands with them. "You guys took long so I went out to 
smoke"

"Oh yeah... she has to wait for the girl to replace her" he said 
"Then she wanted to take a shower so have to drop by my 
apartment"

Aaron was enjoying himself too much, for doing the things 
that couples do - she making him late, and he complaining 
about it, that he didn't realize the waiter had looked agitated 
until he whispered something in Salim's ear.

"By the way guys this is Hakim. Hakim both takes your order 
and cooks them." Hakim gave them a hurried smile, no doubt 
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Salim's friends visiting is an almost every other day phenom-
ena "They are short-sta�ed today, so I have promised to go 
easy on him. I hope you guys don't mind if I order - I know the 
things �rst-timers like"

"Oh no..." they both protested, "Please take your time"
After putting the order, Salim sat next to them, supporting 

his round stomach on a pillow.
"I am happy you are �nally here" he told Aaron, "and that you 

can make it, Zema. You guys look good together"
"Thanks" Aaron said, suddenly feeling an urgent desire to put 

his around her. This guy wanted to get in her panties way be-
fore he managed to do it, after all. "She makes everything look 
good"

Zema smiled shyly and continued to squeeze his hands. It 
was like an SOS he needed to address. He used the break when 
Salim got up to greet some people who just came to ask what 
the matter was.

"I don't know... it feels weird," she said
"The place or...”
"No, being here with you"
"We have been to a restaurant together" he reminded her 

“Albeit twice. And this is the only place where you don’t have 
to worry you would be seen by somebody who knows your 
husband”

"True. But the people at the other places, they don't know I 
am married. Or what I do for a living. Here, they do. And I feel 
like I am pretending to be someone I am not in front of people 
who know me”

“How about you stop trying to see yourself as you fear 
others see you” Aaron said, putting her �dgeting hands down, 
“and enjoy the - colors around here. The pillows. And the 
fact that we are o�cially a couple now that we are out with 
friends."

"That is true, huh?" she said, smiling "Salim is our friend"
"Almost as much is Maryam” he said, adding emphasis to his 

word “Needless to say, if it wasn't for him, we won't have been 
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together"
"That makes me want to o�er to wash the dishes," she 

laughed, "Or clean up the tables after everybody left. I told 
you, kindness wears me down"

“I know. I was there when you fall in love with a guy who let 
you crush on his couch one night, remember?”

She looked up, blinked, and bit her lip, as if she wanted to cry 
before they were interrupted by Salim and a friend of Salim’s 
joining them. Salim’s friend was a beautiful tall woman whose 
kids – two boys in uniform - were in a race to take their shoes 
o� and run to the restroom. She has a head-wrap, which made 
her thin nose more pronounced behind her reading glasses. 
She was smartly dressed, with an embroidered chemise that 
reached her knee, matching silk pants and an expensive look-
ing jacket with its belt playfully bouncing behind her.

"Guys...” said Salim, when he got to them, "This is Nuria - my 
wife"

Both got up and shook hands with her. "This is Aaron and 
Zema - my co-workers"

Nuria acknowledged Zema with her forehead, as somebody 
she has heard of before. Asked them if they had Middle east-
ern food before, recommended lamb dishes – they weren’t as 
greasy as you �nd them at other places, she said, and withdrew 
to say hi to the sta� in the back. To the comment Zema made 
on how beautiful his wife was, Salim said she was alright. That 
she used to be an interior decorator in her country and works 
as a Social Worker with the Domestic Abuse Women's center 
in South-Seattle. The pay sucked, and the hours can be unreli-
able. But at least she doesn't have to be told what she can and 
cannot wear the way women are being told nowadays back 
home.

"Translation work...” Aaron said, looking at Zema, "That 
sounds like a job you can be good at, right?"

Before Zema answered, Salim said he has been there before 
him. Has even asked his wife to tell him when a spot opens 
for women who speak Ethiopian. The wife has said they had 
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plenty of help now, what with the economy and so many 
people being out of work, but has suggested that Zema try to 
build a strong relationship with people in her community and 
network as much as she can by doing volunteer work and the 
like. Aaron was about to sarcastically answer how he can see 
her doing that when they were interrupted by the boys being 
sent by their mother to be introduced to daddy's friends. To 
the questions that followed from their father, who kissed and 
ru�ed both their heads, they gave quick answers: Yes, they 
have washed their hands, and their faces. No, they have yet to 
say hi to Uncle Mo. in the back. Yes, they would get a snack and 
head home where they would do their homework after play-
ing a bit of soccer.

They were not twins, despite appearances, but looked alike, 
talked equally fast and loudly, as if trying to drown the other 
out. And - despite their father's admonishment to stop giving 
each other burns and stamp one another's foot, seem to love 
doing that with the giggle of spirited boys raised freely. Soon 
the mother returned and said goodnight to them, they have 
an infant girl being baby-sat by her elder sister - whom Nuria 
hoped they would meet some other day, when they come to 
visit them at their home perhaps?

When Salim walked out to see his family to the car [the wife 
talking in fast Arabic and the kids pushing one another to the 
tight race walking to the door], Zema confessed to being sur-
prised at how beautiful and modern Nuria looked.

"Yeah, I noticed" Aaron said, smiling, "It's as if you assumed a 
woman must be ugly if her husband wanted to cheat on her"

"Ugly” she said, as if examining herself in an invisible mirror, 
“Or bad in bed"

“There is no such thing as a woman being bad in bed,” He 
said, squeezing her hand “There is only what she is willing to 
do and what she is not willing to do - which can be a deal 
breaker to some people, I admit. Even then, assuming there 
must have been something wrong with someone for another 
person to misbehave around them is really blaming the vic-
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tim. People cheat because they either need the validation, 
or want something exciting, or because the opportunity pre-
sented itself. Plus, I am not sure how genuinely eager to cheat 
Salim is. He can easily be one of those guys who gets kicks from 
�irting with women and having them �irt back"

She smiled, as if he did not know what he was talking about 
and asked if he has cheated on his wife.

"I knew that would follow," he said, after thanking the 
waiter for the appetizers he brought. "No... I can't say I have 
cheated on my wife. It doesn’t mean I haven’t had certain fan-
tasies. Plus, I worked nights and slept in the daytime. That 
doesn’t leave much time for socializing and there aren't many 
women within the ground crews. But I won't deny, I have 
cheated on my girlfriend - the one I was seeing before Kathleen 
and Morgan came into my life."

"Oh?"
"Yeah. It is not something I am proud of. Not just the cheat-

ing part as much as actually breaking up with her. The more 
I lived, the more I wonder if that wasn't the worst decision I 
made in my life."

Salim, still walking in his socks, joined them with the waiter 
behind him carrying heavy dishes. The food was served and 
ate with relish with enough politics to whet the appetite. 
Afterwards, Salim asked if they would like to join him to 
smoke hookah at a friend’s house after dinner. It was some-
thing he and his friends did when they get together on one 
of these weekly gatherings and, if they haven’t tried it, it was 
something he highly recommended. Zema said she has gotta 
be back home by eight. However, she would love for Aaron to 
join them if he can drop her at the bus stop.

“I know you said you aren’t that crazy about hanging out 
with Salim” she said, when they walked out of the building, 
“but I think it would be good for you to try Hookah. Some 
people use it in my country, and I have heard it is not that 
strong. Plus, it is better than you being all alone in your apart-
ment. It makes me feel sad when I think of you like that"
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"I am not always alone in my apartment," he protested. "I 
have friends that I hang out with every other week whom I am 
going to introduce you someday. Besides, I don't mind being 
alone. I enjoy my own company"

“I can’t stand people for as long as I can stand being alone” 
She said, keeping her eyes out for the bus, “But loneliness was 
forced on me most of my life so I feel sad when I don’t have 
anything to look forward to after work. But I am glad you 
enjoy being alone. It means you won’t go out looking for an-
other girl when you get tired of waiting around for me”

“No” he said, folding her in his arms. “Neither does it mean I 
will go back to my ex-wife when and if she called just because I 
have done it before. When I started a relationship with Susan, 
it was an intellectual decision, based on qualities I required 
from a girl I wanted to be with. I was so determined not to 
make the mistakes my brothers made [Both Petey and Chad 
have been divorced; and Marvin’s marriage, Marvin’s life, is far 
from ideal] I settled for a relationship that was based more on 
common sense than physical attraction. But when Kat called, 
emotion won over reason and I didn't even hesitate to go to 
her. Perhaps if she didn’t want out, I would have stayed a hap-
pily married man – who may not always have been happy. But 
again, I don’t expect to always be happy or excited or in love 
with the person I am in a relationship with. Very practical 
that way”

"And you have no idea she meant to return when she left?"
"No mam. Went to Wisconsin to get away from it all; she 

had an injury that took like 3 months to heal. Then said, you 
know, casually, that she wasn’t feeling like coming back. I said, 
'do you wanna work on it?' She was like 'Nah... I am good'. Like 
that's what she has been doing for the last 9 years - working on 
it. Jeez, the least you could do is make sure I get in with the 
program!"

"And you are going there for a month in December?"
"To see my kids!" He said defensively. “I can’t very well take 

care of two growing children and hope to keep my job as well. 
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So, we agreed like six months after the separation that they 
are better o� over there – with she, her family, and friends. 
And I will come over, at least once a year, for the holidays”

She kept quiet for a minute then asked, "Who is Larry?"
"Larry?"
"Yeah... I thought I saw something about him on your wife's 

Facebook, back when we weren't talking"
"Oh Lawrence. He is a childhood friend of Kat and her sister. 

He is teaching Morg how to ride horses. What was he saying on 
Facebook?"

"Not him. Your ex. Some girl was teasing her after she posted 
a photo of your daughter with him. The friend said he would 
make a good dad, and your wi-your ex said her kids already 
have a dad. I thought maybe he was her boyfriend"

"Oh" Aaron breathed, feeling very jealous and unsettled. "I 
don't remember seeing that comment. I get updates on their 
every move"

She looked up at him. He wanted to immediately rush to the 
laptop and go through his wife’s Facebook pro�le again.

“Interesting! So, you have been spying on my family," he said, 
trying to make light of the subject - or the pain in the pit of his 
stomach.

"It was the only way I could feel close to you," she said. "As 
the only post from you was some quote and a thank you for 
birthday wishes almost a year ago"

“Hear me, my Chiefs! I am tired my heart is sick and sad. From 
where the sun now stands. I will mow no more forever?!”

“Yes” she laughed. “Was that a sexual reference?”
“Oh no” he laughed, a little hollow “The original quote was 

from Chief Joseph, a native leader. It went 'Da da da da I 
will �ght no more forever’. I changed it to ‘mow’ because I 
no longer have a house and a yard that I need to mow. But 
it can work as a metaphor for being single and not having a 
lady I could regularly mow, I imagine. Like 'The Wolfe Tones' 
lyrics about paddling your own Canoe. On the surface, it is 
about self-reliance. But it might as well be about masturba-
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tion being a better option than being in a bad relationship”
“Oh,” she said and giggled, "We have such sayings, too, in 

my culture," She added afterwards "It is a system of poetry-
making referred to as 'wax and gold'. Because, I am assuming, 
covered in wax, gold would appear of no more value than wax. 
But when you peel the surface and �nd its hidden meaning, it 
would prove itself priceless"

"Kind of like you" he joked, kissing her hand. "Well now if I 
knew you were a fan of poetry, and was checking my Facebook, 
I would have tried to 'wax' more poetic on my intro-line. Tried 
to look you up a couple of times but it didn’t look like much 
was happening "

"I only activate it every four months or so to avoid people 
who ask me stupid questions," she replied, "Have you got a kid 
yet? How come your husband isn't saying hi to us/won’t add us/
doesn’t gives us a call on holidays? How come you haven't gone to 
school yet? And a lot of money requests from my cousins"

"So, going back to the subject of my vacation,” he continued, 
because it was easy to get side-lined when talking to her. “I 
will try to cut the month down to three weeks, the kids would 
be bummed out, but I don't want to stay there a whole month 
to come here and �nd out you have renewed your marriage 
vows"

"I am not staying with him because of my marriage vows,” 
she said

“Well, I hate to contradict you, but you do have a green 
card” Aaron said carefully, “And those things are good for an-
other, what, nine… eight years? Yeah, I googled it. So, whether 
you know it or not, you are staying with him for some other 
reason than the fear of being kicked back home. That is why 
you insist on wearing your wedding ring even though your 
husband stopped wearing his when he was banging that girl; 
because you are not really done with the guy”

“I wear my wedding band,” she said, carefully, as if she is 
teaching the ants their ‘ABC’s, “because I started waking up in 
cold sweat every time I went to sleep without it. It is like how 
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you said you wake up with a jerk because you feel your leg slip 
in your dream. My subconscious mind seems to be searching 
for my ring in my sleep and I wake up in terror when I realize it 
wasn’t there. It was getting ridiculous, so I kept wearing it. As 
for why I am staying with him, I am staying with him because 
I have promised myself that my mother would see America 
before she dies. I will bring her here for two-three months so 
she can go back home and brag how it isn’t the amount of kids 
you have but the quality of them. Because you graduate from 
college, you get married, and you have kids – that is how it 
goes where I come from. I don’t intend to have kids any time 
soon; and she is getting on years. So, I am thinking at least I can 
do this for her before I left him. A married woman with two 
incomes is a more reliable sponsor than a recently divorced 
single girl trying to rebuild her life. He owes me, and her, that 
much"

"Have you told him that?"
"Yes. He shrugged his shoulder. He thinks the minute he de-

cided to come back to me, I will wait with open arms. That he 
is the one who is di�cult to pin down. So, most of the threats I 
make go in one ear and out the other"

"Maybe he has got a point” Aaron observed, “You did go back 
despite what you feel about me once"

“That is true” she said thoughtfully, “I felt guilty and de-
cided to give my marriage another chance. Not because I 
loved my husband, though, but because my husband was hurt 
and could use a friend”

“And the next time he needs a friend?”
“Then he will get one,” she answered simply “a friend, not 

a wife. The day I returned to you, I have decided the only 
weapon Will has against me, the one weapon working in his 
favor, is my conscience. A conscience he didn’t let bother him 
when he was sleeping with that girl. So, I have decided there 
will be no cross-contamination. I will not bring him into your 
apartment. Nor will I carry you into his. Capise?”

“Yes ma’am” Aaron smiled. “Loud and clear. Speaking of 
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weapons, I have been meaning to ask you: he doesn’t own a 
gun, does he, this husband of yours?”

“I don’t think so,” she said doubtfully, “If he did, he would 
have showed it to me the �rst time I came – we talked about 
everything back then. Although, my reaction to his smoking 
marijuana may have forced him to keep it a secret. Won’t 
even unlock the drawer to show Becky what is in it. She was 
going to grab my documents and refuse to give it back until he 
started treating me better during that episode last year”

Aaron was wondering if that wasn’t an information worth 
�nding out when the bus that is to take her home loomed large 
before them.
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CHAPTER 34

That night, Aaron did two things. He logged into Face-
book and went through every one of his wife's posts 
to �nd the comment about Lawrence. It was not 

there. Not just that. But even the photo of his daughter with 
the horse and Larry next to it seems to have disappeared. And 
he remembers seeing it. How Larry was becoming a frequent 
companion on his wife's Facebook photos months back. He 
has imagined it was because his daughter was hoping to be-
come one of the contestants at the Mid-west horse race on the 
fair. Now - he wasn't so sure.

Then he looked up Will's Facebook pro�le, and was sur-
prised at �nding himself staring at not so much a black man 
but a dark-skinned Asian guy, a more or less nerdy-black kid 
with a neat crew cut who looked more Hispanic than African 
American. He certainly has a lot of "Homies" from the "hood"; 
a lot of tattooed macho men looking proudly at the camera 
behind a woman either holding a child or heavy with one. A 
lot of gaming going on. He has dedicated a whole page to one 
rapper "Ras Kass" - whom he credited for being the reason he 
met his sweetie in a post made about 5 years ago with a re-
cent photo of him at a concert of some sort, where he rocked 
out with the said artist. LA, by the look of it. Lots of photo 
tags on Marijuana, lots of stupid-ass jokes plus a repeated ref-
erence to a sports bar in Burien and a lot of family pictures 
in which a much chubbier - happier - Zema showed up only 
once. His mother appears to be the Asian one. He has one very 
protective-looking elder brother who was tall and handsome 
- wearing some expensive looking jerseys in every photo, and 
an ethnically ambiguous fat girl who loves her "bros" and 
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seem to always look drunk. The father, or at least the "dad" he 
thanked in one of his post for a request to a visit, was an old 
Kenny Rogers type white guy. Thin gray hair, tall skinny frame, 
much older looking than the diminutive bubbly woman next 
to him.

It made Aaron feel bad, witnessing the actual life this kid 
has. He does not look like an asshole ... well... maybe a lit-
tle. A half-black half-Asian jock, maybe. But he seems to enjoy 
being around his family. His devotion appears to go deeper 
than the average person's - has actually given a hefty sum to a 
Kickstarter campaign for Ras Kass that allowed him to meet 
the rapper backstage in one of the artist's tours. Seems to like 
hanging out with the guys, shy of the camera [always hiding in 
his hoodie], not much into bling but really favoring his black 
side to his ‘Pino’ side [despite LOLing at many of the ethnic 
jokes his cousins, or "Cuzs" as they call one another - mostly 
very generic-looking Asians - tagged him on]. Not to mention 
-- he was an actual veteran and seems to have kept enough of 
his sanity to work as a "Loss Prevention O�cer" at a store that 
exclusively sales computer and accessories.

Trying to �nd out which one of the pretty girls he was cheat-
ing on his wife with didn't bear any fruit. Or maybe Aaron 
wasn't that good at following tags and understanding hints. It 
took a complete stranger to tell him his wife may have been 
�irting with the idea of Larry. He called Kathleen afterwards 
and told her he has been forced to cut his vacation to three 
weeks but there was something he wanted to talk to her about 
when he gets there.

Then he went back to Facebook, liked a couple of photos 
Maryam posted of a goodbye party at her school, then took 
another look at his wife's likes/dislikes. Most of it is still bal-
let related. She has mentioned some of the movies they loved 
as a family as her favs. "The Princess Bride", "Two for the 
road ", "Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou". But there were ones 
he didn't know she was into as well, movies that were ei-
ther tacky [“The Notebook”] or have the appearance of being 
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about girl-power [“Charlie’s Angels” – and not even the decent 
one with Kate Jackson, Farrah Fawcett and Jaclyn Smith but 
the one that came out alongside of the Y2K bug]. She has also 
taken to wearing nail polish. Not just wearing nail polish but 
color-coding it with the rest of her attire. With her sun hats, 
loose-�tting tops and skirts, with her sandals. That was not 
the only ‘hippy’ thing about her. She was also posting copies 
of recipes followed by a mugshot of the resulting plate. There 
was an upbeat optimism about her; she was grateful for Fri-
days, farmer’s markets, and artisan yogurts. She seems to be 
into Yoga too, but not as a way of �nding inner peace. But as 
an instrument for feminist empowerment, as if her ending up 
a stay-at-home mom was the result of her marriage to him and 
not that of having a child by a peacock who swung both ways. 
It has all felt too cultivated... too super�cial... too not like the 
angry quiet woman he knew, loved and feared.

"Wow" he said, when closing the page. "No wonder every-
body's brain has gone 'mush'. Facebook is turning them into a 
bunch of freaking teenagers"

Zema’s pro�le was not accessible to him due to his not being 
on her friend list. However, she has answered a few of his mis-
cellaneous questions [the three things she cannot live with-
out: her orca card, her rice cooker, and Sriracha sauce – God’s 
answer to all bad taste! Her favorite movie: ‘Amadeus’ – that 
line about Mediocrity kills her every time she hears it. Her 
favorite song: “Kingston Town” by UB40, because it is about 
yearning, isn’t it? Her favorite line from a book/movie: the 
one from “Secondhand Lions”, about the three things a man 
needs to believe in the most, whether they were true or not]; 
and shared a love letter she wrote back when she could put 
two words together and when her emails went for gigabytes. 
It was addressed to one “Levi Bar Alphaeus called ‘Bi�’” – a 
character from a book she still holds dear to her heart. It went:

Three songs! That is all� I could remember out of the at 
least two dozen singles�I sat through those four afternoons 
at Barnes & Noble. Three songs. Song number one�‘Hold your 
horses now’. Song number two,�‘Lovely girl won’t you stay’. And 
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‘I don’t need no doctor’�by somebody who sounds like he was 
singing out of his muscle, instead of his mouth.
These songs were playing at the background when� I� was 
reading� your memoir. Then I came to the �nal page, or at 
least the page�before�the �nal chapter, [which was�before�the 
real last chapter: the sucky�“afterward”, which�I�can’t still 
imagine why the writer included, or even bothered to 
write]. I read how you stepped o� a cli� and jumped to your 
death. My throat�thickened. Tears welled-up in my eyes. My 
chest tightened, as it does every time�I�think how happy we 
were before we were left in an empty room to face one an-
other, and/or the song “You will never �nd another one like 
me”, which he used to sing for me when he still worried he 
would lose my love. If it wasn’t a bookstore, and you weren’t 
a �ctional person [more �ctional than your average �ctional 
person, perhaps, for you could have never lived, not in the 
way you are anyway]�I�would have broken�down into tears 
right then and there. And shoes would have been shu�ed, 
alarmed looks would have been exchanged, a security guy 
would have hovered over my chair [or the bottom of the es-
calator] the way he did when he found me sited on the �oor a 
few months previously: seeming not quite sure how to “han-
dle” “this” without letting the racist-alarm-bell go o� in my 
head. But�I�didn’t. I swallowed it. I might even�have done a 
shorthand emotional equivalent of it: an�“Awww?!”, which 
is like “Lol”, but less annoying. I �ipped to the next page, 
found out that you were resurrected, and have even man-
aged to get the girl.
But to me, you were dead� [you see?!]. You died when you 
stepped o� that cli� and jumped to your death. It was the 
“logical” ending. That was the kind of man, the kind of 
friend,� you were. You died. And� I� took three songs home. 
Then I sat on the edge of my bed. Thought of you. Remem-
bered your jokes, your “theories”, your sass, and started cry-
ing. I cried, choking over and singing/whispering:
“Hold your horses now
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(We sleep until the sun goes down)
Through the woods we ran
(Deep into the mountain sound)”
I cried for you. For Him. And for the things I have been losing, 
in heaps, lately. Of the “suns” that shone unto my life, to be 
snatched away, mostly of their own free will, before they 
managed to leave any sort of warmth.
[It must be the weather.]
Before you go all “uh-huh”, I will have you know that this 
wasn’t the �rst bible-inspired �ctional work I came across. 
As recently as last month, I have read�The Last Testament: A 
Memoir by God, by David�Javerbaum, who was funny, and ori-
ginal and gay. A man seeming intent on making fun of God, 
using�His�[God’s] voice against�Him. I felt every bit of the sar-
casm. I related to the confusion and the sheer contradiction. 
I laughed at the “updated” modern-versions to some of the 
parables [“If a man strikes thee on the cheek, turn to him the 
other. Then, having shown thyself impregnable to cheek-attack, 
beat the crap out of him”], and applauded the answer to most 
o�setting question when it comes to the idea a “Loving Om-
nipotent” God. [Question: Why does He allow bad things to 
happen to good people? Answer: To balance out the good 
things that happen to bad people. Makes sense, right?].
So, what if the punches were kind of lame and predictable? 
What if Eve doesn’t feel like she evolved from Steve? What if 
the writer seems to have confused his own voice with that 
of God? Has not God been asking for cheap, lame�shots to be 
taken at him for centuries?
Until you came along, that book would have ascended to 
the top of my absurdist-work-of-�ction shelf, a little�above 
David Plotz’� ‘Good Book: The Bizarre, Hilarious, Disturbing, 
Marvelous, and Inspiring Things I Learned When I Read Every 
Single Word of the Bible’;�and next to Camus’�‘The Stranger’�and 
Mark Twain’s�‘The Diary of Adam and Eve’. �And stayed there.
Yet,�you�came along. And, by coming along,�you showed me 
how it’s done. How you can “humanize” a deity�without ut-
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terly disrespecting�it and those that believed in Him or Her.
You, Levi Bar Alpheaus called “Bi�”, made me see friendship 
in a new light. A friendship that can only exist between men, 
or a man and a woman�the man hangs around in the hope of 
someday getting lucky. You reminded me, gently, of heroes 
whose praise goes unsung. Of the countless men and women 
whom history “sticks down the arm of the sofa and forgets 
about”. Of how you cannot read a good book and go empty-
handed, even were it based on the bible, the most written-
about book on the planet perhaps.
I miss Him. But I will miss you more.
Yours,
Zemahiwot bar Tariku (called “Zema”)
Ok so she would have to meet Je�. There is no way Je� won’t 

see the potential here – the potential to make money as a 
blogger or a contributor to their online platform. It would no 
doubt take some convincing. She has told him how her life in 
America in general, and the living situation she was placed in 
in particular, has whittled her writing ability along with her 
sense of self and the 20 extra-pounds she brought from home, 
o� her bone. Alas, here was her chance to prove her life in 
America has not made her emotionally lethargic as well.

Aaron sometimes worries that it may have. He believes, des-
pite what she said the other day, her trials have led to inertia 
where she would remain stagnant for the rest of her life. Some-
one, or something, needs to rock the boat. Someone who cares 
what becomes of her and knows �ghting �re with �re only 
leaves both parties burnt.

Someone, say, like him.
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CHAPTER 35

"So, what is the deal with your husband, anyway?" 
Aaron asked the next time he saw Zema "I used to 
think he would be a dark-skin black guy, but he 

seems—”
“A Hispanic guy with slanted eyes?"
“Something like that”
"Yeah... that really bothers him, despite some of his best 

friends being Puerto Ricans. His onscreen name used to be 
‘DirtyWaterz’ until very recently, because he grew up feeling 
he never belonged anywhere. His mom loved him. Art - his 
older brother - is very protective of him. And Becky was the 
doting older sister – although she hated his dad like no other. 
But the minute he walked outside; it was a di�erent story. 
Blacks made fun of his eyes, his curly hair. And the Asians con-
sidered him beneath them. And most of his cousins who grew 
in the same house as he did were either "blue blood Filipinos" 
or half white. He was the only black kid in a tightly knit big 
Asian family. Even his brother he used to envy, because Art is 
Japanese and Filipino – in a word, ‘Asian’. Got into detention, 
got thrown out of school, and even end up in ‘juvie’ because of 
kids who called him names. He would have gotten into a lot 
worse trouble, maybe even end up in prison, if it wasn't for the 
love he has for his mother and this guy Alfonso who used to 
take every fatherless boy in the neighborhood (black/white/
Mexican/Filipino) to the cinema, and talked about his dream 
for them on the walk home after an ice-cream treat. He was 
good with numbers, what a cliché, right, and was hoping to 
save some money and go to a community college to learn how 
to work with computers when Amelita, his mother, met her 
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latest husband. He was a good man, they say the best thing 
that happened to her, but the boys could not stand him. And 
when Art left, she has told me once how Art was jealous of all 
her husbands, because he was the one who more or less pro-
vided for her when she is single - even Becky joined in the revo-
lution. But of course, Becky was only a girl, a half-Scottish girl 
at that, and Greg did not mind her passive-aggressiveness as 
much as he did Will's hostile attitude. So Amelita told Will to 
‘shape up or ship out’. His dad has like 6 kids by 10 women, so 
he enlisted to become a Marine, and Becky [who has to be 
physically-restrained when he goes back to the military after 
every 'leave'] went to North Carolina to live with her father - 
whose girlfriend she could not stand. Amelita sometimes 
jokes how her kids may go anywhere they want but always 
end up coming home to roost with her. Art decided to give his 
rent money to his mother, instead of complete strangers, 
when Greg was diagnosed with cancer and lost his job. Becky 
has the worst taste in roommates and men. And Will and I 
have to move in with them before we could build our credit"

"How did you two meet, I never asked?"
"I was getting into that" she said, checking into the pot and 

stirring it more than he felt she should "he didn't feel like he 
belonged anywhere until he discovered Hip-hop. Street hip-
hop, not your commercial white-people hip-hop" she smiled 
at him.

These guys must have loved one another, Aaron thought, 
trying to imagine how she may have laid her head on that 
kid's chest and heard him speak of his love for hip-hop. "It was 
about rebellion, �ghting the system, of being side-lined, all 
that. It spoke to him. Ras Kass, especially, they all thought was 
the real deal. Even NAS, do you know NAS?"

Aaron shook his head. He has heard of him, but he hasn't 
really caught up with black music. Music, like cloth, like 
hobby, like culture, was handed down in his family. His 
brothers listened to 1960s and 70s punk rock, and metal and 
electronics; he listened to 1960s and 70's punk rock, metal 
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and electronics. What they watched, he loved watching. And 
most of the stu� they loved watching was old black and white 
movies where the men were dashing and unwrinkled in their 
two-piece suit; where they tap-danced and broke into songs 
whenever they felt like it and the women were made-up and 
skinny and beautiful: funny as well as �irtatious and a little on 
the silly side.

"I loved Prince when I was in my 20s," he o�ered “And –Biggie 
Smalls. Had a Jimi Hendrix poster on my wall when growing 
up, but it used to be my brother Chad's room so I can't really 
take credit for it”

"No" was her answer, "NAS is like -- the Elvis Presley of Hip-
hop. And even NAS, when he was asked who he admires, he said 
Tupac and Ras Kass. I don’t think he took it back even after 
they had a fall out later"

"Do you know this or is that what he told you?" Aaron said, a 
little jealous.

Zema laughed. "It was the one thing he was passionate 
about," she said, "he used to cry when he talked about how 
Hip-hop was bought by the white man. He had all these rec-
ords and had turntables and stu�, really expensive things he 
could barely a�ord"

"You speak in past sentence" Aaron observed quietly, "like he 
is dead"

"In a way - I think he is. Or at least his innocence is gone. I feel 
responsible for it"

"What? C'mon. How?"
"I don't know. Before he came to Ethiopia to marry me, he 

was in love with Hip-hop and Ras Kass, Hip hop’s prophet - so 
to say. He used to read about him and follow him. Most of Ras 
Kass' followers, they aren't many, but they are very dedicated. 
He is the hip-hop artist who never sold out. What is more, who 
refused to sell out and paid dearly for it. He was serving time 
before I came to America"

"Aha..."
"One day, when he was reading his biography, he found out 
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that the name 'Ras Kass' - contrary to what he believed so far 
- was actually taken from an Ethiopian Emperor's name. He 
started reading about Ethiopia, it being the ‘cradle of man-
kind’ etc. - he was in the military then - had nothing else to do 
in camp except watch Oprah, play video games, and surf the 
internet - and discovered Ethiopian women"

"Aha. I see where this is going" Aaron said, laughing.
"He has always felt he never belonged here and what bet-

ter place to belong than an African country that has never 
been colonized, has one of the oldest civilizations and is con-
sidered by so many as ‘the root’ of mankind. Not to mention 
being mentioned in the bible hundreds of times"

"Yeah I have heard that", he chimed-in "Reggae? Marcus Gar-
vey? Bob Marley and the Wailers?!"

"So, he tried to talk to many Ethiopian girls online who were 
here in America. He didn't click with any of them, they keep 
blowing him o�, he said, they apparently knew a little too 
well about African-American men"

"What is that supposed to mean?" he asked, a little annoyed. 
He didn't think being black makes it ok to be racist, especially 
when you aren't from here.

She smiled "Never mind"
“No, I want to know" he said, "Seriously, what is this thing 

Ethiopian Women seem to know about African American 
men?"

"You are going to be disappointed with me like you did last 
time,” she fretted, “If you don’t think you would like the an-
swer, why do you ask the question?! I don’t get it”

“Will you just…”
“Ok but this is not just Ethiopian women!” she warned, 

“Most girls from East-Africa, if not the entire continent, do 
not want to date African-American men because Afro-Ameri-
can men aren’t good to their own women. You can say society 
is to blame, or upbringing, whathaveyou. But you rarely come 
across a black man who isn’t either a loser, a liar, or a cheater. 
And when he isn’t any of those, he thinks himself too good for 
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black women and chases after White girls”
Although Aaron himself has often wondered why successful 

black men seem to almost always date women from a di�er-
ent race, this conclusion nevertheless displeased him.

“I am assuming ‘whom a man wants to date is nobody else’s 
business but his own’, is out of the question?”

“It would, if it wasn’t for who he is leaving behind and for 
what reason; why so many beautiful, educated, and intelligent 
black women are walking around single while WinCo is crawl-
ing with fat White chicks pushing stroller full of mixed-race 
babies”

“How do you know those black women you see walking 
around are single,” Aaron wanted to know, “Or that they 
don’t prefer being alone? You make African-American women 
sound such… such victims, it is almost disrespectful”

“How is acknowledging the truth and wanting to protect 
women from their own men disrespectful?” she said, her face 
�ush with emotion. “My own husband came all the way to 
Ethiopia to marry me because he wanted to defy his father 
who made him promise never to date black women. His Afri-
can-American father!”

“Yeah but you don’t have one African-American woman for 
a friend” Aaron said, feeling a little pretentious when defend-
ing black women from a black woman “You said it is because 
head-strong women scare you and you become tongue tied 
around them. I have a feeling these women would like to be 
known for something more than their ‘attitude’ or for how 
badly their men treat them. Won’t you hate it if somebody 
de�ned you by how badly Will treats you? If they went around 
feeling sorry for you as if that is all you boil down to – the poor 
battered wife?!”

She thought about it. Seems to see some logic in it.
"So ... anyway,” she continued, “he asked, on Yahoo Answers!, 

why Ethiopian women don't date black American men. I used 
to spend a lot of time on the internet back then - looking for 
templates, reading things, copying stu� and printing it on the 
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company's internal news bulletin; and came across this ques-
tion. I answered saying there was no speci�c rule against it, 
other than good old Xenophobia, and even that depends upon 
the guy, and the girl, etcetera. Like I said, I wasn't aware of 
the politics here and African American men were considered 
a real catch in my country. In fact, ‘he looks like a negro’ was 
how people complimented a man who maybe of a darker skin 
color, but knew how to dress and looked cool in glasses – 
‘Shaft in Africa’ was very famous when I was a kid"

"And now?" he said, looking at her suspiciously
"Oh my God" she rolled her eyes, "I am just telling you the 

reality back there, Ok? We aren't American and political-cor-
rectness is a foreign concept in my country"

"Fair enough," he said "but... only one question. How about 
White men?"

"They are not a status symbol as they are with Asian fam-
ilies,” she admitted “But they are ok as long as they don't 
shave their mustache. Ethiopians see men without mustaches 
as e�eminate or gay"

He rubbed his facial hair thoughtfully. "So maybe - don't 
shave it?"

She laughed and patted his face. "Do you want me to tell the 
story or not?"

"Oh, I assumed then you started talking and you ‘fall in love’"
He did not know why he put air-quotes on the "fall in love" 

part. Zema did not seem to notice.
"Yeah... so we talked a bit more, swapped pictures, started 

talking on the phone” she continued “He thought I was beauti-
ful, on top of being Ethiopian, and with him about to leave the 
military and having all kind of fears of coming back into the 
world after three Tours; he was so ready to fall in love. And I 
liked his passion, his eagerness to please, his body - he has al-
ways been �t - like a young lion - I used to think - wearing his 
strength with ease. His gallantry; it was always 'Yes, Sir' and 
'No, m'am' when he came to visit my family. And, of course, his 
eyes! I used to wish I had 'Asian eyes' ever since I was a kid. 
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They made you look vulnerable and innocent, I thought, un-
like mine which are big, round, and rude. So, it felt good, 
knowing that at least my kids got to have it. And the sex of 
course ..." she hesitated, “I was not used to that kind of – mag-
netism - where a man breaks down all your inhibitions by just 
squeezing your hand from the airport all the way to the hotel 
room you booked for him. I mean I was in love with Samson 
before him. We have -- messed around. But there was no such 
electricity between Samson and I. It may have been the hair-
cut [he had a 'low fade' that looked so clean and good on him]; 
or because he looked so insecure, despite looking very mascu-
line and handsome in a Marine uniform. Or the fact that he was 
so --- foreign; this shiny bright thing no one else around me has. 
But we couldn't keep our hands o� eachother for days. He kept 
saying 'Why are you with me?'; and I was sure I was dreaming 
until, less than a month later, I found myself back at the air-
port, seeing him o�. I cried when he gave me a hug and walked 
into the terminal, because it felt like somebody showed you 
the sun; and took it away from you. But Will just looked dazed 
and indi�erent. Until my cousins told me they have taken him 
to a place where people chew 'chaat', this marijuana-like leaf, 
because they noticed how nervous he was at the idea of leav-
ing, worried he won't see me again, I was convinced he was al-
ready over me! Anyway," she wiped her tears "my only doubt 
was his age. He was 3 years younger than I was and I found that 
part embarrassing. But he convinced me, considering how 
naive and sheltered I was - and being from Ethiopia - I might as 
well be a teenager in America. And if it bothers me so much, to 
not tell my friends and family how old he was so they don't 
think I was that desperate. Of course, that back�red later - 
when he thought I could never respect him because I can never 
see him as a grown up."

"Oh so... being older is a good thing in Ethiopia?" he said, 
after racing with the thought and �nally managing to catch up

"Oh yeah... a man has gotta be at least 2 years older - any-
thing between 2-10 is �ne"
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"Yay" he said, raising his hand for a high �ve.
"Anyway," Zema said, after managing to smack back and cre-

ate a low thud, "when he came to Ethiopia to visit me the 
second time, after leaving the military; he wanted us to get 
engaged but planned to use his GI Bill to go to school, get a job 
and petition me afterwards"

"Smart..."
"He didn't have much money, but he was willing to work 

two—three jobs so he can a�ord to bring me over. Said I gave 
him the reason to be sane - unlike most of the guys who came 
back from the military. Used to send me 125 dollars every 
month, every month, even when he had nothing to spare, to pay 
my rent. Said he liked the idea of “providing” for me, although 
I could have paid it myself. Grew his beard – to make him look 
older - wore things I got him from home and drove around in 
a car that had Ethiopian �ag for stickers. Not this bullshit �ag 
that Jamaicans stole from us, added black color in, and con-
vinced the whole world it was theirs; but the original green, 
yellow and red - with the Lion of Judah on it! Only I felt like 
I was in limbo; and once you have been in a relationship, it 
is hard to go back to being single. So, I cried and made him 
so miserable he has to come back to marry me. By the time 
the paper came through and I got my visa, his mother had to 
sign as a co-sponsor for him and we had to move in with them 
because we needed to save money for a couple of months. 
Not to mention how I thought American apartments were 
places where people got shot by a murder-suicide neighbor or 
stabbed by serial killers while taking showers. He has warned 
me, though, when I told him it was ok to live with his fam-
ily for a while [because his colleagues have told him it was a 
bad idea] that his mom was crazy. That she was damaged from 
growing up where she did – Guam, which I understand is like a 
big brothel for the American soldiers deployed there. And that 
she su�ers from depression because of all the men who were in 
her life – it can’t have been easy being the only sister out of �ve 
to be married and divorced three times, with three children 
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from three men. I said, ‘Who can blame her’, thinking her self-
esteem problem – like mine – was the kind that hurts only it-
self. But promised to keep my distance anyway.

Only - it wasn't possible to keep your distance in a house like 
that and a woman like her. First, she was scared of me. She told 
me afterwards how, when she was with Will's father, black 
women used to be jealous of her. So, she has always been in-
timidated by them - despite having been separated from the 
man for twenty something years. After she realized I wasn't 
the kind of black woman she needs to fear, she tried to make 
me her BFF: by con�ding in me, taking me shopping, o�ering 
to send stu� for my mom. It was unfortunate that I saw she is 
the kind of person who would start disrespecting you the 
minute she has got what she needs from you. She verbally 
abuses Art because he loved working out and buying sports 
memorabilia he thinks would make him rich someday when 
he decided to sell it. The same brother - son to her - who used 
to give her money to gamble before she met her latest hus-
band. She belittles him in front of me and every time Will 
tried to say anything serious, she shushes him - like he doesn't 
know what he is talking about. That was her way of being 
nurturing, treating them like kids. Or so the men liked to 
think. I knew she was just a little bully and agonized between 
trying to please her and not being part of this - torture session. 
Of course, because she has not wooed and won me yet, she was 
nice to me. Tells me how I should take Will’s last name when I 
become a citizen. How her sisters’ daughters-in-law call their 
mother-in-law ‘mom’. Imply how we were the only shot at 
being a grandparent she has – Becky has some problem with 
her uterus that stopped her from getting pregnant, although 
she really wanted to while dating this guy she keeps breaking 
up and making up with. And Art loved his life way too much to 
be tied to a woman right then. She tells me how we shouldn't 
worry about hiring a babysitter, because she would be more 
than happy to help out. And that she and Greg would even as-
sist us �nancially if it came to that. When she was cooking, 
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and I was in there helping her with washing the dishes, she 
would point out some of the houses vacated near them. So 
many Hispanic families used to live there before the recession 
drove them out. She said we could get those someday because 
her one dream was having all her kids around her. Of course, 
coming from a culture that advises ‘when your mother-in-law 
moves east, you move west’, it was not sitting well with me. 
Then” she continued, “She started throwing �ts every time I 
came from work and locked myself in our room, to avoid talk-
ing to her. She has a husband who was su�ering from stomach 
cancer, and she lets him eat oatmeal for lunch. When I come 
from work, however, she cooks all kinds of foods just to bribe 
me. I --- I couldn't stand it. Will used to say, 'I know my mom is 
crazy' when I used to protest that she was harmless. When she 
really turned into a psycho, however, he started accusing me 
of being ungrateful. Would go on and on about all the things 
she did for us, all the trouble she went through to convince his 
stepfather to allow them to sponsor me, etcetera. I know see-
ing her like that hurt him and that I was the only one he can 
take his anger on because she was emotionally fragile and isn't 
even able to get out of her bed when depressed. The only thing 
she �nds comfort in is gambling and, although she is pretty 
good at it, she can’t always win. So, when she doesn’t have 
money to go out and gamble with, she sits at home and ob-
sesses over how I see her and whether I like her or not. It is like 
I can’t frown, or sigh, or walk directly to my room without her 
feeling it must have something to do with her. It was – emo-
tionally draining"

She removed the saucepan from the �re and replaced it with 
a half-full pot of water for boil.

"Anyway, the last straw came one morning when she was 
supposed to drive me to the Immigration O�ce in Tukwila. I 
didn't want to go with her, but she kept saying she knows how 
to get there and not to worry. When we got there, she couldn't 
�nd the place. The further she drove, the more anxious she 
got, and I knew we won't make it on time. So, I told her it was 
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ok, we can go back home, and I will come with Will some 
other time. I actually had to take a day o� from work to make 
that appointment. But she was always eager to impress me, 
and I didn't want to hurt her feelings. That made her so angry 
we almost got into a huge accident because she wasn't paying 
attention where she was driving. When we got home, Greg 
came out to see how she was - she has pulled over and called 
him so he could to tell her how to get back on the freeway. 
When he gave her a hug, because he treated her like she would 
break, she started crying. Then said if I wasn't talking to her, 
we won't have almost crushed. ‘She was talking to me’ were 
actually her words; like it was all my fault, after being so pa-
tient with her. I couldn't believe it. When we got in, I went 
into my room and slammed the door. When she came in the 
evening to ask if I won't eat something, she calls me ‘honey’ 
when she is scared, I yelled no. So of course, when Will came 
that night, she told him I was mad at her. He asked me what 
was wrong, so I explained what happened and said I was fade 
up with baby-sitting her, that I was not responsible for her in-
ability to grow up and don't want to have anything to do with 
her anymore. I was thinking more in the line of buying our 
own food and not coming in and out through the living room 
door. We were already paying 500 dollars to help with the 
bills, so we were basically renting a room from them. But no. 
He got so pissed o� he tried to throw me out. Literally... 
dragged me out the garage door and closed the door on me. 
When his sister came from work, she was the only one her 
mom was always trying to take care of, because she didn't 
think Amy needed protecting - like the boys did- and found 
me sitting outside crying, she took me in and tried to ask him 
what happened. That is when he grabbed a chair, smashed it 
into the TV and went out. When he came back, everybody was 
up and scared. Becky has told me to scream for help in case he 
turned violent. So, I pretended to sleep when he sat on the bed 
and called me. When I said, 'what do you want', he knelt next 
to my bed and cried - saying he was sorry, and he loved me. But 
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how the past 9 months have been a trial to him. How his 
friends avoid the subject of me, because they think I see myself 
as superior to them. Which I did when I came from Ethiopia; 
long before I learned the ways of people in America. Long be-
fore it cost me things I never knew I could lose. I voiced my 
opinion left and right, without realizing what bond he had 
with these guys. How they would have given their lives to save 
him when they were all together in Iraq. How they were the 
only people who understood what he was going through. How 
embarrassed his mom becomes when she gets together with 
her sisters and their daughters-in-law, and how he is avoiding 
family gatherings, so he doesn't have to hear somebody saying 
something cutting about his wife. Not just because he loves 
me, but because I was a black woman. And as the only black 
person in his family, he feels he has gotta have my back, no 
matter how right they may be. Said it was something I could 
never understand, because I was not born here. That he some-
times worries he would end up having bad feelings about 
some of his relatives because he can't help hearing the racist 
undertone in their accusation. It was the kind of thing Will 
never admits if you torture him; made me cry, actually"

Tears were dancing around her eyes. Aaron grabbed her 
shoulder and gave her a kiss on the neck.

"It has been going downhill for months but - I guess every-
body realized that time that it wasn't gonna work. But of 
course, we tried to �x it. Actually went out and got an apart-
ment. It was something that scared the living day light out of 
him: worried that his mother would go into depression when 
she �nds out we left because of her. We had these dialogues 
studied, telling her we love her but we gotta start living on 
our own now that I got a job etc. She actually looked relieved, 
as was her husband. Just made us promise to think about hav-
ing babies – she feels cursed that she hasn’t got one grandchild 
when her sisters were blessed with half a dozen. I promised to 
think about it, and I did over the next few weeks. Will and I 
were so in love after we moved out, so intoxicated with the 
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clean air we were able to breath, anything felt possible. Life 
was suddenly an adventure, almost as much as it was when I 
came from Ethiopia. It didn't matter how broke we were from 
paying �rst, last, and deposit; as well as buying the furniture 
we can. I will pick the �avor of the day out of the box of In-
stant Noodles we bought - thank God water is free! Will will 
cook it with an egg in such a way that it comes out brothy and 
delicious. And we will eat that out of the china I bought from 
Goodwill, while watching some movie we loved while he was 
in Ethiopia.

When we feel like going out, or using the internet, we will 
walk to the Starbucks down the street, sit by the window, and 
work or talk for hours. Sometimes one of us pretends to go 
for a napkin while the other stu�ed packets of sugar in their 
pocket; so we can have a less bitter co�ee in the morning. It 
was heaven, even if the kind that can't sustain itself once you 
got your cheque. 'A �ash in the pan', as you say. Now that we 
were rid of the melodrama at his parents' house and it was 
only me he has to come home to, he quickly got bored. When 
we were living with his parents, he used to smoke marijuana 
only once in a while, because he thought it would be disres-
pectful to his stepfather. Now that that obstacle is removed 
and he realized I wasn’t the type who can be ok with hav-
ing his friends over, he did it with a vengeance. And the more 
he "used", the more inconsiderate, and even cruel, he became. 
And the more we fought and the more he mocked my edu-
cation, my English, my pride - in short, everything he “loved 
about me” before; the less I liked myself and being with him. 
Which, in turn, a�ected our sex life and any plan to have a 
family with him. That, of course, convinced him that I never 
loved him and married him for the visa"

"Sorry to interrupt sweetheart. But I think...," he pointed to 
the pot. It was over-�owing. She took it out, put it aside and 
turned the stove o�.

"Alright, now you can continue" he said, smiling cheerfully. 
It was her side of the story, he can tell, that no one bothered 
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�nding out. The spaghetti would have to wait.
"I know it sounds pretentious," she said, opening cupboards 

and taking out plates "A woman born in Africa not wanting to 
be a mother since day one. I like kids. But not as dolls I would 
put a butter�y-tie on or a ponytail to make cute. No, as real 
human beings who can get messed up because you looked a 
certain way one day; or to whom something they saw in the 
street can become a lifelong pursuit. Kids are scary when you 
think of them that way. So, I was thinking I will think about 
kids when I was sure my husband was emotionally equipped 
to be a good father to them; after going to school and getting a 
better job than working at Goodwill. That is when he decided, 
since none of his friends' girlfriends saw any reason why they 
should not get pregnant the minute their guys came home, it 
must be because I didn't want to have a family with him. I 
mean this is a man who would let his mom tell me 'don't mind 
him... we are republicans' or 'never pay attention to what he 
says, we are Catholic' when we both know he was neither a re-
publican nor a catholic. It is very hard to believe being a father 
is what would make his life complete. I would have actually 
given in if his mother wasn't making his life a living hell by 
asking why I wasn't coming to visit her and why we weren't 
getting pregnant every time he went there. So, I said ‘no’ ... and 
that is when he started really hating the sight of me"

"I am sorry you gotta go through all this. It must have felt 
really lonely," he said, massaging her shoulder

"Yes..." she said, wiping quick tears with her hand, "If I told 
my family, it would have killed my mother - knowing her 
daughter was going through all these in a country she didn't 
know anybody in. And my brother would have told me to 
come back. And I can't come back without having to face 
everyone who heard and retold my 'romantic' love story and 
tell them how it was far from a "happily ever after" scenario. 
Not to mention how a woman is considered a failure if she has 
been married and failed to reproduce a child. It is bad enough 
to be divorced. But being divorced childless makes you like a 
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leper"
"Wow" he said, "Here- people congratulate you for not hav-

ing been stupid and brought a child into a life like that. Not 
that..." he coughed "I have any right to say anything, being on 
the way to a divorce and having two to explain what hap-
pened to"

"We had a good time though" she said, dreamily, "He used to 
call every Wednesday at 17 hours and would call me 'wife'. It 
used to make him so happy, calling me 'wife' and talking about 
'his wife'. I think it is one of the reasons why he petitioned me 
earlier than he �rst planned. People were asking him when his 
wife was gonna join him and he couldn't wait to show me o� - 
this beautiful Ethiopian girl who thought doggy was anal sex"

"No----"
"Yes" she said, "My brother was like an elite in my neighbor-

hood. We were all feared and respected. Nobody, not even the 
guys I had a crush on as a kid, would dare knock on our door to 
give me a love letter"

"Love letter?" Aaron exploded with laughter
"Don't you even start," she said, rolling her eyes. "I have cried 

nights after nights over boys who broke my heart, who would 
cover the novels I lend them with nice paper and write beau-
tiful calligraphy on it - we lend one another novels in the win-
ter [that is our summer; we have no school for three months] 
knowing full well they would never have the courage to ask 
me. Not to mention how I wouldn't have the courage to say 
yes. I loved him and he put so much in store in me that I felt 
failing him was failing myself"

"Ah... burdens... burdens..." Aaron said, setting the table in 
such a way they can look out the window when they were not 
looking at one another.

"Even with the few men I met at work and college, I was 'the 
brainy' girl. The no-nonsense girl. The girl who spoke beauti-
ful English, read books, and was destined for something great. 
I wanted to scream and yell that I wanted to be loved, to be 
happy and stupid, to live the life I read in books and watched 
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in movies. Instead... I swallowed my desire and continued try-
ing to live and behave the way they expected me to live and 
behave. It was painful but it wasn't like I was never gonna �nd 
love. Or so I thought until I realized my expectations were too 
high for any human man to meet. Most Ethiopian men do not 
speak English well, so aren't what you would call 'well read'. 
The ones who were are either hermits or looked down on 
everybody and everything. Until Will emailed me and asked 
what I would want from a man if he was my boyfriend, I 
thought I was gonna die alone unless I was willing to settle 
for something less. Which I wasn't even willing to consider - 
being my brother's sister. He said he is trying to get a cultural 
lesson to date this Ethiopian girl he was interested in in Amer-
ica. Later he told me he was trying to �nd out what it would 
take to win my heart"

"Aw shucks" Aaron said, more eager to eat than the telling of 
the story at this point. "You hand him the gun and the bullets"

"And guess who got shot?! He end up losing interest in Ras 
Kass, chivalry - which his Marine-training instilled in him 
along with calling everyone 'Sir' and 'Ma'am'; in Mother-Africa 
and Nubian princesses ... everything he was passionate about. 
And went to the �rst white girl who would give him the time 
of day; and only because he used to go on and on about 'his 
wife' and she thought he would make a good husband"

"I am sorry," Aaron said, putting aside the remote control 
he was half-heartedly milking. "That can't have been easy for 
you"

"Nor was it. The funny thing is, though, he acts like he still 
has the right to control my life even when he is going to her 
and hurting me. The day I looked like I don't care how badly he 
is behaving, or look happy no matter what he does, he comes 
galloping to see what was up. I don't know if it is because he 
thinks that, despite all this we may still end up together or 
because he would look like a failure to his family if I were to 
leave him. He comes home and goes crazy for no reason some-
times. I just ignore it"
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"Most men aren't happy to think of their women with other 
guys, even after they broke up with them" he said, realizing his 
throat was thick when he said that "Besides, I don't think your 
guy has moved-on yet, no matter what he does to hurt you. He 
may still love you or at least the idea of you. He resents you for 
not being who he thought you were, and so he tries to punish 
you for it. But he doesn't sound as if he is ready to let go yet?"

She looked up at him from the plate, "Is that what happened, 
in your marriage?"

"Nah..." he said, cutting himself a bread, "Mine wasn't half as 
dramatic. She was attracted to or believed she should be at-
tracted to - the way she believed she should love the color 
pink and own lots of shoes she can barely a�ord; ‘bad boy’ 
types. I.E. narcissistic men who saw themselves above all men 
and demanded to be treated as such. So, when we met and I fall 
in love with her, she decided she could do better. This was 
when she was still dancing at the Paci�c Opera House - I was 
there to help a friend out. We went out a couple of times, 'a girl 
has to eat' as they say - I guess, especially at the income she was 
making. Kept at it even when she becomes hot and cold; and 
jerked me around. Years later, she found out that neither her 
dream of becoming a Pavlova, nor scoring big with the artistic 
type of guy, panned out and she gave me a call. I didn't think it 
would last, but, whatever. Learned soon enough that she has 
not only lowered the bar but has a kid now with no father in 
sight. But I was ok with that, too. Even loved the girl. What I 
wasn't ok with was how her kid started calling me ‘daddy’ be-
fore we dated for a year. I panicked and run away. Then real-
ized I couldn't live without them, neither she, nor her kid, nor 
Riley – my dog, who I left with them on the days I worked 
nights and because she said Morg felt safer with him around. 
So ... anyway... came running back. We got a son; an outdoor 
tub and a barbecue pit that we used to have parties around in 
the summer; where I barbecued hot dog wearing my bandana, 
playing my records, and drinking beer; and she served potato 
salad and vegetable tray with dip. On the fourth of July, my 
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mom makes an Angel cake; everybody gathered at my parent’s 
place and the kids blow �reworks in the yard. Other holidays 
were held at the house of the brother whose turn it was. My 
wife loved parties as long as it didn't involve going to the 
house of a relative of mine. We were loud, obnoxious and un-
sophisticated to her, compared to her friends who were quiet, 
brooding and at the extreme end of “liberal”. When we aren’t 
throwing parties, we are playing puzzles, games or watching 
black and white movies while drinking hot chocolate. We 
went camping almost every other month, mostly backyard 
camping. But the kids loved it. On holidays, we did theme dec-
orations; she was really good at putting things together; 
Michael’s was her favorite place to shop at. Gets all kinds of 
patterns and had a sewing machine. Can’t tell you the kind of 
costumes my house saw. The kids loved dressing up, and she 
was excited with the planning stage. After the party is over 
and everybody has gone home – she becomes kind of like your 
mother-in-law used to. Depressed and just absolutely hating 
her life. For days, we tiptoed around her room because she is in 
one of her moods. I paid for a psychiatrist, thanks to Alaska - I 
was paid well - and I �nanced every project that caught her 
fancy. What I didn't know was how to talk to her. She can be 
cold, and I was too positive for her taste. I guess I wasn't what 
you may call hip enough - being more or less ‘working class’, or 
artistic enough – not being a tortured soul. Of course, I got my 
share of school-bullying when I was a kid. In kindergarten, 
there was this girl who seems to follow me around and throw 
�t every time I did something to upset her. After I grew up, I 
understood she was messed up because she grew up in such an 
abusive environment that she couldn’t understand what it 
means to survive in a place of harmony. Hostility she was 
most at home with, if not excelled at especially when, her ad-
versary – i.e. me - was somebody unwilling to retaliate. Back 
then, though, I was terri�ed of her. She was pretty and ma-
nipulative like you won't believe, with the kind of vocabulary 
that still jabs me in the eye at this age. She would ask me to 
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play with her. If I so much moved an inch, she would either roll 
on the ground; bruise her hands and say I hit her. Or drop stu� 
next to me and start crying that I took it from her. Genuine 
tears, just weeping her eyes out until I began to doubt my 
senses. When she isn't trying to frame me for something, she 
would say I was not being nice to her, that I was mean to her, 
didn't like her. I was her go-to guy for emotional melodrama, 
it seems. It was very traumatizing for a 7-year-old kid and 
used to cry myself to sleep because I was too sad and confused. 
But of course, I had weekends to get away from her and Sum-
mer was such a joy. Being away from school and doing stu� 
with my brothers. Despite the poverty, I had a fantastic child-
hood; I was neither abused nor abandoned. That, as you will 
learn someday, makes you deeply unpopular in some circles. 
Nihilism is way too cool and I was �ne with the simple things 
in life. I was so easy-going Kat – my ex – used to accuse me of 
having no personality or of borrowing it from my brothers 
while I quietly wondered what was to be gained in being so 
negative. Anyway... tried to do everything I can to make her 
happy; from changing my diet to getting a vasectomy because 
she didn't want another child. I didn't see the point either, as 
she seems more focused on her misery than the emotional 
well-being of her kids. Then... of course... she had the accident 
and decided to go back to her parents"

He was trying to catch his breath - this must be the most he 
said in years - when she asked. "So, you have a Vasectomy?"

"Yup" he said, looking deep into her face, "Six years ago. 
Didn't even tell my brothers I was having it done. I knew they 
would call me insane. But I loved her, and I thought 'whatever 
it takes'. Not to mention two kids - a boy and a girl - was more 
than I could ask for"

There was a brief silence, at which point he tried to roll a 
load of spaghetti on his fork and she tried to swallow what-
ever it was she was chewing. Finally, she looked up bravely.

"Yeah..." she said, "I have seen your daughter's posts on your 
Facebook page. She sounds like a really -- energetic girl"

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

202

"She is wonderful," he said, unable to hide his pride, "She was 
2 when I came into their life. But she got so used to having 
me around she used to ask why I wasn't in any of the pictures 
taken of her and her mom when she was pregnant with her 
and when she was really little. We would have to remind her 
how daddy didn't come until she was two years old. Her grand-
mother, on her mom's side, still talks about how she told her 
to get daddy when she o�ered to stay overnight after Morg 
had a cyst removed from her brain when she was seven. Her 
mother thinks it is due to my in�uence Morgan never wanted 
to take up ballet and played frisbee and soccer in junior high." 
Zema smiled while he continued, just to �ll the silence, "I have 
been accused of leaning towards my daughter more than I do 
my son, by my boy mostly; maybe because I wanted to give 
her all the love humanly possible. She was not only the most 
well-behaved kid, but used to have this look, a very grown up 
look - as if she understands love was something that has gotta 
be earned. As though she never takes anything for granted. 
Used to crush my heart that a child has gotta learn that in-
stead of just leaning on everyone around her. Still - I dare say 
both my kids are pretty healthy - emotionally - despite their 
mother being given to melancholy and seem to sometimes 
look through them. Of course, my little boy is given to tears – 
he has the ugliest crying voice in the world – it is hard not to 
laugh sometimes. And my daughter is too mature for her age. 
And if it was up to me, I would keep them here and she can 
come visit them. But I am the breadwinner of the family and 
she has a huge support network - so this made more sense. But 
I still gotta be part of the bigger decisions, such as should my 
son get braces, and can my daughter have a Facebook page. I 
wanted her to wait until she was 17, the problem with having 
a daughter used to be once they discovered boys you become 
an embarrassment to them. Now it is once they get a Facebook 
page. But she kept bugging me - her mom is the bad cop, for my 
good-cop - so I �nally gave in. It is also the only way to keep an 
eye on her these days"
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Cutlery. Plates. Chewing.
"It is not a problem, is it?" he said, looking up at her. Bet-

ter know now than later! "The vasectomy? Or maybe I should 
have told you, huh? I guess I had the impression you did not 
care much for kids. Wishful-thinking on my part perhaps"

"No... no" she said, "I was remembering a similar thing Will 
asked of me"

"Oh yeah?" he said, nodding for her to continue.
"The �rst year I came, he used to hate wearing condom 

when I am ovulating, etc. I have heard American birth-control 
pills have a lot of side-e�ects and also make you gain weight, 
so I didn't like them - was already at a weight I have never 
been from a carton of eggs being two dollars and meat being 
so available; only the rich can a�ord to eat unhealthy in my 
country. So anyway... he once told me how I can take this pill 
that would make my period come only four times a year"

"And?"
"And I said 'no'. I asked him if he knows what happens when 

a woman has her period, what kind of chemical changes her 
body goes through, how it is a mini-pregnancy and how mak-
ing a monthly period come every three months was a risk on 
my health and sanity I won’t take just to oblige him. He said it 
wasn't just for his bene�t, but I won't have to deal with cramps 
as much either. I said I would take my two-day light cramp 
every twenty-eight days over all that women go through by 
having irregular periods. I knew a girl who used to pass out 
when she gets her period"

He did not understand what the connection was, but he as-
sumed she would get to it; which she did. "That was just for 
taking a pill that I can stop any time. Yours is more of a per-
manent pill. So, I was wondering what kind of entitlement 
would allow a woman to ask a man of such a favor"

"Oh I wouldn't call it entitlement or favor," he said, suddenly 
losing his appetite for the food, the conversation and the re-
lationship "She made a good argument; about work schedule 
problems, and the kids, and maybe not always being in the 
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mood even when the time is right. So, I agreed to it as the saf-
est route - one that would improve our sex life and protect 
our marriage from going down a road most marriages end up. 
We had a really good Chemistry when the stars align, as they 
say," he chuckled "Besides, I wasn't too keen on having another 
kid, either. I may have assumed I would have it reverted if she 
changed her mind - too"

"And?"
"And it's been 7 years. I think 5 years is basically the cutting 

point."
"No, I meant did she try to change her mind afterwards?"
"Didn't even come up" he smiled "except once and - we had 

a �ght that day, that month more like. For a couple who were 
utterly miserable, we didn't �ght much. She would scowl and 
I will behave. There isn't a worse feeling than a woman rolling 
eyes at you as if she thought you were a freak. And that was 
how Kathleen communicated her frustration - 24 hours a day, 
7 days a week. Your kind of honesty - that I would tolerate any 
time rather than have another woman roll her eyes at me, as if 
I was some kind of disease. Anyway... it would have been too 
expensive and probably painful as hell - not to mention fruit-
less - to try and have it reverted"

"Hopefully" she said, smiling dreamily, "you don't have to be 
with anybody who would ask that of you"

He laughed. "And I may not do it for them" he said, "I have - 
kind of learned my lesson. Not about wanting or not wanting 
more kids. But how you can't keep a woman if she isn't in the 
mood to be kept. Besides, I did it for my marriage and my kids, 
not because I was a fool"

At this point, she got up. "Well" she said, "I think I am done 
eating. Can I watch some ‘Curb’, if you don’t mind?"

“You and Larry David!” he joked and watched the back of her 
skull while she �ddled and managed to turn the cable on. He 
was the only one aware of the not-so-subtle di�erence in her. 
Usually, she o�ers to wash the dishes after they ate, especially 
if he was the one doing the cooking; dishwashing machines, 
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she feels, are a waste of electricity and water. Today, she hasn’t 
even picked up the plate she ate on. It wasn’t a reaction one 
wouldn’t anticipate, when one brings up the subject of a Vas-
ectomy four months into a relationship. But it wasn’t like he 
can put it out there on the �rst date [“Oh by the way, in case 
you were hoping to procreate sometime in the future, I heard 
Turkey-Baster is the cheapest way to go”], the way he does 
on the handful dating pro�les he created. Later, he loaded the 
washing machine and sat next to her. When he put his arm on 
her shoulder, she shivered slightly. That is when he realized it 
was freezing cold in his living room. After the show, he drove 
her home and dropped her a block from her building.
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CHAPTER 36

Have they broken up? Aaron was not sure. He guesses 
he would have gladly let her go, if she wants to 
dump him after he told her his big painful secret. 

He would understand, of course, and forgive her. It was a deci-
sion he made, and he has to live by it. But he wished he could 
call her and ask if she was feeling better. That she no longer 
would avoid his eyes when they meet at work. But invading 
her privacy without her permission - even if his pride wasn't 
holding him back - was the one thing he cannot do.

He was feeling like drinking, and he was a little melancholic. 
He wished he hasn't been so defensive when she made that 
point about the pills. He should have admitted he sometimes 
feels cheated - gutted - out of his manhood for a woman who 
turned out to be not worth it. He ought to have been honest 
with her the way she always was, instead of closeting himself 
into this jail of uncertainty where he would have to remain for 
two more days before he saw her at work.

Then - for a reason he cannot explain, he found himself on 
his Facebook page. Maybe he was thinking about reading on 
Ras Kass or pay her husband's page a visit. But he did and no-
ticed he has been left a message. The message was from a name 
he did not immediately recognize. He opened it. “Heard you 
and your wife are no longer together. Hope it has nothing to do 
with what happened between us, has felt that way sometimes. 
If you need a friend, or any kind of comforting, you know 
where to �nd me, Jenny”

This was the one message he did not need right then. It 
wrecked his peace and fouled his mood even more. For when 
he said he has not cheated on his wife, he was only technic-
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ally telling the truth. He has slept with a woman who was not 
his wife while Kat wore his last name with pride. It was �rst 
a fantasy, a fantasy he tried to make his wife a part of when 
they still joked about things [birthday and anniversary gifts] 
then stopped talking about when it started to �rst annoy, then 
upset her. A fantasy she found out he has not given up on the 
day he asked if she could go open the store and deliver a fax 
machine for a customer who needed it before Aaron leaves his 
other job.

She has been quieter than usual, and has avoided his eyes, 
which is something she does when she is mad at him. He was 
not sure if that was because he asked her to get o� her behind 
and do something for him, or because she has been like that 
ever since he got laid o�. He ignored it and tried to cheer up 
the kids, on whose mood his wife’s silence always cast a dark 
cloud.

When she �nally lashed out at him for what she found on 
his laptop; he was both surprised and disappointed. Her ob-
jection, it seems, was not to what he was watching [lesbian 
sex] – or, as he used to put it, “she and another woman”. She 
understands that is half the adult men world’s fantasy. What 
she has an objection to, it seems, is his hiding this on his work 
computer and “beating o�” while they have all these bills to 
worry about.

If he has lost his job through a fault of his – then sat on his ass 
instead of taking whatever job comes his way; if he wasn’t the 
one working for 14 hours a day – trying to juggle two jobs, and 
if there wasn’t an element of an invasion of privacy, an utter 
disrespect, to it; he would have apologized. However, he was 
so hurt, felt so unappreciated, so belittled he just got up and 
left the bed. Later, when he has to come back to it, he said he 
was sorry she felt that he was hiding something from her – but 
it was not like he can watch it on their laptop – he has growing 
kids in the house – if she hasn’t noticed. And after the unpleas-
antness he has gotta put up with in his wheelchair van driv-
ing job; and the su�ocating boredom he goes through while 
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waiting for people to bring him stu� to �x in the second, mas-
turbating or at least watching those videos was what helps 
him wind down. How their sex life has not improved much, 
despite being there when she wakes up and goes to sleep at 
night and despite her asking him to have a procedure done, a 
procedure that did not boost his self-esteem. He said he was 
sorry he has proved a less than satisfactory provider. That no 
one is aware of his position than himself. However, he has and 
is trying to do everything he can to make sure they lacked for 
nothing. And, if things do not change for the better at the end 
of the year, he will do what some of his colleagues did – go to 
Alaska, drill for two years, and come back with some money 
that can keep them going until he gets a better – more satisfy-
ing, less embarrassing to her - job.

She did not even act like she was listening to him. The next 
morning, however, she grudgingly apologized for what she 
said. His family needs him, she added, so forget this nonsense 
about Alaska. She has been asking around and would pick 
more shifts at the Pilate Center where she worked as a free-
lance instructor.

The next couple of days, she sucked up to him: tried to cook 
his favorite food when he comes from work, became more 
talkative, ignored the kids being a bother. But the damage was 
already done. In her accusation, he has heard the resentment – 
the deep-seated anger. And that it had nothing to do with nei-
ther the porn on his laptop nor his inability to give her the life 
he once did. That she probably never had any respect for him; 
or at least felt he was deserving of her. So, he numbed his pain 
using alcohol, avoided his house and talked to her only when 
he needs to. He also applied to King County Metro for a driv-
ing job, the one job he held o� because he knew she disliked it 
more than she did the Cabulance driver job. It turned out to be 
the perfect job for a man trying to avoid his home life.

For �ve months, he came home long after she has gone to 
sleep and left when they walked through the door. Even his 
kids, sensing something was amiss, started looking as though 
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they wanted to cry when he reads newspapers, instead of eat-
ing, at the table on the few Sundays a month he was home.

Then, just like that, he got an interview for the job he has 
now. It was a job that not just paid much better than he was 
making as a bus driver but would restore him to his former 
glory as an Engineer and a man who likes to work with his 
hands. He did not tell her the news until he got his last pay 
cheque from King county metro and went home carrying two 
boxes of pizza from Papa Murphy’s. He could have splurged; he 
has thought about it. But wanted to make a point of not wast-
ing money. Not to mention how pizza was the one thing they 
cannot have, unless she made it herself. Then – when she rolled 
her eyes, as that was their way of communication nowadays, 
he broke the news to them. The kids gave him a hug, drummed 
the table in excitement and she said she always believed in 
him. It was his turn to avoid her eyes but not before he gorged 
on as much pizza as he can stomach and allowed his kids to 
partake of their �rst alcohol.

“Yup” he said when she asked if he was sure, “I was nine when 
I had my �rst cigarette and my daddy laughed at me when I 
coughed. Go ahead... a little of everything won’t kill you”

She was not the only one who realized the war was against 
her. The kids have looked at their mother inquiringly, and he 
has told them they don’t need her permission to do what he 
said they could do. So, they have �gured Daddy was suddenly 
cool, and mom, as always, wasn't liking it. But she was the only 
one who knew why. So, he wasn’t surprised when he heard her 
crying that night. He waited for her to stop. It seems to get 
worse. When, �nally, the volume reached a height where it 
was going to wake up the kids, he asked what the matter was. 
She mumbled things incoherent. He refused to feel sorry for 
her and grabbed a pillow to sleep in the living room. When she 
detained him and started to passionately kiss him, however, 
he gave up the anger. She did not say she was sorry in as many 
words, he has actually wondered if she responded the way she 
did because, for once, he wasn't playing the good guy. But her 
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body talked to him in a way it hasn’t before. She went down 
on him, didn’t even spit; then lay on her stomach and told 
him to try the back door – which he refused to take advantage 
of, as the pain used to make her scowl for days. He loved her, 
he has got a job and his wife back. So, he forgave her. Maybe 
that should have been enough. However – maybe because she 
could sense something needs mending between them, she in-
vited “a friend” to their house when the kids went to their 
Aunt’s for a one-week summer vacation.
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CHAPTER 37

She said she was giving him his birthday gift earlier 
this year. They have planned to go vacationing at a ski 
lodge a couple of months later, so he wasn’t sure what 

needs giving early. He hoped it was a ticket to the Nordiques’s 
game. They were his favorite hockey team. Even his email ad-
dresses have some form of x-nordiques in them. Alas, when 
he got home that night; what waited for him was a smooth 
sailing. Lights were dimmed, candles were lit, and champagne 
was soaking in a silver tub. His wife - the wife of his desire 
– was dressed in a dark red and black lingerie, wearing boots 
with her hair done up. She wouldn’t even let him kiss her 
when he tried to thank her for whatever she had planned. She 
smacked his butt and told him to take a shower and grab a 
bathrobe; she has a surprise for him. The persona she seems to 
have adopted for the evening almost made him wonder if she 
had BDSM in mind. He was not sure it was his cup of tea; there 
was enough emotional torturing going on in his marriage. But 
he was as excited as a man whose “wildest” night involved 
looking down and seeing his wife gag over a pubic hair that got 
stuck on the roof of her mouth. Or spitting onto a towel the 
saliva he wished, for once, she could fucking swallow. In fact, 
after all attempts at “mixing” things; he has learned maybe 
Vanilla was the safest, less guilt-ridden, less awkward, way to 
go.

When he got out of the shower, however, he thought he 
heard a conversation. It was not from the television either, ra-
ther from the way of the bedroom. He grabbed a towel and tip-
toed out. There was, indeed, a conversation. Another woman 
was complimenting her on her choice of wall colors. A woman 
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who was holding a champagne glass to her lips and was 
dressed as provocatively as his wife. That was when his mind 
exploded. He knew exactly what was going on. And, suddenly, 
he felt like he couldn’t breathe let alone have the muscle to 
go along with it. He was both excited and feeling a sentiment 
akin to dread: as if they were dressing up for a murder sui-
cide pact – a funeral, at least. He felt they should talk about it 
�rst. That rules should be made, safe words chosen, boundar-
ies ruled.

Not to her, however. When she came in to ask what the mat-
ter was and he told her they should have discussed it and ac-
quainted themselves to the idea, “Hush” she said. She was only 
too happy to do this one thing for him after the year they had. 
Plus, Jenny was experienced in these matters and was willing 
to lead the way. Then she led him – by the hand and butt naked 
– into the bedroom. There he met a girl she said she worked 
occasionally with; a woman who has been with both girls 
and boys and was willing to play the honored guest. Things 
started out hot, as they always do. He made out with his wife 
– to whom he was feeling the kind of intensity and love that 
he felt would burst his heart - then the other woman. Then... 
the women French kissed: his wife acting like she was prac-
ticing how to kiss the mirror, and the stranger's hand one on 
his wife's breast and the other on his penis. Then one of them 
grabbed the champagne; the bottle making a round from one 
mouth to another. The mouth quickly replaced by the lips of 
the person who was free for a kiss. Then Aaron was dragged, by 
his dick, to the bed.

It was not long before, in his dream-like state, he sensed his 
wife was taking the role of a spectator more than a partici-
pant. It was not that of a voyeur, either. More like a smiling 
shell of a woman whose makeup looks dry on her skin and lip-
stick more bright than it was earlier. When he asked, after too 
much attempt to include her, if she was uncomfortable, she 
said to stop worrying and have fun. She likes seeing him enjoy 
himself, but maybe he could enjoy them separately. This she 
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said in a perfectly natural way, laughing embarrassedly a little 
that he told her she was the best and got back where he was. 
What she did not say, and he didn’t realize, was the humili-
ation she felt at having to bring another woman home for his 
pleasure. Or how it feels to watch his eyes roll into his head 
while he is being blown by an expert who has no qualms about 
swallowing his cum or getting a facial from it.

After thanking the girl and giving her separate hugs, they 
went to sleep in each other’s arms. He slept like he has never 
slept before; well into the next day. And woke up spent, hun-
gry and deeply satis�ed. She, he later learned, lay awake for 
a long time. He was indebted to her, so did everything he 
can to make her happy for the next few weeks. They went to 
the movies. He cooked for her. Massaged her feet. And he still 
didn’t mention that night, however often she said she was 
too tired to do anything and went to bed early. The one time 
he casually asked, out of a sense of obligation, how whatwas-
hername was, she shrugged her shoulder to show she neither 
know, nor cares. However, what she has broken in him seems 
to have been broken in her too. When he asked if they ought 
not to go shopping for the skiing trip to Wenatchee/Mission 
Ridge, she said they could go if they want but she wasn’t com-
ing. But it is supposed to be a family trip, Aaron pleaded. They 
have already told the McIntoshes they would join them there 
and Morg has been looking forward to this all year.

Would she rather go to a camping trip then, Aaron asked 
after waiting for a response that didn’t come. They still have 
those three days o�. “You have three days o�” she said point-
edly, “I do not! So why don’t you go ahead and do what makes 
you happy? That is what you do anyway”

Aaron would have cancelled the whole trip and stayed home 
watching his kids playing video games. Upon second thought, 
the idea of having the whole house to herself seems to excite 
Kat. Why won’t he take the kids camping, she asked. It would 
give her some time to herself, help her clean up the garage, put 
the �nishing touch on the covers and start working on those 
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beads.
Aaron is sure the accident wasn’t pre-planned. But the vio-

lent way with which she cried when he tried to talk her out of 
going to Wisconsin has made him wonder if some part of her 
wasn’t grateful it happened. It was as if he was the big bad wolf 
coming to take this opportunity for getting away from her. To 
drive that point home, or so it seems, she rejected every one 
of his attempts to make her surrounding more comfortable, 
and her movement easier. The minute she can get out of bed, 
she assured him, she would hop on the plane to Wisconsin and 
no longer be his problem. Now if he can leave her alone so she 
could get some sleep.

For the month he has to make sure their kids got ready for 
school on time, did he sense the separation was coming? He 
did. Did he foresee they would probably be better o� in the 
long run? He did. Did that make everything hurt less? It did 
not. It has hurt more as times passed by and they didn’t seem 
any closer to working out a plan to make a life together for the 
sole reason that she wasn’t willing to talk about it. Of course, 
four years later, and especially after she told him he has the 
permission to date other people, he has felt if ever they got 
back together, it would have to be in their old age, after the 
kids left home and time has healed all wounds. Here it was 
now, the reminder, neatly packaged in a Facebook message. A 
woman with a milky-white skin, the tattoo of a dagger on the 
back of her neck, at least three ear buds. A woman with small 
breasts and �rm thighs. A woman who was very energetic and 
very insatiable.

“Thanks” he typed back “It was good hearing from you. Been 
a while. Please keep in touch”

Before he could decide if that was enough or to add or sub-
tract to it; his phone chimed. It was a tone he assigned for 
Zema; a piano version of Johnny Cash’s “I walk the line”. "Sorry 
I didn't say a proper goodbye earlier" it read, "And if I said 
anything that hurt your feeling, I apologize. I was trying to 
understand it before accepting it - because it feels major and 
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somewhat senseless. I still don’t know how I feel about it. But 
my heart is still yours and I can't wait to see you on Tuesday"

He was too happy to protest. "I love you too." he messaged 
back, "And thanks. I was worried this morning was the last I 
would hear from you"

“But I promised I won’t disappear without explanation re-
member?” she asked.

“I know, but you only care about someone’s feelings when 
you still care about them” he added, feeling extra vulnerable, 
“Other’s people’s feelings become inconvenient sometimes; 
something you would shrug your shoulder at and can’t be 
bothered about."

“Well I still care about you,” she added, with a smiley face, 
“and your feelings. I know you said you are �ne with it, but 
have never wished if I could give you a hug and you can spend 
the night in my arms more than I did today”

He smiled “Well... I am taking you to Puyallup on Friday. 
Maybe if we get time afterwards, we can do that”.
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CHAPTER 38

The Fair was a big thing in his family. Kathleen did not 
like crowds - she considered herself a one-on-one 
person. She hated the sun, neither ate the food nor 

did the rides, because a. she has an apple-type body and 
needed to always be thin; and b. after years of standing on 
her toes - any kind of unexpected-violent movement throws 
her body’s balance out of whack. So ... after years of having 
her white clad, hat covered �gure waiting for them with all 
the resentment in the world at a chair somewhere - bunched 
up or being pushed against two group of happy campers, ei-
ther overweight or eating some greasy food, he and his kids 
decided to leave mom out when going to these annual events. 
That way, they ate what they wanted. They rode the rides 
they wanted. And they came home tanned and full - mostly 
asleep in the back of the car. It was an all-round satisfactory 
arrangement. He gets to play his song and she gets a bag of 
baker's dozen Fisher's cranberry orange scone - which is the 
only Fair food she liked. After the kids have gone to sleep, and 
they each had a glass of cocktail [she was good at mixing al-
coholic beverages, after having worked as a bartender for two 
years] they would go to bed buzzed and have a slow sex. He 
never understood what it was about not having them around 
for a day, whether it was at the fair or while celebrating Easter 
at Grandma’s that seems to put the life back in her. She was 
more cheerful, less given to groans and contented. He liked 
and missed those days.

He was determined to make this a special day too. Zema 
has, in passing, mentioned how September 11 was her new 
year but that she hasn't celebrated it ever since she came to 
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America. Not just because it coincided with another unfortu-
nate day; but because holidays were especially painful days 
which Will and his friends tried to actively forget while they 
were deployed. He hates them now and gets stressed out more 
than anybody else when they come around. So, she kind of 
drifted apart with him; despite loving window-shopping for 
Christmas and sending money three times a year [on New Year, 
Christmas and Easter] to the heads of her extended family.

He has meant to surprise her by driving to the Puyallup Fair 
and saying “ta-da”. Alas, he was the one in for a surprise. Will, 
it seems, has brought her here the �rst year she came. He has 
taken her to petting the various barn animals, which she grew 
up with, and even won her a trophy - a stu�ed animal, after she 
told him she never had one as a kid. She was kind of attached 
to that animal, too, which she called Leo - after a cat that used 
to come and go as he pleases at her in-law’s house. Then a co-
worker's kid saw it on one of the days she was to have her hair 
done and wouldn't stop playing with it. She didn't want to 
give it up. And the mother certainly insisted the child, and its 
tears, be ignored. But Will couldn’t go gaga-over and pet the 
child enough. In the end, Leo the stu�ed lion changed hands; 
with promises of a return upon the kid falling asleep. It never 
happened.

"How about" Aaron said, when she told him that story, after 
they walked by a skinny girl with whistles and the thickest 
voice in the planet; o�ering a cute furry lion for anyone who 
could bag the ball three times. "You hold this for me, and I get 
it for you?".

"Oh no..." she said trying to detain him, instead of taking the 
caramelized popcorn. "I don't want you to do that!"

"Why not?" he said, smiling "You can take it home with you 
and tell him you got it at Goodwill"

"But" she whined, as if anticipating his failure. And, true 
enough, he failed to bag the ball no matter how hard he tried; 
no matter where he stood and which angle he threw it from. 
The more she discouraged him from spending another �ve 
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dollars, the more feverish he got. It was like he was �ghting 
with the ghost of Will and refusing to be beaten.

After 15 shots and 25 dollars, they were surrounded by a 
sizable number of well-wishers and hecklers eager to see him 
score or give up. His tense energy and red ears added to the 
drama in a way that embarrassed even the fair girl who begged 
him to try for free before handing her another game ticket. It 
was as if she wished she could hand it to them, so they'd be on 
their way. She tried to give him tips on how and not to shoot, 
helped by two young boys who seem impatient to take their 
turn.

By the time Aaron was out of the tickets in his pocket and 
decided to hit an ATM machine to get more, his eyes were 
dazed, and his neck was hurting. He was both mad at himself 
and annoyed at Zema's obvious desire to walk away. "Just wait 
here, will you, I will be back" he semi-yelled and left her there. 
When he returned, however, she wasn't there. The girl [who 
strained a sigh upon beholding him] said his girlfriend has said 
she would sit in the shade and wait for him. He wasn't sure 
Zema did that because she was embarrassed or mad. However, 
it was enough of a disapproval to make him change his mind 
about trying further and follow the direction to where the girl 
thought Zema might have headed, checking his phone to see if 
she has called.

"The girl said you were in the shade, but I was afraid you 
have left me already," he said, when he found her and threw 
himself on the bench beside her. He was feeling emotionally 
exhausted than physically tired. Not to mention, plain wish-
ing he had stayed home that Friday morning.

"Yeah..." she said, squeezing a paper-cup in her hands, "I was 
thirsty and felt dizzy so got water from the �lter-sellers over 
there"

"I couldn't make a bag", he said after they watched, in si-
lence, all the happy campers bustling about. "I couldn't - no 
matter how I try".

Her face was hard to read. She said she thought that was why 
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they were giving free stu�ed animals, because scoring wasn't 
supposed to be easy. "Even Will, growing up as he did playing 
basketball - it took him a while before he got it in"

He wasn't in the mood for another round of Will. He got up; 
stretched his back and asked if she still wanted a drink. He 
wanted to be alone, and she didn't make any attempt to pre-
tend she wanted to come along.

"Sure", she said, smiling the kind of half-smile she gives 
mothers who cheerfully apologize for a cookie their kid 
dropped and crushed on a carpet she just swept up, "anything 
with water in it".

When he returned after about 10 minutes, he's got an ice-
water, lemonade, and the stu�ed animal that became the 
source of so much pain. He was struggling to keep it under his 
arms while carrying the two drink buckets that she got up to 
relieve his burden. "I bought it", Aaron said, to the question 
in her eyes, "I didn't want you to go without your lion, so I 
bought it"

She asked, somberly, how much he paid for it.
"Twenty bucks!" he said, laughing bitterly, "Can you believe 

it? I spent nearly thirty-�ve bucks on a twenty-buck stu�ed 
animal. I should have simply paid for it instead of embarrass-
ing myself in front of everyone. The girl said she has to go on 
her break soon; but I can buy it if I want. I think she was just 
trying to get rid of me. I won't be surprised if she has packed 
and moved elsewhere."

She stood on her toes, gave him a kiss, and hugged the ani-
mal. Then said as he has paid the entrance fee and spent so 
much on the toy; she will be paying for the rest of their stay 
there - it wasn't open for discussion.

Although buying the toy didn't save him from the earlier 
embarrassment, it helped make the rest of the day go better. 
Bouncing back from �rst �ghts is a hard move that demands 
various delicate maneuvers. Trying to convince her not to 
buy all the food they came across; then sitting under the many 
tents eating greasy food out of the same paper-bag, box or 
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bucket while being smiled at by almost everyone around [save 
for the black couple by the entrance of the tent] seems to do it.

What's more, the girl who told him on coming in that she 
won't get on any of the rides except the safe ones, like the 
Scooters and Merry-go-rounds; seem suddenly transformed 
into a woman willing to try anything. She even massaged his 
cock while they were in the Ghost Mansion - Thrill ride; some-
thing she has shied from doing in public, even when it was a 
giant park where you can walk for hours without seeing any-
body else.

He knew she was trying to compensate for his bruised ego. 
However, the furtive caresses were enough to put him in the 
mood that he readily agreed when she suggested they skip the 
Chinese lantern festival - which won't start until 6ish - so he 
could take her to his place before dropping her outside work 
- where her husband usually picks her up from. Even when he 
suggested, after a steamy quickie on his couch, why he won't 
skip wearing a condom from now on; she didn't object imme-
diately.

She was cleaning herself using a hand towel and warm water 
from the shower when he walked into the toilet room, with 
his wet underwear - which he used to wipe his penis and what-
ever leaked out of the condom - in his hand.

When she saw him at the door, she instinctively put her 
knees together.

"What?" he said, laughing, "We can't do what we just did, and 
you continue to be embarrassed to be naked around me"

She smiled, got up and pulled up her underwear.
"C’mon" he said, hugging her from behind, while his bare 

nakedness showed in the mirror behind her, "you have seen me 
making a fool of myself in front of two dozen of people. What 
worse secret can you be hiding in there?"

"I am not hiding," she said, washing her hand "Just not used to 
being naked in front of people".

"Neither am I," he said "But you aren't just people and I don't 
feel like hiding anything from you. In fact, I was thinking - 
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didn't wanna say it earlier because we were in a rush - but - 
how about ... you know we don't use a condom next time?"

She looked quickly up. "Don't use a condom?"
"Yeah, I mean you know my situation. And you said you 

never do it without a condom with - you know. So maybe we 
could give it a try. You feel so tight it kills me not to be able to 
enjoy you without rubber"

"I don't know," she said quietly. "I haven't really thought 
about it"

"Well do now," he said, kissing the back of her neck. "Don't 
you want me in there, �esh to �esh, instead of in some syn-
thetic bag with all kinds of chemicals in it?

"It would feel weird," she said, seeming unable to look her-
self in the mirror. "Wrong, even. Using condom with him, and 
not with you?"

"But I am the last man who would fuck another woman on 
you" he turned her around to face him "You know that, don't 
you? That you are the only girl for me?"

She looked up now. Despite the romp on the couch, her face 
still seems guarded. He grabbed her hand and put it on his 
heart. "Listen" he said whispering not to drown out the sound 
of his heart - which was drumming against his chest rather 
fast "That is how I feel when I am around you. Day and night, 
whether you are smiling at me, or whether somebody has 
upset you and you look cast down, or when I feel like you were 
mad at me the way I did earlier; my heart still beats like crazy"

"I wasn't mad at you," she said, pulling her hand back, "I was 
mad at myself. I didn't realize talking about - other people 
a�ect you that much."

"What?" he said annoyed, "So I was vain and stupid. How is 
that your fault?"

"I don't know" she said, tears ready to pour out of the side of 
her eyes "But I always get accused for it in the end. First it is ‘oh 
you are so honest; oh you are so open’. A year later it's ‘you are 
evil and ugly on the inside’. So, I would start wondering if they 
were right and keep things to myself"
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"Hush..." he said, half laughing half kissing her "I know you 
are not talking about me, so I am gonna ignore that comment. 
A year from now, if we are still together, we would be going on 
day hikes and making love in tents. I won't stick you in a room 
with my family and expect you to play a Barbie doll. Three 
times a year is how often you have gotta deal with them, 
Christmas, Thanksgiving and Fourth of July. Maybe on Easter 
Sunday. Even then, I will be there with you, so they won't have 
a chance to get on your nerves. As for telling me about your 
past, I see it as your attempt to show the world you aren’t a 
one-dimensional foreigner we hear about and assume belongs 
to one category. Like saying ‘the Irish love to drink’ or ‘All 
Jews hate themselves’. We do that because it is easy and that 
is what America has been about since inception: �nding short 
cuts. You are trying to say you are more than that, and I do 
believe you are more than that, but you are not sure of that. 
When we have more time together and got more stu� to do, 
you won't need to explain yourself so much because I already 
would have known you"

"What if you found out that you like me less?"
He laughed – an emotionally charged thick-throaty laugh.
"That is a very hard question to answer," he said, "But I know 

for sure that I won't use terms like 'ugly on the inside' and 'evil' 
to describe you. I am sorry you were made to feel that way. But 
if I am nothing else, I am a grown up; always been, even when 
I wasn't. I won't go out of my way to hurt others. Especially 
when I want to spend the rest of my life with them"

Tears reigned on her eyes again.
"But why?" She said, "Why do you love me - when you can do 

so much better?"
"Because you loved me �rst, Doofus" he said and kissed her 

forehead. "I was driving around trying to kill time when you 
�agged me down. Took a closer look, liked what I saw and de-
cided to keep you. I told you. I only vaguely knew you before 
that night. That night, you stepped out into the light and I 
said 'Wow. I wonder what it would be like to fuck her without 
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condom’"
She laughed, the kind of choked laugh she laughs when his 

words have penetrated her soul. The kind of penetration that 
always makes her brave and daring; ready to give and receive 
love. A love that, for a minute, makes him lose sight of the 
reality and convince him nothing can come between them. 
The kind of copulation that involves the arms, the legs, the 
pillow and the sheets; and cannot be contained by bedframe. 
By the time they �shed their clothes out of the blanket on the 
ground and made the bed [she makes a point of never leaving 
her room with her bed unmade, she has told him, in case she 
never came back. Her way of leaving a good – clean – impres-
sion on whoever �nds her mangled body] Aaron was glad they 
left Puyallup early or she would have had some explaining to 
do over at Will-Central.
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CHAPTER 39

Despite catching himself unconsciously waiting for 
the cold shoulder, he settled into his new routine 
easily. He has a girlfriend, he joked to his friends, 

and she is Ethiopian. When they asked what she does or why 
he isn’t bringing her around; he became vague. He wasn’t em-
barrassed to say she was a janitor, despite her asking him not 
to part with that information unless it was necessary. His 
father owned a residential window washing business and has 
managed to not just support a family but give his kids a nice 
middle-income life complete with a garden, parking garage 
and bedrooms based on gender and seniority. They would see, 
he was con�dent, she didn’t belong there; or at least won’t 
stay there for good. She has, after all, told him how guys and 
gals from her country who were Doctors and Chemists end up 
as dishwashers in America for lack of speaking good English. 
And English, she has impressed then, isn’t a mark of being edu-
cated. After all, a farmer in Kenya speaks English, and a scien-
tist in China does not.

Alas, he was still hesitant to tell them the name of her 
chosen profession. Not just because he didn't want them to 
associate him with a girl who cleans vomits and scrubs the in-
side of toilets. But because in introducing her as a Janitor, he 
fears he would force them to form an opinion of her even be-
fore meeting her. An opinion through which they would �lter 
everything she say and do; and feel - even unto him.

“The funny thing is, Chad – my older brother who works at 
Home Depot – told this Ethiopian girl, cashier I think, that 
his brother was dating a girl from her country and he said she 
asked him what your name was. Are the rumors true, do all 
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black people know one another or…?”
She laughed. “Didn’t I tell you our names are usually taken 

from our language?”
“Well... you do say a lot of things," he teased "Kind of hard to 

remember them all”
“Oh, you are tired of me already” she said mournfully, “Will 

told me once he used to skip paragraphs of my email after we 
knew one another better”

“I won’t skip your email, don’t be silly” he said. “I will just 
not open them”

“Really?”
“Nah... I am teasing you,” he said, smiling. “The last time 

I got an email was from PayPal telling me I have unclaimed 
money in my account they would transfer to the state if I 
don't log in for �ve years; I even read that, and I am not in 
love with them. I love you and that is despite your silly ex-
pectation that if I love you, I will love every little thing that 
caught your fancy. Your music, for one. If you know anything 
about me so far, it should be I am very particular about my 
music choices”

"I know you hate rap," she said, rather too quickly - he 
thought.

"I hate rap?"
"Maybe not ‘hate’," she said, a little thrown by his look "But I 

haven't come across one rap song on your list"
"That doesn't mean I 'hate rap'," he said, his throat going sud-

denly dry, "There are aspects of rap songs, or at least the ones 
I came across, that I did not like. The degradation of women, 
the glorifying of consumerism, the violence. But I have come 
across rap-songs that I liked. I just don't seek them out because 
I never felt the need to justify my taste or go after something 
just to prove a point, in this case - that I am not racist! I do not 
think rap is more than one aspect of black culture. And I do 
not believe all black people love all rap. Not by a long shot"

"How about bikers," she said, trying to ease the tenseness in 
his voice with a laughter, "The only two times I saw you being 
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really angry is when you see a biker cut in front of you and 
those people on the freeway who wait until the end of the - 
whatwasitsname - to pull in?"

"Actually, I am more angry at those who allow them in" he 
said, after coughing out the anger he felt choking him a minute 
ago, "When you reward bad behavior by compliance, you are 
encouraging for it to continue. If everyone said no, they will 
take that exist, drive around and get back on the freeway later. 
Next time, they will think twice about waiting till the last 
second to merge in."

"See?" she said laughing riotously, "Vegans, bikers, and those 
guys; those are your only passions"

"Oh, I wouldn't call that my only passion" he said, grabbing 
her by her waist and pulling her against himself. "I have a pas-
sion for your ass too. And I love all of your music - but only 
when I hear you humming it. I start wondering where you 
have gone in your head right then"

She turned around and put her arms around his neck.
"Yeah... I never noticed I hummed until a colleague of mine, 

African-American, said it was because that is how our ances-
tors used to pass the time when they were working the �elds" 
she said "She was right, even if it wasn't in a way she meant. 
Music is how Ethiopians spoke their heart out without being 
judged by their neighbors. They shared their secrets in a song. 
They supplicated with God in a song. They told their griev-
ance in a song. You guys riot, we sing"

"No wonder you always cry when you hear your music," 
Aaron observed, relaxing into his easy-going self "They sound 
sad, all of them"

"I don't cry because they are sad," she protested "not all of 
them, anyway. I cry because I felt so at odds with most of my 
country people that I never felt Ethiopian enough. Like by 
being myself, and not like everybody else, I was pretending to 
be something I was not. That it made me less authentic, less 
patriotic, not quite as Abesha or Habesha as everyone else – a 
stepchild, almost! Then I came to America and realized I have 
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all this… Ethiopianness that was embedded in my soul that I 
didn't even know existed. And that - that visitation from that 
spirit of Ethiopianness - or ‘Habeshaness’, as we call it, is what 
makes me cry"

"So, you are celebrating your Ethiopian-ness in tears?" he 
said thoughtfully. "You are one odd woman"

"Will says that too," she said, laughing "or used to before 
he started saying he went all the way to Africa to marry an 
American woman. He used to hug me laugh and say, 'what am I 
gonna do with you' when I cried over every little thing the �rst 
time I came here. I cried for like half an hour after he showed 
me the �oating bridge and the surrounding area. It was so 
beautiful. I was overwhelmed"

He was starting to wish if the name Will was one of those 
that need not be spoken about under his roof. None of his 
girlfriends, or wife, talked about their exes as much as she 
does. Granted she was still married to the guy, and that her 
whole American experience was based on what Will was will-
ing to give her; he was beginning to think that is all they do 
when they aren't watching a movie or cooking together, talk 
about Will. Not to mention how everything they experience 
together feels like it has been experienced before. Like they 
were only recycling her time with Will, a hand-me down love. 
But he couldn't help observing, "I am beginning to think this 
husband of yours maybe more of a gentleman than you make 
him out to be. If not a gentleman, then de�nitely a gentler 
man”

There was a quietness and the straightening of shoulder. 
There seems to always be a quietness and a straightening of 
shoulder when he mentions Will in a conversation.

“Do I?” she asked gravely, letting her arms slide from his neck 
to his shoulder, no longer hugging him. “Do I make him sound 
bad?”

“Only when you are hurt,” he said.
“Yeah... Salim said something like ‘how is the jerk’ the other 

day and it bugged me for hours. Even if I didn't know for sure 
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Will never talks about me to anybody [that is why Becky was 
so surprised when he threw me out - because he never said a 
bad word about me, however much others disliked me] he is 
still my husband. I did love him once and in a way, I think I still 
do. If not as a man, but as a kid I want to protect”

“Yeah... not many people have the wisdom to not diss with 
the disser” Aaron said. “I am not good at ganging-up against 
people, maybe because I followed my brother Marvin every-
where and got my ass handed to me over things that were none 
of my beeswax. That used to piss my wife o�, she comes home 
fuming about something from work and expect me to respond 
in kind. She was very passionate. I, being Mr. Soulless, would 
either shut up or try to comfort her in a way she doesn’t want 
to be comforted. Was always being accused of not being sup-
portive of her or being the one man she can’t talk to”

“You called her ‘my wife,’” Zema said dreamily.
He was not sure how to respond to that when she continued. 

“I sometimes wonder why you got married. You seem to have 
less in common than Will and I”

“Because she was hot” he said and laughed when Zema rolled 
her eyes. “Not to mention how the girl I went to the prom 
with, then dated for four years afterwards, has told me she has 
other plans when I called from the train station to come pick 
me up a year previously. So, I was not exactly rolling in self-
esteem"

She was still looking annoyed, so he continued, “I saw her on 
her bare feet, practicing, when I went to do some electrical 
work for a friend who used to be in a band. They were giving 
this ‘Save the last dance’ themed thing a try - part ballet, part 
funk. She was living with a fellow dancer back then, Marlena, 
who took her in when she moved from Wisconsin to advance 
her career. They were both living o� unemployment, despite 
working 6 days a week at the company and having to cover 
their own expenses when it came to wardrobe, makeup and 
transportation. But their passion for dancing, despite the low 
wage, the competition, the need for perfection; the problem 
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with image, the pain they have to go through every day, the 
knowledge that there was no real future to the job, it was still 
unbelievable. There is no such thing as ‘a day o�’ when you are 
a ballet dancer. Say she is out eating something she might have 
to throw up later, but you can feel her tapping underneath the 
table. Stretching everywhere she goes. Standing on her toes 
and sucking her stomach every time she came across a mirror 
- as if it was one of her artistic evaluators. Once, while I was 
giving her a foot massage in my car, because a part of her �bula 
has fractured long time ago and still hurts; she buried her face 
in the pillow and cried for what felt like hours. She told me 
how exhausted she was of it all. How, at 25, she has already 
begun worrying how it was all going to end. Will she have a 
traumatic fall? Will her body start giving out? Will she get 
�red and not �nd another job? How she wished somebody has 
warned her about this when she was an 11 years old girl, trying 
to out-tap dance her 9-year-old sister. Which was really her 
passion, until one of her teachers told her parents she has the 
form for a dancer and to sign her up in a ballet school. She used 
to break into tap-dancing those �rst few weeks of our friend-
ship, when the possibility that I may think myself equal to 
date her didn’t even occur to her. My buddy, who was part of 
the show, has told me how some of these girls took out loans 
to eat so as long as you were paying, they will go anywhere. 
Back then, she told me how she has dreams where she �nds 
herself tap-dancing into the clouds because tap-dancing is like 
‘Red Bull’, it gives you wings. For a boy who grew up watching 
Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly defy gravity with tap-dancing, it 
was a breath of fresh air. Anyway, fall completely head-over-
heels in love with her and started following them around like 
a groupie every time they had a show. Marina was older and 
more mature; she also liked me. She may have told Kat it was 
in her best interest to keep me around. So, Kat would be nice 
to me when she felt like it, make out with me in the car, then 
treat me like shit when I o�er to come up. Make fun of the way 
I dress, the way I walk, my lips”
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“Your lips?” Zema said, looking intrigued
“You know” Aaron said, already regretting this slip of the 

tongue, “People with thin lips are supposed to be cruel or 
some such nonsense”

“I don’t know about cruelty, but I know you are a wonderful 
kisser,” she said looking closely at them, “You don’t poke a girl 
with your tongue or force it down her throat the way some 
men do. You just lead in and kind of envelope, like an embrace”

“Yeah well, I have lived longer so maybe I have some ex-
perience to draw upon” Aaron replied, cheered, “Anyway, like 
I said, I was getting a lot of mixed signals from that quarter. 
Seeming interested then keeping me at an arm’s length in a 
way that made it obvious she was holding o� for Mr. Perfect – 
or at least a guy who was a head taller than she was. The day 
I surprised her by o�ering to come when they were headed to 
Harlem to perform ‘Salome’, I realized I was literally a meal 
ticket to her. Despite my head full of hair, she wasn’t into me 
and she never will. I wept all the way home, if you would be-
lieve it, broken hearted – like a kid. Of course, I went back 
once or twice, because I was desperate to take whatever she 
was willing to give me. She was nicer to me, almost repentant, 
and I was beginning to form wild hopes when Marlena pulled 
me aside and told me Kat was happier not because she gave 
two shits about me but because she was seeing this choreog-
rapher guy; and I should do myself a favor and scram. Needless 
to say, it always felt like an un�nished business, the thing with 
Kat. No one was more charming than she was when she felt 
like it, when she was �lled with the right kind of hormones 
and not self-hatred and anger against everything around her. 
Besides, there were times in which she has really considered 
dating me and acted it. I kept wondering if things would have 
gone di�erent if I wasn’t so needy. If she wasn’t so obsessed 
with ‘making it’. If there weren’t all these people standing in 
our way. When she called back years later, I was seeing Susan 
– the girl I met at a record store on Queen Anne. She was kind 
of chubby and sort of shy but had the kind of personality I 
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thought makes a guy look beyond all that when I was – more 
idealistic. She still is the one woman who knew and loved the 
things I knew and loved. Finished our sentences and all that 
crap. I would have been quite content with her, even took her 
home to meet my family on the Saturday before Christmas 
that year, so she can be part of our ornament exchange cere-
mony – we do that in place of exchanging gifts.

Still, when Kat called and asked me to drop by her work 
[she was bartending then; yeah with butter�y tattoos, cow-
boy hats and all that], I went, knowing full well she wasn’t 
just “an old friend”. The fact that I have a girlfriend didn’t stop 
me from making out in her car and having her ride my cock 
afterwards. It was all so unexpected, like I have met a whole 
new Kat. A Kat who eats, drinks and smokes like there was no 
tomorrow. A gentle, warm-hearted, non-image obsessed Kat 
who seem to have learned her lesson and was seeing me in a 
new light! And you don’t know how �exible a woman can get 
until a ballet dancer let you nail her wherever you want be-
fore she kissed you goodnight outside her apartment and says 
she will see you tomorrow. When she seem eager to intro-
duce you to her co-workers, let you keep her out for as long 
as you want, and tells you she was keeping you a secret from 
her roommate because she wanted to make sure you were the 
one before you meet them. I was so �attered and dazed that I 
stopped answering Susan’s call, then broke up with her on my 
way home three days after I reconnected with Kat. Susan felt 
so disrespected that I end it with a text that she refused to 
even talk to me when I came to my senses and decided to make 
a run for it. Remember how I told you I broke up with Kathleen 
when I realized she was just a single mother out of options?! 
You won’t believe the shock I felt the evening I walked into 
her apartment, with a bottle of wine for the famous ‘Morg’, to 
�nd her sitting in a booster seat, playing with the crayon she 
was supposed to color a placemat with. Only Susan refused to 
take me back. She said I was the last straw that broke her faith 
in men. That I could be so shallow after all we have been to 
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one another. It was pure lust, of course, but she wouldn’t have 
wanted to hear that. It is the one decision I still regret, I think”

“I feel like that could have easily been me if I were born in 
this country,” Zema said mournfully. “I know you think I am 
pretty and all. But I am not, where I come from. I grew up being 
made fun of for my forehead, my small nose and my big lips. 
I have to grow up and be reassured by my coworkers a dozen 
times before I could believe I was anything other than ugly. 
Still, no one would call me pretty. ‘Cute’ or ‘lovely’ maybe. 
Never pretty”

“Well... you are gorgeous here,” he said, “Which is why I 
can’t, for the life of me, understand why you would go for a guy 
like me. I can see it even in other people’s faces – what is this 
old white guy doing with this hot black girl”

“That is what you think” she said dismissively “What they 
are really thinking is ‘what is a white guy not dating a white 
woman doing with a black girl. Isn’t she supposed to be Asian 
or something?”

“I am just spit-balling here,” he said, laughing “but I have a 
feeling you nurture a resentment against Asians that goes be-
yond having your colleague being refused to rent one of their 
rooms?”

She did not whitewash it “I don’t like them because they 
look down on others while proving how little respect they 
have for themselves” she said.

"How do you mean 'proving they have little respect for 
themselves'?"

"Have you seen the kind of guys some of the prettiest Asian 
girls go around with?" She said with mockery, "It is like they 
�shed them out of the dumpster White girls threw them in. 
Not just ugly, fat, and/or creepy looking. But actual losers no 
self-respecting woman would go for"

“I see”
And, indeed, he saw. She was not just being racist, but ex-

tremely shallow, as shallow as Kat used to be - almost. He 
wondered if she is aware how his stock in the dating pool is 

Ethiopian Nights

233



falling faster than the rate with which he is losing his hair. And 
what would happen when she meets Gina: the Korean girl one 
of his two best buds – Mel – has been dating for years now, and 
a woman who has been nothing but sweetness to him [and a 
meal-ticket for Je�, who �nds her Christmas letters an endless 
source of amusement for both himself and his audience]?

“Anyway ... the people I saw seem to �nd us adorable, even 
cute. I don’t know if I can say the same for African American 
men. I have noticed at least half a dozen ‘brothers’ who looked 
like they hated my guts when we went to that Park in Ballard”.

“You won't believe the number of ‘brothers’ who clear their 
throat when I pass by," she laughed, "almost coughing their 
guts out sometimes, because I wasn't looking up, seeing them, 
and taking this standing-o�er that every black man is for 
every black woman. I have even been asked if I was a lesbian by 
a guy I refused to give my name to because he couldn’t fathom 
how a black woman won’t be interested in him - a black guy!"

Another day, he asked what she and her colleagues talk 
about when they get together.

“The same stu� you do with people who speak your lan-
guage” she answered.

“Like – beautiful weather and all the evils America does in 
the rest of the world?”

“Nah...”
He laughed.
“So what? C’mon, tell me. I am curious”
“Just stu�—” she said, looking in front of her “sometimes we 

make fun of people’s stupidity. Sometimes we just fret about 
home or job or our lives”

“They don't know right?" he asked, suddenly worried he was 
the laughingstock of the janitor crew.

"I told you, they don't even know I am having problem with 
Will. They think I am lucky and that my husband must love 
me to go through so much trouble to be with me. Plus... Will is 
very loving when they come around. Kisses me, compliments 
me; they don't know he is there to spy on us. He doesn't know 
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the language, but he thinks he can �gure out when we were 
talking about men. He banned Beza from coming to our place, 
for example, when he heard her talking about Samsung tele-
phone, and he thought it was about my ex-boyfriend Samson. 
He used to think I had a crush on his own older brother - just 
because women liked Art. Used to watch me like a hawk every 
time Art was around; which was very uncomfortable. It is like 
he thinks I would go for any man, except for himself. But if I 
told them this sweetheart wasn't who they think he is; they 
would be crashed. I remember - he used to bring my Goodwill 
colleagues a box of donuts on the Sundays I gotta work. He 
would park outside for hours waiting for me, whatever day 
of the week I am closing. When we started having problems, 
most of them told me to stop doing whatever it is that up-
sets him. That American men were more sensitive, blah-blah. 
If I told my Ethiopian friends he was jealous, they would say 
he is jealous because he loves me, and I shouldn’t be upset 
about that. If I said he was cheating on me, they would say to 
just let him have his fun - that he will come back when he is 
done. Most of these girls didn't have a warm house to come 
to, less a man who hand them an iPhone when they arrive at 
the airport. [I made him return it because the price, with the 
exchange rate, was close to how much I made a month in Ethi-
opia.] And half of them weren't sent a temporary resident card 
a month after they came here. They have to go through Sudan-
ese deserts, and refugee camps in Kenya, to come to America. 
Some have to �nd jobs that pay them under the table, or cheat 
them out of it, before they can get social security number and 
start paying taxes. They would take being cheated upon and 
treated badly any day over all that"

"Hm... I didn't think of that” Aaron said, “I guess it could have 
been worse, huh?"

"Yup. Sometimes I wonder if I have been spoiled by my 
'western ideals' - of self-respect and self-worth. The Ethiopian 
way of dealing with things is putting up with things. And we 
even manage to do it without being damaged psychologically, 
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like you guys"
"Not wanting your husband to cheat on you and disrespect 

you is not a 'western value’", Aaron protested. "It is a basic 
human value. Don’t ever let anybody make you feel bad for 
saying 'no' to mistreatment. Civilization would be in jeopardy 
if all good people won't stand against wrongdoings. Anyway... 
going back to my original question about your co-workers, 
they see us whispering together, and how at ease we are with 
one another. Surely, they must suspect something. They can't 
think I have no interest in you?"

"If they do, they haven't told me. Plus, most guys assume the 
janitor girls should be easy and some try their luck"

"Really?" he said, suddenly feeling his stomach tie in knots, 
"Like who?"

"You don't want to know that" she laughed "and it's not just 
me. It is Kidist – you know Kiddie – and Beza"

"Seriously, who hit on you?"
"Argh" she said and sighed. "Why?"
"I don't know," he admitted, "I guess I am curious who thinks 

girls should be easy just because of what they do for a living"
"Most of the cooks" she answered, "Some of the server assist-

ants. Jipsum/Gibson actually o�ered Guadalupe twenty bucks 
to go out with him"

"I feel like throwing up" he said. The disgust, he later real-
ized, was both at Jipsum and himself.

Zema looked up at him with surprise and laughed as if she 
felt his revulsion should at least have the courtesy to wait 
until she has left the room.

"I mean it," Aaron continued, "O�ering someone money to 
go out with you, even if it is just for dinner, is a form of prosti-
tuting women"

"And you haven't even heard the best part," she said, her eyes 
twinkling as if she was sure he would love this one, "Jim has 
been chasing Mihret – the Eritrean girl who works in Reserva-
tion - for years"

"You are kidding me!"
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“Nope” she said with a bemused smile “with him engaged to 
a girl who works with the Union and is quite connected to the 
sta�, too"

So, he is in a respected group of men who went after janitors. 
He can feel himself losing the little respect he had for these 
people. "He acts like he is above all and everything"

"That is probably why he goes bugging her when no one's 
looking," she continued, "I mean all of us know Jim is racist, 
and not even a subtle one. Going after black girls is probably 
like claiming a stake for him. I am sure he would tell her to 
call him 'Master' and expect her to speak in a Southern accent 
while they are doing it"

Aaron chuckled. "I wouldn't put it past Jim"
"Sometimes I wonder about that," she continued, in that 

voice that seems to come from a deep well in her, "When I see 
a white guy with an African-American girl who doesn't look 
like either Beyoncé or Halle Berry; I ask myself if he sees her 
for what she is or as a ful�llment of his slave-owner fantasy"

"I don't know if I would go that far," he said, conscious of his 
own position, "Lust, yeah. Or there won't be so many mixed-
race kids in 'Roots'. But actually, pursuing her while it is much 
less costly for him to date a white girl, I think that is love"

Her answer was a glossy look. "Do you know Will thinks his 
step-father, Greg, is racist deep down?" she asked "I have never 
heard Greg say anything racist, at least against black people, 
unless there is a ‘cop shooting unarmed black men’ news on 
TV. He gets up and leaves the room when Will and Becky rage 
against the police. But he never hid his hatred and mistrust for 
Hispanics and Muslims. The only TV he watches is Fox News; 
and he is always fuming about political correctness and jobs 
being shipped abroad"

"But isn't he married to a Filipino woman?" Aaron asked, 
regretting having travelled down this road for he can see no 
good is going to come out of this discussion, "how can he 
marry an Asian woman and love her the way you said he does 
if he was racist?!"
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"Because she looks like a child," she said simply, "That is the 
conclusion I can come up with after seeing all these good-
looking white men walk around with Asian girls who are not 
just unattractive but maybe fat or downright stupid. I mean 
we all know how most pedophiles are white and how most 
Asian women look like children. So, marrying an Asian girl is a 
way to legally fuck a child."

“You can't be serious!”
"No, I am - actually," she said, as if happy with her own con-

clusion, "In fact I was telling that to Will, because his ‘pino’ 
cousins are always fuming about Asian girls not wanting to 
date them. And he said I gave him an idea. If ever a white man 
called him the 'N' word, he would call him 'pedo' instead of 
beating him up. Because 'pedo' is the only word that can come 
close to the viciousness of the 'n' word, and is actually true 
to most white men - much more than calling them 'cracker', 
which isn't even an insult - as far as I am concerned"

"What is wrong with you?"
She looked up, seeming surprised. "What is wrong with me?"
"Yes. What is fucking wrong with you?"
She looked at him blankly, as if she did not know what was 

wrong with her either.
"Saying Asian girls don't have any respect for themselves 

because they take whatever white guy they can get is racist 
enough. Now you are telling me every white guy who �nds 
Asian women attractive is a pedophile? How about Asian men, 
are they pedophile too?"

She sent her hand to her purse, as if she meant to make a run 
for it.

"No, I am serious," he said, removing the purse out of her 
reach, "I actually want you to answer that question"

"I am sorry" she said repentantly, "I guess I wasn't thinking. 
Are you mad at me?"

"No, I am not mad at you," He said still embittered by her 
observation, "but it would make me wonder what you think 
attracted me to you. I mean you may not be as young as you 
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look but I didn’t know that when I �rst met you. So, for all you 
know, I might have …"

"But I am the one who went out of my way to make you 
notice me” she interrupted him tearfully, “I am the one who 
made the Sambussa and came on my day o� to give it to you. 
Do you think it didn’t occur to me to wait until I came back to 
work to give them to you?”

He shrugged his shoulder, refusing to be comforted.
“I came that day because you won’t have had a chance to see 

me ‘outside of work’, out of my uniform, as someone who is in-
dependent of vacuum cleaners and toilet plungers”

“I see”
“So?”
He sighed before taking her hand in concession. His jaws, 

however, were too locked to crack a smile.
“I spent at least an hour in front of the fan, trying to get the 

smell of burning oil out of my hair, before taking a shower and 
coming to work to give you the Sambussas” She continued, 
kissing the front and back of his hand, “because I have been 
feverish over you ever since that night, because you didn’t let 
what people might say or what might happen stop you from 
doing the right thing. It's been so long since I came across a 
grown-up man, that discovering you was exhilarating"

He held his heart, his chest at any rate, and took some deep 
breaths. "I can't pretend this conversation never happened or 
that it won't a�ect me negatively for some time to come," he 
said. It will a�ect him, because there was some truth in it. His 
very wife, when explaining why she chose him to be a father 
to her child – and not the other men o�ering to buy her a 
drink she would have to mix herself, has told him this story 
of an uncle who used to give his nieces and nephews a buck 
to sit on his knee. That, at least, was the excuse; he did more 
than that. Kat wasn’t sure if the boys were too embarrassed 
to say anything or didn’t know what was really going on. But 
she being a girl, and the world forces girls to grow faster than 
boys, said 'no' after the �rst time. And this uncle used to follow 
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her around, saying nasty things in her ear: that she was ugly, 
and that nobody wants her anyway. How her little sister was 
much more prettier and better at dancing than her. How she 
will never get anywhere with that attitude. Long after they all 
grew up, she heard how he left his wife of 30 something years 
to marry this Japanese 'midget' – Kat’s aunt-in-law called the 
new wife both a 'midget' and a 'witch' - who is the size of an 
eight-year old girl - the age that Kat was when he tried to mo-
lest her. "But I will do everything I can to �nd you another job 
when I come back from Wisconsin. I may not be able to stop 
every abuse against the innocent and the helpless. But I can 
make sure my girlfriend does not have to put up with sexual 
harassment just so she can pay the bills”
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CHAPTER 40

On another Friday, after he picked her up from their 
usual meeting place, he drove to Lake Washington 
to ‘surprise’ her with an afternoon picnic. She was 

self-conscious to begin with; self-conscious about her work 
pants, her Sketchers work shoe, her skin color. After they 
walk up and down the beach, located a lone spot under the 
shade of a tree, and lay their mat, Zema noticed s-kindred 
spirits [a handful of Somali teenagers smoking marijuana by 
where the apartment complex on the edge meets the park, a 
dark-skinned black girl pushing a stroller with the tattooed 
and backward looking hatted-boyfriend who appears more in 
love with his phone than his family, and a woman in hijab 
dragging an uncooperative child with what appears an invis-
ible hand to god knows where]; and she relaxed.

The air was cold. Still, there was no shortage of picnickers, 
walkers and swimmers.� Young men and women taking vari-
ous dips in the lake. Couples sitting on benches or lying on 
mats - admiring the lake and the view of the city of Bellevue 
beyond it. Little children in small swimsuits running back 
and forth to their parents, making giggling sounds every time 
their feet touched the cold water, or a pelican they have been 
trying to draw out, came nearer.

By the time Aaron was halfway through his eatables and 
drinkables, Zema appeared too sleepy to �nish the story of 
that time Will took her to Alki Beach and taught her how to 
skip rocks. There has been a row next door last night, she said, 
while lying on his thigh, using her purse as a back pillow. First, 
they were woken up from sleep by the sound of furniture fall-
ing. Then a woman started crying and accusing the man liv-
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ing with her of screwing a friend behind her back – or trying 
to, the friend may have been the one who alerted her of the 
deceit. Zema wasn’t sure why the pair would go to sleep in 
peace and remember to �ght in the middle of the night. But 
a neighbor has to pound on the wall and threaten to call the 
cops before the girl managed to keep her sobs to herself. This 
story of betrayal and pain, too close to home, brought the con-
versation to a dead stop until Aaron decided to ask a question 
he has been avoiding for a while.

"By the way," he said, throwing an assortment of grapes into 
his mouth, "I never asked. Where does your husband think you 
go on your days o�?"

"Where I always go," she said, covering her feet with a blan-
ket, "To the bookstore or the library"

"And he hasn't got..." he hesitated, not liking the idea of what 
asking her if Will hasn't suspected anything makes her - and 
himself - feel "He doesn't seem to suspect anything?"

"No," she said quietly, "He acts suspicious and gets jealous 
easily because he is insecure. But he knows I won't - doesn't be-
lieve I would 'go behind his back', as they say"

"Oh, I wouldn't call it 'going behind his back'," he said, want-
ing to give her a comforting hug. "Besides, he stepped-out �rst 
so nobody can blame you for seeking comfort elsewhere"

“That is not how he sees it” she shrugged her shoulders, “He 
says if I haven’t cheated on him emotionally, he won’t have 
done what he did”

“‘If you haven’t cheated on him emotionally’?” repeated Aaron, 
suddenly seized by panic, “You mean you had an a�air with 
another man?”

“Not an a�air, and not another man” she answered, “Just fall-
ing in love, with a whole lot of men. I told him, in an attempt 
to make him see how his behavior was a�ecting our marriage, 
that I crave love so much that I was falling in love with every 
man who showed me kindness nowadays”

“Oh baby,” Aaron shook his head in disapproval, “Bad idea! 
Very very bad idea!”
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“I know that now,” she replied with a hint of regret “But 
‘honesty is the best quality’ is one of the �rst few quotes my 
brother taught me. Plus, I was starting to worry I have become 
an emotional whore because of my hunger for connection, and 
there was only accusation and resentment when I come home. 
So, I made work my home instead. I still remember the joy 
I felt when I walk into that – barn of a building. The 'Swing 
Years' song forever on the loop, the pricing of somebody's 
crap, organizing things to see them on the �oor minutes later. I 
couldn’t wait until I was asked for my opinion to voice it. And 
when they looked impressed or seem willing to hang around 
even after they paid for everything; or when they come again, 
and wait around for Maria to leave the register, just so they 
could �nd me alone, I felt rewarded. I lost sleep, I lost my ap-
petite, I lost some weight even. But I gave my heart to all those 
men who were not cold or distant or simply looked as if they 
felt sorry for me”

“Oh, that is normal” Aaron shrugged, “I have had half a dozen 
of those, if not more”

“Not Will” she replied, 
"Oh please!"
"I am serious!" she said, looking a little exhausted, “Will is 

the kind of guy who sleeps on the couch, because he doesn't 
want to be unfaithful to the woman he is having an a�air with 
by sleeping next to his wife. That is how juvenile, and danger-
ous, his idea of 'being in love' is; calling women names because 
they �irted with him when he goes out with his friends. Any-
way, he said he’s not even looked at another woman until the 
day he mentioned the word ‘divorce’ and said he saw a smile in 
my eyes. This was a couple of days after I crushed his stepdad’s 
car into a tree while Will was trying to teach me how to drive. 
We were paying rent already, so Greg has told Will he can use 
the truck until we saved enough to buy a good car. Will said he 
could tell I was elated when he said we should get a divorce – 
he never forgot or forgave me for it”

“Well, were you ‘elated’?”
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“I don’t know. I thought I felt for him everything that I felt 
for Samson. I loved him, wanted to do good things for him, 
worried about him and for him. I wanted to see him happy and 
would have given my life to stop anything bad from happen-
ing to him. But I still lost my head over guys and couldn’t wait 
to go to work the next day to see them. When they seem to 
have completely forgotten me or when they showed up with a 
girlfriend, I was crushed”

“But we all do that” he protested, “We want one thing, and 
when we get it, we crave for another. It’s like with me thinking 
I am attracted to strong women, but always ending up with 
‘damsels in distress’ as Je� repeatedly tells me. It is something 
in our makeup, nothing to do with the ability or inability to 
commit”

“But I don’t want other people nowadays” she said, looking 
at him with wonderment. “You are continuously on my mind 
so between the worry and the caution other people don’t even 
register”

“But you are not disillusioned with me yet” he said, smiling 
“Or bored. Which is why I intend to keep you occupied after – 
God willing – we got a chance to be together”

She shrugged her shoulder. “That is why I sometimes feel 
sorry for him, I think. I wonder if he had a point. If I never 
really loved him in the real sense of the word”

“I think you did,” he said, refusing to accept whatever it was 
she was trying to say. “I think you were going through self-
doubt when you came from your country - you still are, as 
far as I can tell. You needed that reassurance because it was 
as if you were besieged from all around. Because you neither 
�irted with me nor gave me any indication that you were 
available before that night. Unless I am mistaken, Sanjesh is 
the only one who ever mentioned you and I think he said some 
of his brothers or cousins were ogling you out on the OP be-
cause they thought you were from Fuji and he told them you 
were actually from Africa”

“But I knew you were taken aback the minute you looked at 
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me when I came with the Sambussas” she said, “it was interest-
ing, because it’s been awhile since I felt equal to anyone to seek 
or be �attered by their attraction. If they acted weird around 
me, I thought it was because I was the janitor girl and they 
may have felt I would be easy. I was more sad than �attered, a 
wounded pride kind of thing. Then I saw you with the elevator 
guys and my heart jumped into my throat. I knew this wasn’t 
a ‘let’s talk, let’s �irt, let’s pretend it never happened’ type 
of deal that I have to ignore from other men. This was some-
thing grown up and serious. Not just because you weren’t a 
dog, I have known that long before that night. But because you 
didn’t sneak around, only springing how you felt about me 
when no one was looking. You wore your heart on your sleeve, 
as they say, and I knew there was no way I could stop love from 
happening – even if I wanted to”

“So, I was right,” he said, folding her in his arm “You were 
scared of me”

“Terri�ed” she said, “But not because I thought you were 
weird, but because I knew you were not. I get all these-violent 
sexual feelings when you come around. Only this time I can't 
say 'silly me' and get over it because you were there loving me 
with your eyes. It was as if my heart couldn’t take the process 
of being brought back to life. For once, I actually wanted to 
get away from a man I wanted to be with because I knew I was 
going to get hurt. Women are always the ones who end up get-
ting hurt in situations like these. All classic novels are crawl-
ing with them”

“Oh, how I love the way you use words,” he said, melting 
like butter, “how I love the way you make me feel. Can I get 
you something?” he entreated, “I want to get you something 
that you can keep close to yourself - something wearable - like 
a necklace or a ring. Something that I know would make you 
think of me when I am not with you?”

She smiled, as if she felt sorry for him. “I told you I was prac-
tically begging every passer-by to love me, and you want to 
buy me a trinket?”
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“I am a sucker for confessions,” he said laughing. “C’mon. Let 
me get you something – doesn’t have to be expensive – just 
something you can keep on your person and remember your 
lame boyfriend with. Your – he won’t ask where you get it 
from, right?”

“I do have an income of my own,” she said smiling. “But I 
– you know how I am. I get attached to things easily. If I get 
something and we don’t work out, it would only be something 
to hurt myself with”

He looked at her suspiciously “Why wouldn’t things work 
out between us?”

“Who knows,” she said and sighed, “People change their 
mind. Your wife may want to come back”

“You think all that is holding me back is her unwillingness 
to come back to me?" he said, a little disturbed by the resigned 
look on her face. It was the face she showed him those weeks 
when she no longer wanted to be with him.

She shrugged her shoulder.
"I feel" he said, pressing her shoulder a�ectionately "like you 

have put an expiration date to our dating and are already pur-
ging yourself of anything that might threaten to hold us to-
gether or remind you of me when we break up”

“I don’t mean I want you to go to her, or that you love me less 
than you love her” she said, tears �oating about her eyes, “But 
you do have kids and I mean you are American”, she added, 
“Where I came from, it’s the kids who have to understand and 
put up with the parent. Here, kids are the king and queens – 
you guys go through hell to make sure your kids are as un-
a�ected by life as the day they were born"

Aaron would have liked to protest that point. But he re-
sisted the urge as there was no way he would come out of it 
without looking like a neglectful parent. Fortunately, Zema 
was not done with her rant.

“The only reason Izzy stayed with Jamie,” she continued, 
bringing newer subjects into her conversation without much 
warning as she sometimes does, “is because of how depressed 
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Mason got when she separated with his father. I mean, Jamie 
is the kind of guy who tells a pregnant girlfriend to make sure 
she has enough money when she complains she was too sick to 
work on the last month of her pregnancy. Then refuse to show 
up at her graduation ceremony, after all the work she put into 
it, because her brother scolded him for driving high while 
both boys were in the back”

“Izzy?” Aaron asked, shaken out of his reverie by a feeling 
of pleasant surprise. “You don’t mean Isabel from Laundry 
Room!”

“Itzel, actually" Zema said with a smile, "I worked in Uni-
forms for a month. You didn’t know?”

“No” he said smiling broadly, “I don’t remember seeing you 
there”

“It was when I �rst started at 'the Tower'. Hong Hanh said she 
loved me, because I helped her with the translation when they 
hired Ethiopian janitors, and because I trained people well. 
She said they could have me trained to work in the Uniform 
Room when they have call outs, if Bach has no objection to it, 
and when summer comes and she has more hours to spare, I 
could apply and she would hire me as a Uniform Room Attend-
ant regularly. She said I was the only one of �ve Uniform Room 
girls who knew how to darn a hole or �x a button without 
hurting myself”

“And you went back to Janitorial, why?”
“Because something happened that made me no longer want 

to work there,” she said de�antly “Something I do not want to 
go into right now”

“Oh ok” Aaron said, not attempting to hide his disappoint-
ment "It would have been nice though, if you were still work-
ing in the laundry room”

“Yeah? Why?”
“Because it would have been so much easier to talk to you 

and communicate with you. I could always pretend I was 
dropping my stu�, or having a size change, or handling some-
thing for my guys. I used to stop by and chat with Shannon 
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when she gives the girls a break. And it wasn’t a big deal”
“Shannon? She was before my time. But I was there the day 

you came back, you dropped your pants into the bin – actually 
rolled them up and said you didn’t want me to touch it, in fact 
I should take them and burn them – you guys have cleaned the 
drain that day, I think. Then you told me your name was Aaron 
and that you worked there. You were on vacation, I think. You 
looked much more tanned than you do now”

“Must have been the time I went to Cali” he said, “No doubt 
the �rst time I got in your heart”

“No" she laughed "but I do remember how your arms were 
covered with hair when you gave me the shirt. It was like the 
muscle was opening and closing, like a mini-van door, or a 
train track. Anyway, I told Izzy when she came back that we 
have a new guy hired and she laughed and said, ‘Oh that is 
Aaron, he is a sweetheart’. She said you draw a caricature at the 
carnival for Missael, because he was bummed out about not 
making it in time. I thought you were one of her projects”

“That is funny because I used to fancy she liked me,” Aaron 
said, wanting to add how the one time he masturbated at 
work was after �nding Izzy ‘get well soon’ note, complete 
with red hearts and lipstick imprints, in his locker. Earlier 
in the day, she has o�ered him an Advil for a hangover-in-
duced headache that he thanked his soon-to-be ex-wife for. He 
would rather walk to Rite Aid and get Alka Seltzer, he has said, 
but he will take the hug she o�ered, and has even derived com-
fort from it.

“She probably did”
“It doesn’t look like it bothers you”
“Well...” she hesitated
“Well what?”
“I don’t know,” she said
“What, tell me”
“Izzy is a little … ditzy, you know, at least emotionally. She 

loves Jamie but he is constantly disappointing her not just by 
being an asshole, but because her expectation of what a man 
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would do if he loved her bordered on ‘silly’. So, it is as if she 
is always emotionally shopping for a better husband. You can 
argue that is what I was doing when falling in love with all 
those guys. But my crush is self-conscious, shy, and never phys-
ical. I never intend for my crushes to come after me; or do any-
thing to put myself in their way. Izzy... is more... pro-active. If 
I say somebody is cute, she goes after them - hook, line, and 
sinker. She has gone as far as telling Faustin they should hang 
out because I used to trip all over myself every time he came 
around”

“Faustin?” Aaron said, frowning dubiously “Who is that?”
“The guy from Kenya who used to work in the Café!” Zema 

declared happily “Even he, it was more like ‘thank you for 
being the kind of African I can be proud of and not another 
Achuck’"

"What?" Aaron said, alarmed "I thought you liked Achuck. 
Who doesn't? He is a genuinely good guy"

"He is a good guy, at least unless you are from North-Sudan, 
but he is also an idiot" she said, "I understand he has been 
through hell but his need for approval has turned him slightly 
ridiculous. Even Fikir says when she hears him talk in the 
break room, even if she doesn't understand half of what he 
says, she can tell people can't wait for him to leave so they 
could go back to what they were talking about before he came 
in. That is why I avoid working with him when I can. His in-
ability to get a hint is embarrassing"

"Well...” said Aaron carefully; not wanting to agree, but un-
able to deny the truth of what she is saying, "If you didn't think 
you would be held responsible for the action of every African 
immigrant in America, it probably won't bother you much"

"Unfortunately, and unlike white people, black people don't 
have the privilege of not being judged by the actions of others 
who look like them. Plus, most Americans see Africa as a coun-
try, not a continent. So yes ... whatever he does a�ects me in 
at least informing people on what to expect from a person like 
me, however di�erent our culture or sense of self"
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Aaron sighed. "There is no winning with you, is there?"
"I am sorry" she laughed and kissed his forehead "I wish the 

world was as pretty as you seem to will it to be. I guess that is 
where political correctness comes from. I was brought up to 
admit what is wrong with a picture, and not just be its cheer-
leader, while admiring it. Achuck is a good guy and I think he 
is doing a much better job of being a Lead than I would ever 
have, although the position was o�ered to me at �rst. He is a 
people's person and thrives in that environment. Me - not so 
much"

"No kidding," he grumbled, cutting into her 'however'
"But that won't change the fact that he behaves in such a way 

as to prove some people's bias against Africa and Africans. And 
those of us who aren't as loud die a little death every time 
people like Achuck open their mouth"

"Anyway..." Aaron said, already tired with the subject "You 
were saying - about Izzy..."

"Oh yes, I was saying I used to worry about her because she 
was easy to in�uence, like a ship looking for an anchor. Would 
rest her head on anything. She is very suggestible particularly 
to those people whose opinion she values. She still asks me to 
hang out with them. It was fun working in that room”

An image of Izzy and Zema �ashed in his mind – two drunk 
girls, one Aaron.

Then Kat and the other woman.
“So, you are telling me maybe there was nothing there?”
“Or something, it is hard to tell with Izzy. She may want 

you. But would still look out the window for who might come 
around. Why? Would you have gone for it if she gave you a sign 
she wanted to fool around?”

“Of course,” Aaron said, without hesitation, “I am a man, and 
she is hot. But I guess I had the feeling sex was like a perfume 
she wore. A promise given out to everyone in general and no 
one in particular. It feels great to be at the receiver end. She 
gave you all her attention and laughed a lot. But it won’t be 
mine to keep. I like a girl whose smiles and �irtations are dir-
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ected only to me”
She smiled. “How about a girl who can’t �irt but has smiles 

only for you?”
“Oh – babe – you can �irt,” he said, grabbing her by the waist, 

“Maybe not with other people. But you did �irt with me, al-
though I don’t know if you knew we were �irting. And blush-
ing. My God, you were always blushing when I talked to you. 
It killed me. I feverishly Googled what it means when a girl 
blushes when you talk to her, like I needed a second opinion”

“Well you won’t have if you weren’t showing up when I least 
expected you” she said laughing “There I would be, relaxed 
and thinking something and BOOM you just materialize. And 
every time I came across you, your eyes said, ‘There she is!’; not 
‘oh hi’, or ‘hi there’ - ‘There she is!’, like you have been thinking 
of me or looking for me”

“That is because I do think of you when I am in that building, 
even on the days you aren't coming, I would feel if there was a 
home for us, then that home was AvAtower"

She smiled up at him with tears in her eyes. Her face was 
�ushed with the sensuality that always signals she had had her 
soul caressed. A signal that never ceases to tell him he was get-
ting lucky this evening, that he would – as the saying goes – hit 
the home runs of a home run if he tends to it as soon as he can. 
“How about” he said, shoving food and drinks hurriedly into 
the icebox. “We go home? What do you think? Finish the food 
when we get there? Or you can always take it home”

“Yeah?” she said, looking up at him hesitatingly while chan-
ging her sitting position to a kneeling position, as if she didn’t 
trust the mat to the wind.

“Of course. Why? What is the matter?” he said, frowning 
somewhat. She cannot be on her period so soon after the last 
one.

"No, I was hoping… I was thinking we can just stay here and 
you will drive me home” she said timidly, as if she worried her 
rejection would wound him physically “I have been bummed 
out all morning, and was actually dreading coming to you be-
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cause I didn’t think I would be much fun. I know it sounds like 
I am looking for excuses. But when the girl was going crazy 
like that Will, who is usually the �rst person to make fun of 
people who show too much emotion, went quiet. I know he is 
thinking of the pain he caused me, all the tears I wept when he 
was too angry to care. Even got me a breakfast from IHOP and 
texted me to come out and get it before he drove on to work. 
Imagine how that made me feel, knowing what I know”

“You don’t really have to explain,” he said, avoiding her eyes. 
There was no use pressing things when she is stating her wish 
in a way that made it sound like she was asking for a feedback. 
“If you are not feeling like it, then you are not feeling like it”

“I just don’t want you to think this is going to be a perman-
ent thing” she said worriedly, “Like what happened with Mor-
gan’s mother. It is just … it is easier to believe I was in love, and 
not cheating, when I go home without having sex with you. 
Especially on a day like this!”

‘Your wife’ or ‘Morgan’s mother’. That is how she referred to 
his ex-wife. He never understood or wanted to ask why she al-
ways seemed hesitant to call Kathleen’s name.

“So, let us not have it!” he said, with a forced cheerfulness, 
“As for turning into ‘Morgan’s mother’, Kat is one of those 
women who can’t have orgasm vaginally. So, I have to pleasure 
her before it was my turn to be pleasured. Fortunately, I was 
good at cunnilingus, so it wasn’t a big deal for years. But, when 
she stopped feeling even that, it became too much of a work 
for any one of us to enjoy it. So please tell me when you aren’t 
feeling it. I would rather get laid less than have you giving me 
yourself just to keep me around, the way you do with your 
husband”

“Is that what you think I do?” she said, looking hurt. “That I 
sleep with him to get my visa?”

“It is that or you do it because you still have feelings for him” 
Aaron shrugged stubbornly, “Take your pick”

Neither of them felt like talking or doing much after that. 
Aaron did not mind. For avoiding saying something import-
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ant just to keep the peace was something he did a lot of in his 
past [relationship]. It was good to know he can trust her with 
what he feels, just as she trusts him with hers [sometimes a lit-
tle too much]. If that comes at the risk of encouraging her to 
turn down his advances more often than she would have, then 
he would have to live with that. That is another part of being a 
grownup in a grownup relationship. You make a decision and 
hope those you trusted will not try to take advantage of it or 
you.
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CHAPTER 41

“D ad?!”
It was 5:32 in the morning. Aaron was dreaming. It was his 

son’s voice.
“Kyle?”
“Dad,” the boy said in a voice he uses when meaning to ask 

for favor or have his only understanding parent overlook his 
low grades. Aaron has often wondered if Kyle was the only per-
son, other than his coworkers, who takes him seriously.

“What’s wrong?” Aaron sat up rubbing his eyes. Alarm clock, 
Window, hallway. He was no longer in the woods camping 
with his brothers. He was back home, and his little boy was on 
the verge of crying over something.

“Dad,” the little boy croaked, before bursting into tears. 
“Dad? Tell her ‘no’, dad. Promise me you will tell her ‘no’”

“What are you talking about? Tell who ‘no’?”
“Mom,” the kid burst into fresh tears, “She is going to kill 

Riley. They are taking him to the hospital this evening and 
have him ‘put to sleep’”

“What-”
“She said he is sick. She said no medication can help him 

now. Tell her ‘no’ dad. Please don’t let her kill Riley?”
Aaron sighed, run his �ngers through his hair, and yawned.
“Where is your mom?” he said �nally, “Lemme talk to your 

mom”
They always had this thing, where each repeats the name 

of the most authoritative �gure in the room. It was the same 
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with his brothers.
“She is asleep,” the boy said, quieting down. “They are both 

asleep. Morg was so mad last night she called her friend and 
her friend’s mom came to take her. I came downstairs to call 
you, so they don’t hear me. If you don’t tell her ‘no’, I will take 
Riley and hide him in the woods where nobody can �nd him”

“Hold on,” Aaron said, suddenly fogged. If Morg is not in the 
house, who is this ‘they’ his boy keeps referring to.

“You keep saying ‘they’,” he said irritably “who is ‘they’?”
“She and Larry,” the boy said, “he was there last night when 

mom told us about Riley. Morg was mad because Riley is your 
dog, not their dog. It is your decision whether he lives or dies. 
Mom said it was too late to call you. But what they are trying 
to do… they are going to kill him, dad. They are going to kill 
him, come home and say ‘sorry’. It will be too late by then”

So, Larry’s disappearance from her Facebook wasn’t because 
there was a breakup, but a turn in the ‘friendship’. And she has 
been having him over so often his boy doesn’t seem to �nd 
anything worth reporting in that.

What made him think she will stay single after four years?! 
She was a knockout - despite the stretch marks on her stom-
ach. And with two almost grown-up kids, amazing kids, not 
many guys would hesitate to come calling.

“Go back to sleep,” Aaron said, feeling a pain in his back, “I 
will talk to her later”

“Are you going to tell her ‘no’?” the boy asked eagerly.
“I will talk to her,” Aaron said, in the sternest voice he can 

master. “Just go back to sleep”
“But I have to leave for school in an hour” the kid said,
“Ok. Go - get ready for school, then. Jesus Kyle! It is 5:30 in 

the morning”
“Sorry dad,” said the kid, both hurried and embarrassed. “I 

love you, dad”
Aaron smiled, swallowed the tear in his throat, “I love you 

too son,” he said, “tell your sister to call me when she comes 
home”
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“So?” he said, when Kathleen picked up on the 7th or 8th ring. 
“What is this I hear about Riley?”

She sighed, a queenly sigh. “Well good morning to you too”
“What happened to Riley?” he said, ignoring the sarcasm, 

“When were you planning to tell me my dog was sick, and you 
were planning to put him down?”

“If you have remembered to ‘ask’ after your ‘dog’, you would 
have found out that your ‘dog’ hasn’t been well for some time 
now”

Fair enough. He has not been asking after Riley. [Nor her 
mother, nor her sister, for that matter. But all he heard, when 
he heard, was how they were becoming toxic to one another]. 
He does not even remember he has a dog nowadays, not until 
a shock of loss strikes him when, while walking down a hill in 
his neighborhood, one of his Montlake neighbors passed him 
by dragging a mutt that appears to be a ‘Pushon’ - a mix of 
pug and Bichon Frise. [That is the thing about dogs. You don’t 
usually mistake another kid for yours, even if he was dressed 
the same way yours does and is bouncing like a ball on his way 
home from school. But dogs, dogs look so alike when mixed 
from the same ingredient that it was easy to confuse one with 
that of your own].

He would recall desolately, on one of these lonely after-
noons, how many mornings he run home from work to [grate-
fully] �nd Riley walking around in circles in Aaron’s bachelor 
pad, wanting but not daring to pee on the carpet. How many 
nights his dog spent outside his bedroom, howling as if the 
world was coming to an end, after Susan said she was unable 
to sleep in that bed – with the smell of his dog all over the 
blanket. How often Aaron found his dog crumbled like a piece 
of rag by the door, quite defeated, and very much asleep. How 
the dog’s head sunk further and further down when Aaron 
took the time to scratch him behind the ears, how he made 
odd groaning sounds when he scrubbed his coat with a hard 
brush [and the amount of hair that came out!], and how he 
smelt of roasted almonds – unsalted – and has the kindest, 
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most entreating eyes.
“So, what’s wrong with him exactly?”
Perhaps his attitude towards Riley has grown into that of an 

absent father [or Zema’s ‘husband’?!], whose love is out there 
�oating about only to be jealously reclaimed when it was 
threatened by loss. But it was still his dog, dammit. He should 
have a say as to when and how he was to be put to death, not 
fucking Lawrence of Canadia [if that is where he was from!].

“I was about to come to that,” she said majestically, and 
continued to tell him the part of his dog’s life he forgot to be 
bothered with.

Apparently, Riley has been depressed ever since she got her 
latest job and he has to spend the day home alone. He starts 
howling when she leaves the house and tore the place apart 
before they made it back home. So, she took him to a vet-
erinarian who gave her some pills and told her to make sure 
the dog went out more. After a few months of tranquil living, 
she found him stuck between the garbage can and the water 
source seeming unable to turn his body around and �nd the 
way out. He has stopped howling; but he was disinterested in 
most things that he used to �nd leisure in. He no longer did 
his trick when o�ered treats, showed no desire to play with 
his toys, and was having a problem ‘going’ when taken outside; 
leaving them a surprise sometime through the night.

Riley, the dog who used to lay on his front paws and yelp 
when he sensed they were �ghting; the dog who was able to 
hold his pee for 14 hours when Aaron goes on his hiking trip; 
the one creature around whom food should never be left un-
attended however full he may have been made was slowly 
going senile.

All that would have still been tolerable. After all, Riley was 
14 years old and 14 is 90 in dog years. Moreover, the kids have 
cried and swore they will take care of him until he was made 
whole again. But he would not stop chewing his legs!, then his 
side!, even after his hair was cut short and all �ea removed. 
The scratching throughout the night, the chewing, the licking 
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and whining became worse as time went by. Before they took 
him to another doctor, he has bit through his fur until the skin 
became raw, making the kids fear going near the animal – and 
turning Riley into an irritable creature.

She tried to do everything she can, she said. She washed 
Riley every day and covered the exposed skin with bitter 
product he wasn’t likely to forget the taste of. She put him 
in a heavy argyle dog-coat, making it hard for him to reach 
his side. Even put a muzzle on him. When Riley seems to get 
worse, even barking at the kids, and baring his fangs at her; she 
made her �nal journey to the Vet. A fragile mental state and 
obsessive-compulsive disorder - was the diagnosis. Put the 
creature out of his misery, the Doctor advised, and spare your-
self the pain and expense of keeping him alive.

“So, you are going to put him to sleep, just like that?” Aaron 
said, because accusing was his only escape from the inevit-
able.

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘just like that’,” She said 
in an annoyed voice, “the doctor has con�rmed keeping Riley 
alive in this state is extending his su�ering. That is what I told 
the kids too. The diagnosis, what the next step should be, and 
what is likely to happen at the end of it. But of course, I am al-
ways the bad guy, she threw a �t and said she cannot even look 
at me ‘right now’. And my youngest child has been threatening 
to go to the airport and ask strangers to help him go to Seattle 
and his dad because he remembers some kid doing that ‘in a 
movie’”

“Can you…?” Aaron said, deciding not to remind her it was 
she who brought that crap into his living room when he would 
rather have them watch ‘An A�air to Remember’, ‘The shop 
around the corner’, and the original ‘Father of the Bride’ – with 
Spencer Tracy and Elizabeth Taylor, “Maybe put o� the day for 
a bit? For them to get used to the idea? Maybe after they saw 
how much he is su�ering, they can…”

“What if they don’t?” she yelled, “What if they never want 
to? You know your kids, the more hopeless something is; the 
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harder they cry. And I simply don’t have the time, or the pa-
tience, or the money for that matter, to deal with this”

Ok. So it is about money. Or maybe it isn’t. Maybe he was 
being unkind because he was jealous. Even if she hasn’t put up 
with Riley the way she never will with a human man [perhaps 
because it was his dog and she has already taken him away 
from his kids], what right does he have to make demands when 
he wasn’t around to take care of them himself?!

“Just give them few days” he begged, “I will tell them both, 
today, that Riley would have to be put down, whether they 
liked it or not. Just don’t do it now, not while they are in this 
state. After it sunk in, you will wait until they left for school, 
have it taken care of and maybe let them have a ‘funeral’ of 
some sort. I will send you – I will take care of the �nancial 
part, all of it… whatever they want!”

The truth is, as she is aware of it too, he did not want them 
experiencing their �rst real ‘death in the family’ without him 
around. They already have to put up with the loss of a father. 
The loss of a dog should at least be manageable.

When Zema stopped by that evening to see him after his 
[long] three-day absence, he has heard his son kick and scream 
on the phone, and his daughter has hung up on him.

“Are you ok?” she asked, after plopping next to him on the 
couch and brushing his cheek with her hand.

“I am alright,” he said. He did not want to risk telling her his 
ex-wife was going to put his dog to sleep any day now for fear 
of breaking into tears. Men aren’t supposed to cry, where she 
came from. If they do, they are supposed to do it somewhere 
no one can see them. “Just some … problem. Wisconsin, you 
know?”

“Everyone ok?” She asked, looking imploringly into his eyes.
“No,” he said, after sucking breath through his nose and feel-

ing his heart shuddering, “But they will be. It is not something 
I want to talk about, sweetheart. Is that ok?”

“Of course, it is,” she said, in the quiet meekness she exer-
cises at work, “Just know that I love you, ok?”
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He smiled. Of course, love should make it better, right? It is 
like a mother’s kiss on a scraped knee. Or your wife telling you 
she believes in you; and that we will get through it together 
as a family after you lost the job you were almost certain she 
won’t have married you without. It was a sugar pill. A placebo. 
Something that won’t change a thing but makes one feel bet-
ter.

Only, it doesn’t. Love is a thin blanket when you need to hide 
in it from the cold pain of loss.

But he can’t tell her that. It wasn’t her fault all this happened 
today. What is more, he was glad she showed up unannounced 
to say ‘hi’ and ‘bye’, as she called it. Not as good as having his 
kids with him; but better than brooding alone.

“I do,” he said, thinking “she better” now that his marriage, 
just like his dog, was as good as dead. How much can a man 
lose in a lifetime? First his dad, who was good to his family, al-
though maybe not so much to others. Then his mother. Then 
Petey, who has not been to this side of the country for half a 
decade. Now Riley! “And it will be nice if you can stay a little 
longer. Can you? I could use the company”

“Of course,” she said without hesitation. “I will even spend 
the night here if you want me to”

“Are you sure?” he said, forgetting to be happy in his shock, 
“He won’t… you won’t get into trouble with your husband?”

“He didn’t worry about getting into trouble with me when 
he did whatever he wanted,” she said stubbornly, “What is he 
gonne do, kill me? I will tell him I spent the night at Kiddi’s or 
Fikir’s place because she was sick or something. If he does not 
believe me, then it is his problem. I don’t care”

Yeah.
That ain’t gonna work.
“It is alright,” he said, touched to the core by this sel�ess 

act, then his own. “Just stay until 9 or 10. That should give me 
plenty of time to get drunk so I will sleep much easily after I 
sent you in a cab”

“Are you sure?”

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

260

No, he was not. But he knew he will not trade her safety for 
anything in the world, not even his own. So, he picked one of 
the two movies that never ceases to cheer him up ["Airplane" 
and “Groundhog Day”]; poured himself some Bourbon [Petey's 
favorite]; then patted her legs so she could lie on her side and 
put them on his knees. Then hugged those legs as if they were 
his dying dog and his absent kids put together and let her love 
him until the late evening hour of 9:30 pm.
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CHAPTER 42

A  few days after Aaron mourned the fact that she was 
no longer working in the laundry room where he 
could have easier access to her, Zema knocked at the 

electric room door and asked if he has a minute. “Of course,” 
Aaron said, leaning back on his chair to keep a professional 
distance between them in case one of the guys looked in, 
“What’s up?”

“I am thinking of reapplying for the Uniform Attendant 
position,” she said absent-mindedly rearranging the station-
ary on his table, “I know they have enough people right now. 
But two of the girls would go back to school after summer and 
Hong Hanh would need someone to be on call every time Izzy 
calls out, which she has been doing a lot of ever since she had 
Missael”

“Aw-kay” Aaron said, looking doubtfully at her. She looked 
plain miserable, despite bearing a news that was not exactly 
bad. “But I thought you stopped working there because some-
thing happened that made you not want to”

“It is not something,” she said, angry tears �lling her eyes, “It 
is someone. Angie”

“Angie the wine bar lady or Anglique, the cook?”
“Server Angie!” she said, clenching her hand into �st. “The 

fucking cunt! I never forgive her”
“Awkay?”
“She is one of those women who re-uses her shirt despite 

all the makeup sticking to it at the end of the day," she con-
tinued "Those disgusting lazy assholes who walk around in 
makeup and bright lipstick, but are too lazy to either tie their 
tie again, or button up their vests. So they hang their uniform 
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after wearing it - with all the gunk on it - and say they will 
spot-clean it next time, and not to send it for washing. And 
it’s our job to make sure they look good or Hong Hanh would 
stand on our necks. One day, I said ‘I don’t care’, took it o� the 
hanger and sent it for washing. Three days later, she came and 
asked where her shirt from the other day was. I said I have sent 
it for washing, she was like ‘why did you send it when I wanted 
it hang’, I said it was my job and she said she had her tip in it”

“No way”
“Exactly. Then she started crying. We aren’t responsible for 

the stu� they lose when we send their uniform for washing, 
right? They are supposed to make sure they haven’t left any-
thing valuable in it. Plus... when the Servers and Bussers usu-
ally forget money in their uniform, they immediately call se-
curity and we go into the laundry room and go through the 
uniforms till we �nd it. Even if we miss it, Rot - the Vietnam-
ese guy who does the laundry - is a Buddhist. He has a holy fear 
of Karma and has brought thousands of dollars back through 
the years. Anyway... she waited for three days, didn’t even 
bother to tell her friends to ask us when they come by, and 
comes and claims to have left 300 dollars in her shirt!! I said I 
was sorry, but I haven’t found anything. And that I don’t think 
Rot – the laundry guy – has found anything either. The funny 
thing is, the �rst time I told her that, she actually went back to 
her locker and went through it. But the longer she couldn’t 
�nd it and the more people asked her, the more hysterical she 
become. I called Hong Hanh and she told her there was noth-
ing we can do; it was her fault for not going through her 
pockets before handing it in. That we reserve the right to send 
the shirts for cleaning any time we see �t. Dave came, told her 
he would check the cameras of Rot counting out the items, but 
she should have called his guys immediately after realizing 
her tips were in her pocket. He even told me he found it hard to 
believe a tipped-position person would leave her day's wage 
in a shirt and think ‘nobody would touch it' for three days. Fi-
nally, she said, 'what goes around, comes around, etc.' and 
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went back to her work, after making me feel like shit. The ser-
vers saying they lost stu� or money is common. Izzy said to ig-
nore her. But it bothered me so much, that I can't defend my-
self because I wasn't really accused. I kept thinking of o�ering 
to pay the money. Then asking Dave to let me take a lie de-
tector test. Then, two days later, she came, and she looked like 
the sun itself. I was so happy and asked her if she found the 
money. She was like ‘no... but it’s all right. I am totally over it’. 
I knew she was lying. She can’t change that fast in a day. And 
for the next few days, she was particularly nice to me, looking 
me in the eye like she was afraid I would be mad at her. I know 
people well and what I saw there was guilt. But since she cre-
ated all that drama and bad-mouthed all of us, she was too em-
barrassed to admit she has probably found it somewhere else. 
After that, I just – disliked both her and the job. We say, 'he who 
got stabbed won’t forget as fast as he who did the stabbing'. I 
was hurt and felt insulted, not because she made the mistake 
of thinking I took her money but because she did not apolo-
gize for behaving the way she did once she found it. Finally, I 
told Hong Hanh I would rather go back to my job, if she doesn’t 
mind, because I don’t think I was cut out for this one”

“Oh, I am sorry babe,” Aaron said, reaching across the table 
to massage her hand, “So why do you want to go back to it if it 
is something you would rather not do?”

“Because it is about time I got o� my high-horse and give 
things a try. I mean look at what my pride got me”

“I am sure there is a way to keep your pride and try your 
hand at new things” Aaron protested gently, “There are a lot of 
things you can do without leaving the comfort of your home. 
Like data entry jobs, secret shopper and... and...”

“Will you be serious?” she said, looking aggravated.
“I am serious”
“No, you are not,” she said looking as if she wanted to trash 

his table, “You are being that thing – when people are being 
optimistic in a silly way … polyamorous … pollycyprus… 
polly…”
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“‘-yanna’?”
“Yes! Pollyanna. You are acting like your world and my 

world are one and the same. It’s like that time Amelita told me 
the USAID Headquarters in DC would take me with open arms 
because – hey – I worked for them in Africa!”

Aaron sighed to himself.
“I see”
“If they don’t set the dogs on me,” she continued grumbling, 

“it is not because they didn’t want to. It is because they don’t 
have one!”

“Well,” Aaron said, as non-committal as he can, “if that is 
what you want, then I’d be happy to do whatever I can to help 
out. I will even put in a word for you with Hong Hanh. She was 
saying ‘What a bumber’ it was both Vitaly and I have to go on 
vacation at the same time in December. She worries the place 
would fall to pieces with Jim in charge”

“Yeah,” Zema said, absentmindedly heading to the door. 
Then she stopped, turned, “By the way,” she announced, “if 
Hong Hanh hasn’t got a spot for me, I have decided to talk to 
Bach about switching buildings. That way, we won’t have a 
chance to be bored with one another and it will minimize the 
chance of somebody ratting us out”

“What? Wait… wait” Aaron said, reaching her in time before 
she opened the door, “What are you talking about? Change 
buildings? Where did that come from?”

“Because I hate it when you see me here,” she said, violent 
tears suddenly �lling her eyes, “It is like sitting there watch-
ing the sausage being made. I would rather get dressed up and 
come to you than you seeing me wiping somebody’s puke day 
in and day out”

“Ok” Aaron said, closing the door gently behind her, “What’s 
wrong?”

“Nothing just…” she wiped her tears, “It is everything. This 
shitty shirt. This pant. These shoes. I see all these beautiful 
girls coming in and going out all dressed up, and I wonder 
what you feel when you see me next to them looking so … so… 
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so useless. Look at Maryam, in less than a year, she went from 
wiping old women’s butt to working at a clinic with an actual 
doctor! She told me how they o�ered her 18 dollars an hour 
with 2 grand signing-bonus before she took the job at Virginia 
Mason. Clinics were practically �ghting over her because they 
don’t have enough MAs to go around and she is so… likable!”

“Yes, but is working at a clinic something you want?” Aaron 
asked, trying anything to put out �re, “I mean you spend all 
that money to go to school and if you don’t like it...”

“Do you think I like cleaning puke?” she interrupted
“I have a feeling Medical Assistants may have their share of 

puke-cleaning too” Aaron said, trying to lighten up the mood, 
“The last time they found blood in my urine, before jamming 
a scope up my penis and diagnosing me with kidney stone, it 
was a Medical Assistant who cleaned my junk with iodine. And 
she was literally shaking while the nurse, training her, tried to 
distract me by talking about the weather”

“Yes, but it would be in the name of a career she can be proud 
of,” she argued, “Even Will tells people I am a Cashier now-
adays, and has refused to be part of many functions at work 
because he doesn’t like to be dressed up when everyone knows 
he was married ‘to the janitor’. He said Amelita once asked 
him how he can eat what I prepared, as if not even water can 
wash my hands clean”

“How about you stop judging yourself by the standards of 
a woman who went into depression because Princess Diana 
died,” Aaron asked, a little vengefully, “and see yourself the 
way those who love you, genuinely love you, like myself, see 
you?”

“But why?”
“What do you mean ‘why’?” Aaron laughed, a little thrown 

by her almost confrontational look. “Are you asking me why I 
love you?”

“Yes. I know you think I am pretty. But what else have I got 
going for me?”

“Well...” Aaron scratched his head mentally. “You are per-
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ceptive. You are intelligent. You will make a great writer, if 
you were allowed to cultivate it or so...” he raised his hand to 
the protest on her face, “or so I think. And, yes, you are fucking 
beautiful. As for Maryam, admirable though it may be that she 
got the courage to go back to school, she does have half a dozen 
people around her who take care of the kid and support her 
both emotionally and �nancially. Dare I remind you that you 
have only been in America for less than 3 years? Maryam has 
lived here ever since she was – at least 17! She has told me if she 
was a year older, her mother wouldn’t have been able to spon-
sor her”

Zema appeared to consider this.
“I don’t mean to encourage you to live in a rut” Aaron said, 

feeling a little guilty, “But I don’t want you to beat your-
self up over things you are not emotionally ready for either. 
These things take time. Time and rage, those are the agents 
of change. As for switching buildings, please put that thought 
out of your head right now. If you went somewhere else and 
things got tough for the meeting, like your husband coming 
to pick you up every day the way he did those �rst few weeks, 
what on earth am I going to do? Not see you ever again?"

She shrugged her shoulder, only partly satis�ed, "If you say 
so”

“I say so,” he said, �xing her �yaway hairs behind her ear. I say 
so because I need you where you are so I can love you the way 
I want to love you. So … perhaps … you can love me the way 
you love me.

What is love, after all, without a little self-seeking? Without 
a little fear of loss and active self-preservation?!

“So, see you at Nouveau?” he asked, referring to the Capitol 
Hill Bakery she used to pass by and yearn for on her way to 
buying the Ethiopian version of ‘naan’.

“Sure, but I think I will stop by Seattle Central on the way 
there” she said absentmindedly, “I have heard you can pick 
study guides for the Math placement test for… for whenever”

Aaron wasn’t sure why she said that apologetically, as if she 
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was going against his will. But he slapped her back, said “Atta 
girl”, and held the door for her while she exited. He may know 
all this regret won’t lead to anything. That Zema wasn’t the 
kind of person Maryam was; and that there was something 
lacking there [a motivation? An ambition? A spine?]. But he 
would be damned if he acted like a dick about it, the way her 
husband did.
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CHAPTER 43 

F or the �rst time since they met, they were hosting 
guests as a couple that afternoon.

Zema has been complaining how she and Maryam 
kept on talking about hanging out but never seem to – due to 
Maryam’s busy life and Zema’s preoccupation with maintain-
ing her relationship with Aaron while also being married to a 
man who is clueless as to what is happening.

So, Aaron o�ered to have Maryam and her son over for a 
Friday evening barbecue. He will buy Mike’s Hard Lemonade 
for Maryam; ginger ale for Salah, and �re-up the grill. All Zema 
has to do, other than looking her pretty self, is dust the picnic 
chairs until they no longer look as dusty and grimy.

Zema couldn’t be happier. While he set up the grill on his 
patio, and sliced the eggplants, the zucchini and bell-paper 
to size; she vacuumed the apartment, made the bed, cleaned 
the toilet with a tooth-brush, swept the kitchen �oor and 
freed the many alcoholic bottles in it from illicit dust. By the 
time she was done with cleaning the picnic chairs with soap 
and water, giving them back their original white, her hands 
looked as raw as a halibut.

"Why won't you take a quick shower while I �nish up?" 
Aaron said, opening a sweaty beer and handing it to Zema, 
"Maryam has texted me to say she's left work, and they're on 
the way here"

Zema would have proceeded to do what she was told if it 
wasn't for a knock on the door. Aaron put his bottle down and 
opened it, exclaiming his surprise at how fast Maryam made it 
soon after calling to ask for directions.

There was a woman outside the door. But it wasn't Maryam. 
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She was tall, for one. The side-swept bang of her long cop-
per-gold hair seems to concentrate her face around her eyes, 
which were dark-brown and droopy. She was still plump, but 
no where near the size she was when Aaron last saw her: in 
a city that stunk of dog food; in a bedroom reeking of KFC 
chicken; and a bed so comfortable one can sink in it forever 
without feeling one has reached the bottom.

“Hey,” she said smiling self-consciously.
Aaron was struck dumb for a few seconds. When he could get 

his speech back he said,  
“Gerdie! Wha-What are you doing here?”
“Oh…” she dug into her purse with shaky hands, “I was in 

your neighborhood and remembered how you said you liked 
‘The Wee Little Men’, and how your… your kids have your 
copy. So thought I would give you mine”

“But I thought..”
“I didn’t know you would be at home,” the woman pleaded, 

looking alarmed at noticing a shadow steal behind him. “I was 
going to leave it on your – your doorstep”

“Well, thank you” he said, taking the book reluctantly, “You 
didn’t really have to, but thanks”

He looked back at Zema, who has come out of her hiding and 
was looking really curiously at the red-head by the door.

Fuck.
“Would you like to come in?” he asked, very unwillingly.
The girl who once described herself as a “door-mat” wiped 

her shoes on the one outside Aaron’s apartment and walked in; 
her eyes �xed on the black girl in the middle of the room.

“Hello!” she called out, with a nervous smile, “I am sorry, I 
didn’t know he had company”

“It is alright” Aaron said, very annoyed, “This is Bridget. She 
and I used to be --- friends”

“Yes,” Bridget said, stretching her hand in front of her and al-
most tripping on the indoor rug while running at Zema, “Yes, 
friends! Nice to meet you”

Zema smiled and shook hands with her. “Nice to meet you 
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too, please have a sit”
“So…” Bridget said, after sitting herself at the edge of the 

couch, “How are you? My God, your place looks so di�erent!”
Aaron didn’t have any answer for that. He looked at Zema, 

who hesitated on her walk towards to bedroom - as if she 
didn't trust him to behave himself without her supervision.

“Anyway” Bridget said, getting up quickly, “I can't stay, sorry 
if I … if I came at a bad time”

“No, you are �ne” Zema, at whom the apology was directed, 
replied looking at Aaron in a way that wondered what was 
wrong with him. “We were just – we were cleaning up”

“I can see that,” the girl fussed, “It looks really pretty. Smells 
good too”

“Would you like some drink?” Zema asked, opening the 
fridge. “Soda? Water?”

“No, no,” Bridget said, shaking her head, “I just got o� work. 
I gotta go home and – and get my boy ready. His father picks 
him up Friday evenings so they can spend the weekend to-
gether” She looked pointedly at Aaron, as if she expected him 
to corroborate this fact. Finding out he was looking at her 
with the same dejection he invited her in, “Well..” she con-
tinued, “It was nice seeing you again, Aaron. Nice to meet you 
too…”

“Zema” Zema said, turning to look at Aaron as if she ex-
pected him to complete the introductions, “Nice to meet 
you”

“What a pretty name,” Bridget added brie�y looking around 
the apartment, the grill outside the sliding-glass door, and the 
TV she helped him hang; as if she was trying to preserve those 
images in her head. “You are very pretty too, if you don’t mind 
my saying”

“Not at all, you too” Zema said, shaking Bridget's hand a sec-
ond time, and seeing her out, as if she hoped making the extra 
e�ort would make up for Aaron’s rudeness.

There was a silence after Aaron locked the door behind the 
woman who haunted his dreams once upon a time. It was not a 
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very friendly silence.
“Who was that?” Zema asked, the minute he looked up to 

talk. It wasn’t a jealous voice. But de�nitely hostile.
“Just someone I had a brief, very brief, sexual relationship 

with”
“Is that how you treat all the women you were in a relation-

ship with?” Zema asked in a serious tone “Like enemies?”
“That is because she has no business being here,” Aaron said, 

unable to help raise his voice, “And she knows it. The last time 
she contacted me, I told her I will call the cops if she did any-
thing like this”

“But why?”
“Because…” because she won’t let him get away with just 

fucking her. “Because she is a fucking psycho”
"Are you serious!?"
It was neither an enquiry, nor an exclamation. It was an op-

position. An attack.
"Dude," Aaron started, trying to hide his annoyance, "Trust 

me when I tell you this: Bridget is not one of those women you 
would want to defend. She is - she is out of control”

"Instead of calling her names," Zema said, yanking her dress 
o� as if she was angry at it, and wrapping a towel around her 
before Aaron had so much as a glimpse of his "favorite twins", 
"why won't you tell me what she did and let me decide?"

Fortunately for him, the phone rang then and Maryam an-
nounced she was parked outside the Montlake Branch library, 
unable to decide which of the many entrances to take.

Zema walked into the bathroom, and locked the door until 
Maryam, with her fellow passengers, �nished climbing the 
stairs.

When she came out to greet them, in her St. Patrick's day 
green top and �annel pajama pants, she looked neither angry 
nor sad. But the subtle changes in her were more than obvi-
ous for anyone caring to look, let alone a man who has, for 
months, been referring to her as "you [guys]", while addressing 
her bowed-head.
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She avoided looking at Aaron directly. She only half-smiled 
when he called himself a slob, and kissed her to show how 
grateful he was for how good she made the place look. She 
generally kept herself busy with trying to converse with 
Maryam's sister [who tagged along, un-invited, for the sole 
purpose of making sure no one has a good time. Or so it seems 
to Aaron who felt her resentment for encouraging, then ditch-
ing, her sister from the minute she walked in].

When the trio left after two hours of eating, admiring 
Aaron’s neighborhood, and board game/music/movie collec-
tions, Aaron decided to bite the bullet.

“Are you ok, babe?” he asked, approaching Zema's hos-
tile shoulder while she towel-dried the dishes she furiously 
washed ["wasting water and contributing to global warming"].

“I am ok,” she said before putting the towel away with dra-
matic violence, and throwing herself on the couch.

“You looked pre-occupied all evening,” Aaron observed, sit-
ting meekly by her. "Is something the matter?"

“Nothing” she answered, facing the way he wasn't.
“Something!” Aaron observed, “You are mad at me for not 

telling you about Bridget”
“I am not mad at you for not telling me about her,” she 

answered, shrugging his hands o�. [She wasn't storming out, at 
least; which means there is still a chance to salvage this and 
end the night with a lighter version of the hot grateful-for-
hosting-my-friend-and-her-family sex Aaron has been antici-
pating all day. Fridays have become their o�cial, and often-
times only, day for sex. That is because, Aaron believes, she is 
not as distressed about seeing her husband immediately after 
as she is when they have only 3 hours an evening together.] “I 
don't expect you to tell me about every woman that was in 
your life," Zema continued, irate, "I am not Will! But your lack 
of sympathy when that woman looked so vulnerable, that was 
downright cruel"

“But you don’t know what she is like!” Aaron interrupted 
angrily, “You don’t know what that woman is capable of when 
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encouraged. Fuck, you don’t even know who she is”
"I know she loves you,” Zema said tartly, then she covered 

her face with her hands “Oh my God," she moaned, "I can’t be-
lieve how humiliated she looked”

There were, Aaron could not believe it, actual tears in her 
eyes. 

Is she kidding him?!
“I wouldn’t have believed there was an unkind bone in your 

body until I saw it �rst-hand”
Aaron waited until she has dried her tears and explained, 

slowly, patiently, what happened the last time he felt sorry for 
Bridget.

How he came across her post ["The Galloping Gerdie"] on 
the ‘Casual Encounters’ section of Craigslist. How he found 
the historical reference, the clever play on words, as well 
as her promise of "being the one bridge you can ride for 
months without it collapsing underneath you" interesting, 
then started talking to her. How, after seeing his photo, and 
making sure he wasn't lying about who he was, she gave him 
her address. How they had a good time, ["Yes, we fucked three 
times before midnight and once before I left. She was rearing 
to go every time any part of me touched her, it seems"] and 
how Aaron didn't hesitate to drive all the way to Tacoma 
whenever Bridget told him he could come over. How the more 
often they met, the less inclined he became to spend the night 
at her "dump" of a place. And how he took her to his apart-
ment, even allowed her to help him hang his �at screen TV, be-
fore she claimed to have “developed” feelings for him. 

"I guess we ought to have set up the rules �rst, but I was 
under the impression that we were just fuck-buddies," Aaron 
has grumbled, when she asked if he would like to accompany 
her to a party her co-worker was throwing. [She has been talk-
ing so much about him, her friends can't wait to meet him.] 
Whereupon she has said it was "cool", "no biggie", "just because 
they have di�erent expectations, it doesn't mean they can't 
still have fun". Then gone into the bathroom, came out with 
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a red-nose and pu�y eye-lids to ask he drive her home, then 
thrown a �t when Aaron wanted to know what he did wrong.

How, a few days later, she called, begged for forgiveness, 
promised to "fantasize about men from Craigslist no more!"; be-
fore they resumed boning. But how everything felt mechan-
ical, and Aaron decided to �nd someone less clingy when her 
behavior [suspicion, anger, and jealousy] seems to go from bad 
to worse.

How she cried and begged, stalked and harassed, as well as 
threatened to send his "dick-pic" to the people he worked with 
the day he said he's had enough, and meant it. Then how she 
contacted his buddy on Facebook ["the amateur-comedian 
friend", whom he made the mistake of mentioning in one of 
their long post-coital talks] to let Je� know "what a rotten 
friend he has". How she text-bombed his phone and rendered 
it useless the evening he refused to come over - despite the 
promise of anal sex. And how she showed up drunk outside 
his work and would have ruined his reputation if he has not 
threatened to alert the authorities.

“Yes, but did you have to be so cold to her, when you can 
clearly see how embarrassed she was at �nding me here?”

“I invited her in, didn't I?” Aaron implored, “I didn’t tell her 
to get lost, or threatened to call the cops on her”

“You could have looked less mad” said Zema, “This is 
exactly how Will used to look at me while he was screwing 
that girl; as if I would trick him into sleeping with me if he said 
one kind word to me, his wedded wife!!”

“I hear you” Aaron said, gently, “And I am sorry you have to 
go through what you did. But you don’t know how Bridget’s 
mind works. If I so much as looked grateful for the book, she 
would start thinking there is a future between us. She would 
stalk and harass you until you broke up with me, making 
the way clear for her. That is actually why I didn’t tell her 
your name. Because she would �nd out where you work, and 
threaten you with telling your husband unless you stopped 
seeing me”
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“I don’t care about that,” Zema said viciously, “But I care that 
you would willingly put yourself in liaisons like that. I mean 
Will has told me about Craigslist. It is full of psychopaths, per-
verts, and gay men”

“That is true,” Aaron admitted, “But it is also a place where 
men can meet women who want sex without paying for it. I 
mean I don't mind paying for sex. Have done a lot of it in my 
early 20s. But women who actually go out looking for sex, 
those are hard to come by! Of course, you'd have to be patient 
and weed through some serious �lth. But I have met three 
women from there and the two other, although with their 
own set of problems, were nothing like Bridget”

Zema sighed discontentedly.
“Yes?”
“It’s just... I am disappointed”
“With me!”
She sighed.
“Is it the fact that I didn't wait around until I met the love of 

my life to have sex that bothers you; or discovering that I am 
not perfect?”

“It bothers me that you can be as sel�sh and cruel as other 
men when it comes to what you want”

“By 'other men' you mean, of course, your husband”
“Yes”
Aaron sighed and got up. There was no talking to her when 

she was like this. When she seems determined to �nd fault 
with him. “What is it that I did exactly that reminds you of 
him?”

"That you are refusing to take at least some responsibility 
for why that woman thought she had a future with you," Zema 
answered, "How you have used her vulnerability to your ad-
vantage; then tossed her aside like a soiled garment when you 
no longer want to sleep with her. 'A crazy bitch' is how Will 
described that girl when I confronted him about her. The �rst 
time I found her text and called to ask who she was - I was 
crying - and she felt sorry for me. She said she won’t have en-
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couraged him if he has not told her he was gonna divorce me 
the minute I got my green card. Of course, he didn't let me in 
on that information. But I �gured she would tell him I called 
so on the day my permanent resident card came, I told him if 
he tries to throw me out like he did before, I will call the cops. 
And that he owes me one more year and my citizenship. He 
said she was lying, and I was crazy, and walked out”

“Yes, but it’s not like I was ‘cheating’ on anyone when I was 
seeing Bridget” Aaron observed gently, “In fact I encouraged 
her to see other men if it meant less presh...”

“I didn’t know then, of course, how the girl has broken up 
with him," Zema continued, as if he hasn't said a word, "It was 
after she came to work and gave one of the Greeters a letter of 
apology that I realized why he called her 'crazy' and was com-
ing to pick me up all of a sudden”

“Yeah that sounds like him,” Aaron agreed, getting a hold 
of her hand, "But, unlike in your case, Bridget knew what was 
going on. She willfully trespassed against my trust and tried to 
force love, as if her acting crazy would endear her to me"

“Would you have acted the way you did if I was the one 
doing the begging and the stalking?" Zema asked, confronta-
tionally, "Would you've called me 'a crazy bitch'?"

"Well..."
"Did I call you names when you came to the bookstore for 

the sole purpose of seeing me? And when your shoulders sti�-
ened every time we came across eachother, making me dread 
every inch of the building?"

"But it is di�erent when you are in love," Aaron protested, 
"Surely, that point needs no defending, and if..."

"So you are calling her a 'crazy bitch', not because what she 
did was wrong but because she had the misfortune of not 
being loved by you! Although she probably did everything she 
can to be found worth your love"

"At �rst, yeah. She was near damn perfect. Up for anything, 
really, until..."

"Until you started disliking her," Zema went on with her 
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badgering, "That is when she becomes the bad guy, instead of 
you - the person who changed! - and gets attacked for all the 
good deeds and the bad ones. That is what Will did when he 
was gathering excuses to cheat on me; gave a twisted meaning 
to all those things I did since I met him"

Of course. Let's make Aaron pay for what that jerk did to her, 
shall we? Because Aaron has nothing better to do.

"I remember this... �ght we had a few months after we rented 
the apartment,” she continued, turning his Xbox on and seem-
ing to try to �nd a game she can play while she talked, “Will 
goes out in the evening to 'check the mail'. I know he is either 
meeting his dealer; or smoking marijuana on the way there 
and back, so the smell won't be as strong by the time he came 
in. Anyway, I was going through the mail when I found a notice 
from the building Managers saying they want us to evict the 
premises in 3 days if we don't pay the rent. When Will came 
out of the restroom, I asked him what this was talking about. 
He tried to dismiss it. When I started screaming, he admitted 
he has actually spent the rent money and was hoping to bor-
row from Art before they kicked us out - he obviously didn't 
expect it would be so soon. I asked him what he spent the 
money on. He refused to tell me. I said, 'ok, why did you hide it 
from me?'. He said, very �ippantly, it is because rent was his re-
sponsibility and I have all that family I have to send money on 
holidays to. I didn't care about the money or even the fact that 
I was going to be o�cially evicted, ruining my credit history, 
and a�ecting my citizenship eligibility in the process. But the 
thought that I could have become homeless, just because he 
didn't have the humility to tell me the truth and ask for my 
help - it just drove me crazy. I was so angry, I actually physic-
ally attacked him"

"By 'attack him', you mean..."
"Beat him up," she said, �ailing her arms about, "Punched 

him, scratched him, and bit him on his arm. He didn't think 
I was serious at �rst. When he realized that I wasn't playing, 
and how I was growing angrier the more he dodged me, he just 
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covered his face and laughed until I have worn out myself with 
tears - mostly because I was sad I have hurt him. There was a 
giant bite on his arm that took weeks to heal" 

"And he didn't..?"
"No" she said dismissively, "Will will never hit a woman.  He 

considers it really beneath him"
Well...
Let us give it time, shall we? 
"Anyway," she continued aimlessly, "He apologized later, of 

course, after telling me he was alright and that it didn't hurt 
at all. Told me the money was actually for Ras Kass' campaign. 
Didn't want me to start hating the Artist, or think Kass was 
a loser, that is why he didn't tell me who it was for. Said he 
would borrow money from this guy or other - so his mom 
won't hear of our disgrace from her kids. I said I will take out 
my savings and, if the donation provides him with a chance 
of going to LA to meet Ras Kass, we should come up with his 
ticket money as well. I mean -- this guy literally brought us 
together! He is the love of Will's life! There is no way I would 
stand in his way if Will was able to meet him. But did that 
sacri�ce give him a pause when he gave himself permission 
to stick his penis in another woman's vagina? No. Instead, he 
asked if I remember how I attacked him because he spent the 
rent money that one time! No mention of the twelve hundred 
dollar I paid out of my own saving, the severance pay from 
my employer in Ethiopia, that I put aside for a health emer-
gency! How we stood in line at Moneytree for a payday loan, 
alongside crooks, so he could have enough for ticket and ac-
commodation; nor how he called from Hollywood to tell me 
he regrets not bringing me along because I would have liked it 
there, loving movies the way I do"

“And you think this – this vengeful infant – has something in 
common with me?”

“Well, at least Will regrets what he did if given enough time, 
and comes skulk-ily around. He has hinted how he 'atoned' 
for his sins the day he heard it was the girl's last day at the 
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Tukwila Best Buy. That she has said they were cool because 
of something he did or brought for her. You—” she looked at 
him as if for the �rst time that evening, “You are so sure you 
have every right to treat a woman like garbage just because 
she needed to be loved. What is so wrong with wanting to be 
loved anyway?”

“Wow” breathed Aaron, speechless.
“Not to mention” she added, “how Will has all these excuses 

to behave badly. His father was a lying sack of shit, he grew up 
in a family of people who look nothing like him, and all his 
heroes were men who treated women like garbage after hav-
ing sex with them. And don’t forget the military! I �gured out, 
months later, why Will twists everything against you when 
he wants to make you the enemy. It used to hurt, hearing him 
call me some name when he is mad. But I found out, when 
he talked about how vigilant he used to be immediately after 
leaving the military, that it is something that they learn from 
being in a war zone: 'Everyone is the enemy'. 'They only have 
your demise at heart'. 'Shoot �rst, ask questions later'”

“Be that as it may,” Aaron continued his attempt to be heard, 
“I still believe how I reacted to Bridget is how one should react 
to women like Bridget. She has no emotional �lter, or the wis-
dom to make herself scarce to be actually missed. So you are 
forced to come at her, like Paul said in one of his epistles, ‘with 
a rod, not in love or in the spirit of meekness’”

Zema, to quote Queen Victoria, was "not amused". She rolled 
her eyes, and kept rearranging the items on his kitchen-island 
distractedly.

“What now?”
“Nothing,” was the answer, “Just making a mental note to 

myself. ‘Don’t make yourself too available if you don’t want 
him to despise you’”

“Nah” Aaron laughed, relieved, “I won’t give us a chance to be 
bored with one another. The minute you are separated from 
your husband, I will get you your own sleeping bag, hiking 
poles, and shoes; and we will go hiking. Because you'd become 
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a Mullen woman someday, and might as well learn how to 
become one. Mullen women," he continued, wrapping his arm 
slowly around her, for he can feel her warming up. His hiking 
stories have always been her favorite. She has told him how 
the thought that she was reading Aaron’s adventures was what 
got her hooked on the various Patrick F. McManus’ books he 
once pushed on her, “are not one of these sel�e-obsessed fe-
males you come across resting by every brook, bridge or boul-
der. Mullen women do not go on hikes for the sole purpose of 
showing o� their tiny �gures in hiking gears. They wear some-
thing sensible; and know how to rough it. And as you have had 
the unique advantage of having roughed it before you came to 
this country of ours, I feel you would fare better than most – 
beginners, anyway”

“You sound like Steven Tobolowsky,” she giggled, “And who 
are all these ‘women’ you are talking about? Do your brothers 
keep a bordello full of ex-wives they let loose in the wild from 
time to time?”

“Not exactly,” Aaron answered, kissing the sides of her nose 
the way he learned Ethiopians kiss one another on the cheek. 
“But they all enjoy hiking, even Kat, when the trip was her 
idea. My sister Cindy and Joanne, Chad’s ex-wife - who hang 
onto his last name because it is also the name of her business, 
�y to Montana every year to do a week-long hike with DD, 
Petey's wife. My 80-years-old mother,” he continued “used to 
walk two miles every morning before she died. She and Paddy, 
her dog, were a familiar sight around the neighborhood. She 
operated her push lawn-mower herself, despite our attempt 
to buy her the automatic one. Walked around rounding all the 
aluminum cans the neighbors put aside for her, recycled it, 
and gave the money to women shelters. And went hiking with 
people a quarter her age, as long as it was not a high elevation, 
every time she went to visit Petey”

“Do you miss her?” Zema said, looking at him compassion-
ately.

“Yes,” Aaron said, allowing time for his throat to relax, “es-
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pecially when I am single. My mom’s house was the one place 
I could go to where I knew I was loved. We would work in the 
garden; or run errands that she was unable to do because none 
of her grandkids stopped by to drive her to the store. Then 
cook something and spend the evening going through albums 
picking what she wants to go to whom at her death”

“I am sorry,” Zema sighed, after giving him a hug, “Do you 
want to have sex?”

Aaron laughed.
“Are you trying to make me feel better, or change the sub-

ject?”
“Well, you no longer look sad” she observed cheerfully, 

“What is more, I’ve noticed how you managed to get your-
self back in the mood even after talking to your kids that one 
time. Will used to go cold every time he remembered how his 
mom and Greg were sitting in the living room the �rst year I 
came. It was such a turn-o� to him, and such a frustration to 
me, he once o�ered to buy me a vibrator”

“You are kidding!”
“Nope” she shook her head, “He didn’t want me to go out 

looking for sex, because we had a really good sex life in Ethi-
opia. I think that made him think that I liked sex a lot more 
than I actually did. So he asked the guys on Yahoo! Answers, and 
one of the suggestions was to buy me a vibrator until he’s got 
his ‘groove back’”

“Would you have used it?” Aaron asked, trying to keep his 
mind focused on imagining Zema with a vibrator, instead of 
her husband getting his 'groove' back.

“No”
“Even if you were all alone at home, and were really horny?”
“I know what you are trying to make me do” she laughed, her 

voice thick with embarrassed pleasure, “You want me to tell 
you if I masturbate or not, forget it!”

“Say after we broke up last time," Aaron pressed on, tickling 
the back of her ear with his tongue, "when you were 'hunger-
ing' for my body? You didn't touch yourself even then?”
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She closed her eyes.
“C'mon,” Aaron whispered, pulling up her shirt to play with 

her "boobies", "You didn't slip your �nger down there and 
started massaging hard, thinking of me?"

She smiled before opening her eyes. “Does that turn you on?”
“Oh babe!” Aaron groaned, “Nothing hotter than a girl pleas-

uring herself thinking of your dick”
He was able to keep his hard on, despite Zema's refusal to 

let him in to bed stinking of burning food and propane gas; 
throughout the shower he was forced to take; and the text 
assaults he found about when he came out: one from Bridget 
congratulating him on his newest acquisition and to keep the 
book as her �nal gift to him. A second from Maryam, apolo-
gizing for her sister and asking Zema why she looked “a lit-
tle o�” that afternoon. All ok back home? And �nally from 
Zema’s phone, announcing it was time to close shop and head 
to AvAtower©, because her husband would be a-waiting.

The alarm didn't stop Aaron from "getting his", even if Zema 
let her pleasure mix itself with her guilt. Upon dropping her at 
work and returning home, and �nding himself unable to face 
the cold bed after the warm friendship of the day, however, a 
massive depression enveloped his soul.

If Bridget's city, Bridget's bedroom, Bridget's bed smelled 
funny; his life was worse.

His life was shameful; he was not only fucking another man's 
wife. But dropping her at work for her husband to pick her up.

It was unsightly; he lives hundreds of miles away from his 
growing children and his dying dog.

It was, to quote Lord Blackadder, "strewn with cowpats 
from the Devil’s own satanic herd.”

He is alone. He feels lonely. And he is haunted by a suspicion 
that he is lost; that he was merely pretending to be around. 
Playing at a friend, a brother, a co-worker.

They have every right to judge him: Bridget, Zema, even 
Kadija - with her permanent frown and angry nose. 

And if he knew where he went wrong... 
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Was it when he fall in love with a lucid dream on pointe 
shoes? When fooled into believing she'd learn to love him the 
second time around? Or when he did not refuse to let her go?

How soon after Kat left, and he was done �lling his chest 
with air uncontaminated by hostility, did he wake up from a 
months-long sleep, staggered blindly into the truth, and fall 
down the quicksand that was realization  - never to be heard 
from again?

When did a sense of disgust at himself start making him dis-
like being left with himself?

What did he do to deserve---this?
There was no answer. But there was Bourbon.
That, Aaron guessed, must be why God created alcohol. To 

be the answer, where none is o�ered.
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CHAPTER 44

Workdays have become what they were before 
they made up. Days you plough through before 
you get to Friday. He was more secure in the 

relationship now, he doesn’t even think of her if she wasn’t 
around. The only time he wants to stand for her and declare 
she was his is when he hears somebody complaining about 
the janitor girls and expect him to be a party to it. Those are 
the times in which he goes out of his way to seek Salim out, 
and stand by as the Security O�cer spouts his deep hatred to-
wards these “entitled sons of bitches”.

Salim, the accidental con�dante, seems to have abandoned 
his plot to humiliate Zema and completely became a fan of 
their relationship. [That may partly be because, as Zema told 
Aaron, Salim has been courting Maryam over the phone for 
months now and hopes being in Zema’s grace would help his 
case. No, Maryam has no intension of hooking up with a mar-
ried man. She barely asks Zema, on the few days a month 
they talked on the phone, how her relationship was going. If 
Maryam has missed Aaron, or felt misused by him, or regret-
ted not taking the time to make him fall in love with her 
[as Aaron is certain he would have], Maryam has kept that to 
herself on the phone as well as her last visit to his apartment. 
She still asks Zema how he was, tells her how much she misses 
having her around, her sense of humor, AvAtower – and every-
one who worked in it. That Salah still asks how come Zema 
doesn’t come around anymore. Alas…].

Whenever the Lead Engineer and the Security O�cer meet 
on the Observation platform, have to ride an elevator to-
gether, or if Aaron stopped by the security door and Salim is 
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alone in there; Salim would mention 'our friend'. Aaron just 
smiles because, he likes to think, he wasn't in the "con�ding to 
men about girls" business. [His family would not have known 
Kathleen wasn't coming back if she wasn't gushing about 
�nding work as a music/dancing teacher in a Montessori pre-
school and kindergarten that didn't believe in the common 
core test and acts more like a hippie gathering than an insti-
tution of learning. Kids get to spend more time outside than 
inside. They build stu�. They �gure things out. They resolve 
their issues without the interference of [unless in extreme 
cases] adults. Kids whose parents shop at Whole Foods, don't 
let their kids get vaccinated and have disposable income to 
spend on hospital bills �ghting preventable diseases.]

This disinterest to have a heart-to-heart with Salim, of 
course, changes when he needs someone to tell Hong Hanh 
that someone else has acted disrespectfully or in hostility 
against one of the janitors; when Zema felt like eating out on 
lunch time, and the Security O�cer could tag along as a third 
wheel; or when Zema left her mobile phone in her locker and 
Aaron is forced to call work to leave an urgent message [don’t 
want the girls at the reservation to recognize his voice, ha-ha, 
you know that place!].

So, this was work, an awkward a�air. A place where he sees 
his girlfriend picking up after people and not be able to tell her 
how he wishes he could pick her up, take her into the closet-
room and have sex with her. Not that he complains. He was 
ok with whatever much she can give him, although he would 
have liked a little more. He would have liked to have his job, 
his down time, her and his kids in his life. Despite all that, he 
couldn't deny he was looking forward to his visit to Wiscon-
sin. It was going to be cold. And it was going to be unpleasant 
to be around his wife and her folks for two weeks. His kids 
would have liked him to come in August; where the state fair 
is held, and they could have fun all month round. However, 
August was one of the three sunny weather months in Seattle. 
The peak season, so to say. And his Manager couldn't let him go 
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on a vacation at the time in which elevators can start making 
weird sounds due to heavy shu�ing and get stuck on a �oor, 
freaking people out and splashing their Facebook page with 
colors of safety concern.

It was also the 10-year anniversary of AvAtower©. There 
were banners to hang, decorations to �x and buildings to 
paint. Zema wasn't supposed to work on the day they were 
painting the outside of the observation platform. Only the 
gift shop was open, and the Management has felt they only 
needed two janitors to clean up after the painting-crew. When 
Aaron told her he and Vitaly were chosen for the dangerous job 
of painting this roof by hanging from ropes in slip-resistant 
shoes, she got concerned. His joke, that he was lucky it was so 
high he doesn't have to worry about breaking his leg if he falls, 
she didn't �nd funny.

"Be careful," she begged, her eyes big and worried, "Fikir is 
working so I will call her and ask how everything went"

"Fikir - the girl who does your hair?"
"Girl?" she laughed, "She is almost 40"
"Well black skin. I am - what - six years older than you, but 

feel ancient when people look at us”
“You worry too much about other people,” she concluded.
“Do I?” he said, trying to think, “I didn’t know that”.
“Yes, you do. You are like Will that way” she said, “He would 

rather live unhappily ever after than his relatives thinking the 
girl he brought all the way from Africa ditched him after she 
got her citizenship”

“I guess I have been a little self-conscious of late” he said, 
“From having been married to a gorgeous woman whose love 
for me dwindled by the amount of hair I lost”

“See? That is why you should come to my country” she said, 
“Where I came from people believe most men who are bald 
must be intellectuals, because they assume they must have 
lost their hair from all the studying”

He laughed. “That is funny!”
“I actually had a supervisor who I was completely in love 
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with and he didn’t have one hair for his name”
“Oh?”
“Yes... I was fresh out of college – like twenty-three. He was 

in his early to mid-30s. Everything I say used to make him 
laugh; while I wished and prayed his wife would die and he 
would marry me”

“So, this thing – hooking up with married men, is like a car-
eer for you?” he teased.

“No” she laughed, “It was a ‘Thorn-Bird’ thingy. I don’t 
know if you read that book. There was a video shop/book-
store thingy that no longer took members – very snotty – like 
Blockbusters used to be here. He knew I loved movies and 
used to tell me when he goes there so I can tag along and pick 
something out – with his membership card. He saw me as his 
little sister – or at least this adorable little girl who has yet to 
learn the ways of the world”

“So, what happened to him?”
“He left the country” she said sadly “He was Eritrean. We 

used to be the same country – the same people – when I �rst 
met him. Four years later, a war broke out between our gov-
ernments and they started kicking our people out of their 
country. To which our government responded by evicting or 
jailing Eritreans it suspected with helping their government 
�nancially or spying on our government. He, like most Eri-
treans born and raised in Ethiopia, saw himself as Ethiopian 
and was very saddened and disgusted by that. Just packed his 
stu� and left the country without telling anyone, they say. 
Didn’t even take his severance pay”

“Poor brother-in-balds" Aaron lamented, “He sure did draw 
the short straw”

“Yes, my heart still aches that he got treated so badly. He 
used to go on and on about how they were killing the country- 
my country – our country; about the corruption, the racial 
division, the lack of proper taxing system. He was the Finan-
cial Manager there. When they did that to him, even I felt 
betrayed”.
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“Yeah… politics is an ugly game” he said, “That is why I 
sometimes wonder why I even bother voting”

She gave him a look of disapproval. "Will wasn't even a regis-
tered voter until Obama came along," she continued, “He 
thinks it's useless to vote because they all serve the rich in the 
end. He thinks listening to the radio is a waste of time, because 
‘all they talk about is death and destruction’. He thinks he is 
being robbed when he pays taxes. Would have lived in his car 
and saved on rent if it wasn't for me, he always tells me. What 
you guys don't understand is it's a privilege to be able to vote 
and have your vote count. To drive on the kind of roads you 
drive, in the sort of apartments you live and walk in the parks 
that you walk. We had one public park and one library you can 
use if you aren’t in school in the whole of Addis. One! And it 
was so over-capacity that you can't join it unless you have a 
father or brother who is involved in education. Plus, it was 
owned by the British and you are looked at like a leper, unless 
you are a foreigner or act like a rich kid from one of those pri-
vate schools rich kids go to. You guys have free libraries and 
the homeless live in them. The streets - I have seen one fatal 
accident in the three years I have lived in this country. That's 
like in an hour where I came from. Our radios are government 
owned and mostly transmit propaganda all day and no one lis-
tens to them unless there is a war going on, a curfew over some 
University student-related riot. Or a soccer game that wasn't 
being transmitted on TV. I remember the morning after 9/11; 
I was in a cab, riding to work after a two day o� for our new 
year, when the reporter started talking about the estimated 
number of people who were killed at the twin towers. I 
thought it was a joke; I may have even chuckled. I mean the 
America we know declares war on Libya because an embassy 
worker got killed there. It bombs Yugoslavia to piss Russia o� 
and imposes sanctions or alienates a nation because the leader 
said something stupid. It sounds so bizarre, hearing three to 
�ve thousand Americans may have been killed – on American 
soil – in one day and you guys weren’t reaching for an atomic 
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bomb to eradicate humanity. The minute I got to work, of 
course no one was working that day – the whole place was 
buzzing with the news, I gave Sammy a call and asked what 
happened. He said, ‘I will come pick you up after work’ and he 
and his friend took me to this bar where you can watch Satel-
lite TV and they told me the whole history of the Russian and 
Afghanistan war, how Osama was trained and armed by the 
CIA, and about the fall out. They were like ‘too bad, but it was 
only a matter of time’”

“Oh so Mr. Rothmans was a history bu� too, was he?” he 
asked, after lighting up a cigarette and sending a heart-shaped 
smoke her way.

"Actually, anybody who watched the news and followed 
world a�airs knows how America screws and betrays those it 
has no use for" she said begrudgingly "I mean when Russia falls 
to the communists, all you guys cared about was the Tsar's 
family. When Fidel Castro and Che Guevera heard the people's 
anguish and rose up to overthrow the government, you guys 
stood for Batista, or called them terrorists and dictators. 
When Eritrea invaded Ethiopia, you agreed with the UN that 
Eritrea was the perpetrator. A week or so later, when Eritrea 
threatens to stop you from using her port, you changed your 
tune and said they were the ones who were invaded and we 
should stop doing whatever it was we were doing to defend 
ourselves. Why else do you think the whole world hates you? 
It is because what you say and what you do are two di�erent 
things. What is that word for somebody who pretends to be 
holier than thou but does the things he acts he is too good 
for?”

“A hypocrite?” Aaron said, swallowing a smoke.
“That is it! You guys are the most hypocritical nation in the 

world; and since your will is everybody’s command, it is very 
easy to be angry and stay angry at you”

“Alas, they don’t hesitate to �ock to us the �rst chance they 
got" Aaron said, yawning with boredom before killing the 
smoke "Anyway… never mind the politics and tell me about 
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your ex. What kind of a guy was he?”
“Kind,” she said, “very chivalrous, like you. He loves the 

limelight more than you do, and he can be a little vain. But 
would put himself even in harm’s way for those he loves. He 
was the most generous person I know! Gave people cab money 
and walked home because he hasn’t got any money left”

“Didn’t you tell me how he opened a travel agency after he 
left the company you both worked at, got money with you 
doing all his communications for him, and discovered a man 
neither needs books nor a personality to get what he wanted 
after he hit the ripe age of 28?”

“Yes”
“And become sort of a jerk, resenting your advice, looking 

down on your values, and thinking he was now better than 
you?”

“That is the one”
“That doesn’t sound like me, does it?”
“No. But I never believed this new person he became was 

really him. I remember someone once saying money is like a 
thermometer; it neither makes the room warm or cold; just 
shows what the temperature of the room is. But I don't know 
if you can say the same thing about fame. Not many people 
would know how to react to being worshipped by all those 
around; being praised and told they were so kind, so good, so 
- everything. The minute he walked out, he gets this image 
of himself mirrored in other people's eyes, the kind of image 
owning three four wheel drives and dining at Hilton hotel 
with foreigners every other night would give you in a country 
where having three meals a day is considered a luxury. And 
when he came to me, here was a girl who knew his best days 
were behind him. That he has traded o� his true self for cheap 
metal. How he used to be this person who valued the integrity 
of his soul than what he had in the bank. A man who lived 
according to what he believed, and expected others to do as 
well. Now – he was everybody’s Sammy and he couldn't square 
those two. I think having me around was like walking about 
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with his own private documentary moviemaker. Or your sub-
conscious, shaking its head at what you have allowed yourself 
to become. He knew he can’t be a certain way without jeop-
ardizing what he used to say and who he used to be if there was 
a witness around; and I was that witness. There was also the 
little problem of all the guys who worked under him believing 
I was smarter than him. That used to bother him because he 
thought he was the smartest one, the ‘success story’, that I just 
spoke better English”

“Hm.”
“It was sad,” she continued, “seeing him su�er so much to �t 

in. May be that was why it hurt, knowing that I couldn’t save 
him from the in�uence his surrounding was having on him. 
That a rift was being created between us, and I was standing 
alone at the other end - with his old self-pleading for him to 
come back. Any way... the more he changed, the less he wanted 
to see me. But the less he wanted to see me, the more he knew 
he was walking further from his old - idealistic - self. Both of 
us were mourning for his loss, maybe, in our own ways. He 
looked pretty mellowed out when I saw him here though, al-
most his old self; except with a lot more gray hair. He is one 
of those guys who gets gray hair from stress. Young face but al-
most complete gray hair. It was actually cute”

“Excuse me,” Aaron said, raising a cigarette in place of a �n-
ger, “Back up a little, will you? ‘When you met him here?’”

“Oh yeah... he came to Seattle to see me, I didn’t tell you 
that, did I?”

“I would have remembered that, I think,” he said, the cigar-
ette turning to ashes in his mouth.

“He was in Atlanta to attend a tour operator’s seminar,” she 
said, “he called my family and told them he was an old friend 
and if there was stu� they wanna send to me, a care package – 
is that the word? – he will take it for me. Mailing to America is 
crazy expensive from my country so they were too happy to 
oblige – and of course gave him my cell phone number for here. 
When he called and I told him to just mail it from Atlanta, be-
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cause I didn't want to have anything to do with him, he said he 
knew friends of a friend in Seattle; that he has been wanting to 
visit for a while so I might as well meet him”

“So you met him!”
"I have to” she said, defensive against the accusative note in 

his voice “Will was jealous of him even when he thought the 
guy was back in Ethiopia; because I have talked about him 
while we were still courting and have said, without thinking 
of course, if he saw Samson - he will be jealous. And he took 
that as not meaning Samson was good looking but that he 
himself was ugly. When we met, Sammy told me he has redis-
covered himself and realized what he has lost in me."

"It is not impossible” Aaron replied, “So what happened, at 
the meeting?"

"He told me he will wait till the end of time for me. That he 
still loves me, and I will be his wife even if I was married and 
have dozens of kids"

"Then?"
"Then nothing, I went home"
"Having loved him so much in the past, you weren't even 

tempted to make out?"
"No. I mean... of course you would still have feelings for the 

guy. He was my �rst and only boyfriend. We were together for 
four years. And always had this untapped sexual chemistry be-
tween us – because I dared not spend the night out while my 
brother was still around, and he was creeped out with motel 
beds. My very heart was shaking when we met. But he said 
some stu� that pissed me o�, so I just walked out"

"Stu� like what?"
"Like assuming I must have gone to Will because he himself 

couldn't get his act together, which he said was because of sex-
ual frustration –I lived at home and wasn’t available for him 
as much as he wanted to - while so many women were o�ering 
themselves to him, thanks to his new found money"

"Well... was that why you married Will?"
"No!” she protested, “We have broken up with Samson for 
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two years before I met Will. As if that wasn't enough, he made 
it clear he believed any Ethiopian woman who gets together 
with ‘a black guy’, meaning a man with West-African features, 
is doing it either because the Ethiopian guy she wanted wasn't 
available or is trying to get back at Ethiopian men for some-
thing they did to her”

“Wow, what a douche!”
“I know” she giggled, “Anyway, I told him this was the kind 

of stupidity that made me break up with him and walked out 
of his hotel room - he was staying at the Silver Cloud hotel 
on Capitol Hill. Before he left, he came by Goodwill (he had a 
rented cab with an Ethiopian guy chau�euring for him – some 
connection of his friends in Atlanta) and gave me their num-
ber in case I changed my mind or needed anything. I didn't 
even keep the number. But when I had the problem with Will 
the �rst time, the night he kicked me out, I called Addis and 
took the number from him. Zegeye, the friend in Atlanta, told 
me to just drop everything and come there. Any friend of 
Sammy’s was his friend, and – even if that wasn’t the case - 
he isn’t one to stand aside when an Ethiopian girl gets treated 
badly because she feels she hasn't got anywhere else to go to"

"And...?"
"I don't know. A part of me thinks if I go to Virginia Beach, 

Will will know where to �nd me – he has been friends on Face-
book with my cousin, even before I came to America – so there 
would be no point in going away if he can come after me when 
he feels like it"

"And another part of you?"
"Another part of me just doesn't want to go down that road. 

What if I became really lonely and wanted to get back to-
gether with Samson; this person who has proved, not once but 
twice, that he wasn’t the man I fall in love with all those years 
ago?"

"Wow. It is good to know I don't even come into the ques-
tion"

"C'mon I am telling you what I was thinking before I met 

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

294

you," she said
"I know but the fact that you maybe going to a place where 

you might end hooking up with your ex-boyfriend; that you 
are not willing to break those ties; it makes me feel all Will 
and I need to do is mess up for you to pick up your bag and 
leave. It is as if we are setup to fail. That is the problem with 
having a sure thing on the side. The poor man in your life is 
�ghting against the inevitable"

"A sure thing" she said, bitterly
"Well... I am sure you do not consciously think you will have 

Samson to end up with if it comes to the worst. I am almost 
certain you see this as a survival thing. You need to make sure 
that you have a fallback plan. A contingency. But - for me - or 
anyone from America for that matter, a plan B in matters of 
love is as much of a betrayal as cheating. It is you keeping a lit-
tle bit back, saving a slice of yourself - just in case. It isn't true 
love and it isn't honest. Not completely anyway"

"I mean come on" he continued, when she tried to pull her 
hand out and avoided his eyes - a sign that she was hurt by 
what he was saying "I am your boyfriend. Surely, you know 
that! I cannot be happy for you for having a plan ‘B’, as if I am 
only a friend. Whether this guy means what he says; whether 
you want to end up or not end up with him, I would still not 
want my girlfriend to have a reserve on her heart when she 
should be giving it all to me!"

"What does a heart gotta do with living accommodations?" 
she said, relaxing her hand.

“What has a heart gotta do with having sex with strange 
men for money? Or selling drug to feed your kids? Nothing is 
sacred if you looked at it from that angle. But of course,” he 
said, crushing a cigarette butt underneath his shoe, “it is not 
like anybody can blame you for it. You have risked everything 
for love and seen how it came back to haunt you”

She put her hand in his. “If you are implying that I do not 
love you the way I did Will, you are mistaken” she said.

“No, I know” he protested, “You have ‘learned better’ than 
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putting all your faith in men; fool me once, and all that. I 
just wish some woman would take a risk on me someday. I 
am what women resign themselves to, mostly. I don’t know if 
that is because good guys �nish last or because there is some-
thing wrong with me that only women are able to see”

There was a silent brooding.
"Does it really mean that much to you that I go to Virginia 

Beach even if I am going away for good?" she �nally asked.
"No, it won't” Aaron said, vengefully “It wouldn’t make me 

feel good, the idea of you going away anywhere. But it would 
make me feel better about my place in your life right now"

"Ok" She said, took her phone out and swiped through it. 
“There” she said, pointing to a number saved under ‘Aunt 
Sossy’. "Go ahead, delete it. And no, I don't have it memorized 
or saved somewhere else"

"You really don't have to" he said, embarrassed at how he 
used self-pity to twist her arm into doing what he wanted.

"I want to,” she said, determinedly “Because you were right, I 
was being a coward and it is not fair for you or Will. In return, 
you have to let me into your world a little bit. I know you 
are one of those people who would rather listen than talk; and 
that you like to keep things to yourself. But if I have to throw 
away my collateral to show that I chose you above all men, 
you should be able to take the risk of trusting me with who 
you really are, despite your past teaching you otherwise”

“I hope I haven’t purposefully hidden anything from you” he 
said, a little ba�ed “If there are things I do not like talking 
about in my past, it is not because I am being secretive. It is 
because I have analyzed them and made my peace with them. 
I am still a little sheepish about my place in society, who I am 
– so to say. Sometimes it strikes me how I am living the life I 
thought I wanted to live as a teenager – while I was being shut-
tled from one brother’s house to another and craved freedom. 
That I was the guy from that list on a birthday card, ‘drive 
a fast car, make money, touch some boobs; your need hasn’t 
changed from when you were 12 years old’. I mean I don’t care 
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much about the car or the money – as long as I can get to where 
I want and can meet my obligations on time. But I still feel like 
an awkward teenager when a good-looking woman turns her 
eyes on me. I share the same iTunes account with my 16-year-
old. I enjoy playing Dungeons and Dragons the way I did when I 
was a kid. I listen to the same music; I watch the same movies 
and get drunk or high when life becomes unbearable. I some-
times ask myself who I am supposed to be now. To what end I 
should work. If, perhaps, that is not the reason why I pretend 
with people outside my circle that I was still a married man. 
Not much you can do than sink into the abyss when you �nd 
yourself sliding down after summiting Everest”

“But isn’t that what divorce is?” asked Zema gently “A self-
doubt breeding machine?”

“A sigh of relief is what I heard from my brothers when their 
wives left them” he said “but again, neither of them were mar-
ried to the woman of their dream and worked as hard as I did 
to keep her happy. I mean, despite my home not being exactly 
Disney World, I enjoyed being a husband and a father. It was 
the �rst time I felt like I was taken seriously - that I was �nally 
the man my brothers were years before me. Not to mention 
how I like having someone to work for and go home to. Climb-
ing the stairs to a room that smells of cooking, instead of 
having to open the freezer and take out another frozen piece 
of Tyson’s chicken strip, is an uplifting thought when heading 
home. Yes. I may just be playing at being a grown up, but it is a 
part I rather enjoy dressing up for”

“Maybe you would have it again someday," she said in a teas-
ing voice.

“You think so?" Aaron asked, searching for a promising 
glimpse in her eyes.

"Of course," she said without hesitation, “You were too eager 
to settle down without really knowing what you were set-
tling for. I think that was the problem with your �rst mar-
riage. Someday you would realize unless you learned to be less 
hurried and less lonely, the right girl would not have a chance 
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to come looking for you"
“Let us hope” Aaron said, a little cowed by the detachedness 

of the vision she seems to have for him, “that I have some say 
in who that girl ought to be”

“You know what I mean” she said laughing nervously.
“I do,” Aaron said, taking her hand in his, “You are afraid of 

certainties. Because certainties are like taking the future – the 
unknown - out of God’s hand and claiming it as yours to do as 
you please. So, I will say ‘hope’. I ‘hope’ to someday give you 
the ring you told Will to return to the jewelers because the 
money could be put to better use. I want to get you an engage-
ment ring, a diamond one, not necessarily the biggest or the 
most expensive, but one that would mean something special 
to you. Because, short of knocking her up, having a girl wear 
your ring is as good as saying she is yours. Besides" he said, 
pushing Will's wedding band out of the way, "There would 
come a day in which you would want to remove that dent; and 
the only way to do that is with another ring"
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CHAPTER 45

If only he knew how soon his patience would be tested!
On his birthday, he was used to having Kathleen bake 

him a cheesecake and his kids giving him presents they 
bought with the money they earned or saved. When he be-
came the second single male member of the family, however, 
his siblings – whose only birthday tradition thus far has been 
trying to out-wake one by sending the earliest "you are one 
year older, but none the wiser" message – decided to do some-
thing di�erent. This was a 100 dollars’ gift card from the 
birthday boy/girl's favorite store [iTunes for Aaron] accom-
panied by a consistently funny postcard that may or may not 
be signed by all of them.

Birthdays were not observed among his colleagues, al-
though HR sends out a 50 dollars AvADiner gift certi�cate for 
all team members born in that month. After work, however, it 
was common for his friends to take him to "A Terrible Beauty" 
in Tukwila where he is treated to a fare and beer of his choice 
while listening to an Irish band play. He didn't tell Zema his 
birthday was that week, assuming it might make her fuss. 
However, when he got home that night, he was surprised not 
only at �nding her sited in the dark – in tight jeans that shows 
her butt-crease – but that she was in a hurry to leave.

"Are you okay?" he said, after giving her a hug and thanking 
her for the birthday cake and the candles she started lighting 
up when he unlocked the door.

"Yes, I am glad you came because I was gonna wait until 
10:30 and leave"

"You aren't upset, are you?" he said, frowning "I would have 
left earlier if I knew you were here. You neither called nor 
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texted yesterday so I assumed you didn't know it was my 
birthday and didn't want to make you feel bad"

"I know it was your birthday yesterday. Don't you remember 
how I told you I used to visit your Facebook? I also know you 
have to close and that you won't go out with Mel and Je� until 
tonight. Even told Will we have a big event that was scheduled 
to close after midnight so I can be here when you come back to 
surprise you. But he called and left a message saying Amelita 
has been taken ill"

"I am sorry to hear that" he said, immediately turned o�. 
"What did they say is wrong with her?"

"I don't know. She wasn't feeling well in the morning, so 
stayed home from work. Then Greg found her passed out in 
the kitchen. They took her to the ER. She knows herself now 
but seems to have su�ered a heart attack. Becky called him 
and they are at Swedish right now"

"Do you need to go there, I can take you there?" he said, look-
ing for his jacket.

"He said not to come" she said, hurried "He would call me 
after he talked to the doctor. His aunts - and cousins - they 
aren't crazy about me, so he didn't want me to--" She appears 
to be looking for the purse she just put on her shoulder.

"I am sorry," he said, looking at her hesitantly "So... do you 
wanna stay here a bit or... I mean he still thinks you are at 
work"

"This isn't about him," she said, almost hysterical. "I gotta 
wait for his call at home, whatever happens. I can’t sit here 
when his mother is dying over there. I have already wasted 
three hours"

“Ok. Take it easy”
“I can’t, I am sorry,” she said, starting to cry quietly
“I said ‘all right’! Jesus. Stop crying, will you? A heart-attack 

is barely fatal nowadays”
“It’s just…” she said, looking up. There was guilt, shame, and 

sorrow on her face.
“I know. But she will be �ne, you will see. Lemme take a leak 
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and I will drive you home. Text me whatever happens, any 
time of the night. I will come and take you to the hospital if 
needs be”

"Good". She was still looking around the room, as if she has 
forgotten something when he came back out. "I have--" she 
pointed to a gift-wrapped item on the table "Got you some-
thing. Open it when you come back. The bag, I am gonna leave 
here. It is not something I can take home with me, anyway. It 
is... it was a lingerie. You said once how good I will look in it 
and I was gonna give it a try to show you I was willing to leave 
my comfort zone and be brave for you because I trust you. 
Anyway..."

"Oh babe" he said, holding her close to himself and trying to 
kiss her lips, as her face seems to have already left the room 
"That would have been the best birthday gift ever"

“It is not the garter-thingy your wife wore that time,” she 
warned, after looking dubious. “All they have it in is in the 
‘sexy baby doll’ brand, which is a look you said you don’t like. 
So, I went to the ‘Lovers’ store in Tukwila and the girl said the 
�shnet lingerie would look good on me”

"I meant the gesture would have meant a lot more than 
the look," he added, suddenly grieved he has to miss out on 
a birthday evening because stupid Will's mother can't get 
her act together. “Although I would have loved the look too. 
Thank you, sweetheart. I know it can't have been easy going 
into ‘Lovers’"

She looked up, suddenly aware of him.
“You are high!” she said, absentmindedly.
“Yeah, I missed my family” he said suddenly choking up “Do 

you know what my boy got me for my birthday four years ago 
– on the last birthday I had before they left?”

“What?”
“A bear deterrent! He made me a good-luck charm of a bear 

deterrent that is so loud Je� was joking how it reminds him of 
a Chinese gong from old karate movies. You know the one they 
hit before the bad guy shows up at the Temple; and kills the 
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Master? You won’t believe the kind of stu� he gathered to put 
on it, tea pots and eggbeaters. His sister said he worries I will 
be eaten when I go camping with the guys, even in areas where 
bears are not known to exist. He has been working on it for 
weeks in secret”

“I am sorry,” she said, bursting into tears.
“It’s not your fault,” he said, sni�ng. "It's that - that woman 

who took my kids away from me and told me I can move there 
if I want to be near them - knowing I have nobody there and 
how much I hate all the phoniness surrounding her"

“Yes, but I should have been here for you”
“You tried” he said, giving her a hug “that matters. Besides, 

my melancholy is nothing compared to what your husband is 
probably going through right now"

"If he said she is feeling better,” she started, “I promise I will 
call you and you will come pick me up. I will tell him I went 
with Kiddi to her place so I can be closer to Swedish in case he 
needed me in the middle of the night"

"Good"
“Then we will spend the night together”
“I would love that”
"Should you be driving though?" she said, looking worriedly 

at him “I can take a bus – or even a cab, you know? There are so 
many Ethiopians who drive cabs; some won’t even accept pay-
ment from me”

"I only had a joint,” he said, heading towards the restroom 
“just enough to dull the pain. Moreover, I have driven in this 
city for twenty something years, as a private and commercial 
driver. You are in the safest hands possible"
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CHAPTER 46

He lost his mother after a hot day in the garden; 
where she was seen tending to her tomatoes; the 
tomatoes she o�ered his kids with her hand when 

they come over. Yummy grape tomatoes that melt in the 
mouth. Her strawberries, which she packed jams for all the 
families. Her rosemary garden, and her real passions; her birds. 
She had a rich life, 6 children, 9 grand kids and a multitude of 
run-away boys and girls who took shelter under her trees and 
slept on her hammock. But when it came down to it, she died 
alone, peaceful in her bed after a sunstroke - but alone all the 
same.

[Of course, his mother’s wasn’t the only lifeless body to be 
found at his parent’s house. His little sister Cindy has run all 
the way home from a friend’s house, with a stomach full of 
hot pee, to �nd her “big sister” April, the daughter his parents 
adopted so the little girl won’t feel so lonely among a house 
full of boys, hanging from a homemade noose in their shared 
bathroom.

Aaron was in Anacortes at that time, spending the summer 
with his oldest brother Peter, Peter’s second wife, and Peter’s 
little boy [only child, he would turn out to be] from his �rst 
marriage. He has been shocked and disturbed by the news and 
scandalized for his family. But not entirely surprised.

April was the girl who looked bruised in all the family 
photos, and had an almost paralyzing fear of people in Uni-
forms when she �rst came to live with them – at age 8 or 9. 
She was dyslexic and he has heard her being referred to as “so-
cially inept”, yet “smart as a whip”. Aaron did not warm up to 
her until a few years before she died, she was so much like the 
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little girl who made his kindergarten life a living hell. But he 
remembers how she walked about like a Zombie with some 
kind of thread or yarn that she worked furiously around her 
�nger. And how she seems to suddenly come alive and start 
asking the weirdest questions of strangers she has quietly 
been considering. Questions such as are crows and cross-eyed 
people devil’s messengers? Are doppelgangers aliens in dis-
guise? Would identical twins end up doing what they were 
unable to do in their mother’s belly and murder one another? 
And if you’d �nd yourself sucked down into hell when you 
walk over drain grates.

It was the evening Aaron took Cindy's boyfriend out for a 
drink, to encourage and council over the break up that fol-
lowed Cindy’s decision to study and then move to California, 
that Aaron understood there was a much darker side to the 
story that would have been buried with April if her two-year 
younger ‘sister’ wasn’t there to recall it to life.

Jared, gentle, philosophical, and a “Beardo” way before 
beards became cool, told Aaron why he stayed behind when 
his girlfriend moved to The Golden State. “She just can’t deal 
with it anymore,” Jared said, digging dead skin out of his new-
est tattoo, “The more frustrated she is with her own life, the 
more she seems to obsess over that girl who killed herself be-
cause one of your brothers was messing with her”

“What are you talking about?!”
“May or June, or whatever her name was. Sin said she has 

seen him sneak out of your adopted sister’s room repeatedly, 
sneak out in a very telling way for a grown-up, but never 
understood its relevance until she was old enough to put two 
and two together”

“Oh, my God” Aaron gasped “Did she say who it was?!”
“Nope. She cried and threw a �t when I asked her for a detail 

after she sobered up. But it is one of the reasons why she keeps 
o�ering to work holidays, when you guys gather at your par-
ents, and she is trying to move as far away from her family as 
she can. You won’t believe how much that incident �gures in 
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her life and how it formed the person that she is”.
“Do you think I should ask her?” Aaron said, his very bones 

rattling within him.
“No, man! If she knew I told you, she will never talk to 

me again” Jared protested, “Just make sure she knows you are 
there for her, and she will come around. You and Pete are the 
only brothers she misses because you are the only ones who 
bothered talking to her like a human being when she was a 
kid”

Aaron would have found the job of being there for this sister, 
who has suddenly become a stranger, very hard if his wife has 
not left him and made it clear she has no intention of coming 
back. When Cindy, the only member of his family to enquire 
from Kat what happened, and to whom Kat told everything 
– including the third girl, wondered why he wouldn’t take a 
sabbatical from his new job and come visit her in Cali, Aaron 
did not think twice. There she not only “dragged his ass out of 
bed” every evening after work so he could see, and draw heal-
ing from, the nightlife of her adopted city; but they “hit the 
lanes”, they joined group hikes, and sat in her car eating bad 
food and watching movies at the drive-in. More importantly, 
they talked. They went down memory lane and laughed over 
times that turned out to be much happier than she remem-
bered them.

Aaron didn't �nd out which brother did what. But he kept a 
casual eye out for stray children at the family gathering and 
made a conscious decision to not walk away from another 
April if it was in his power to save her].

So, it was good to be fretted over for a change. To be watched 
and pampered, like an only child. However, he wished, too, 
while lying on his bed looking up at the ceiling half the night; 
waiting for her call - that he was with her. How often would 
they get a chance to spend an adulterated night together? 
A night in which they can talk, watch a movie, and have a 
breakfast together. She has told him how IHOP was the �rst 
American restaurant where she had food in. She still remem-
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bers the sunlight coming through the window. How glorious 
the orange juice was. How beautiful the waitress! How em-
barrassed, nervous, and anxious she was! Oh, the bacon! Oh, 
the eggs! Oh, the pancake! Oh, the co�ee that tasted good - 
you never �nd that taste again - which she kept drinking after 
Will told her she can have it re�lled [for free] if she wanted. 
She remembers the face of the family that was sitting across 
them. She can still see, if she closed her eyes, the parking lot 
and what it felt like, looking across it into the world. The 
American weather. American cars. All the white people. And 
the brown people. And people so tanned she cannot tell what 
were. All the weird accents that took her years to understand. 
The cobblestone they walked on when returning to the car. 
The passionate love they made in their room afterwards, and 
how they went to sleep in each other’s arms.

How Will used to come to see her on his lunch break – 
driving from South-Center all the way to his parent’s home in 
Kent - and how his mom used to tease him. How, when Zema 
got tired of waiting around for him to come home, he took 
her along to work. How she sat in the car while he executed 
his Security Guard duties at the small strip mall where he 
was known by store owners, store customers, skateboarding 
kids and stoners alike. A place where he was o�ered dinners 
and free drinks from the eateries around and where he used to 
get international calling cards from. "You are very pretty", the 
Greek guy who owned the mobile-phone store has said to her 
when Will took her so they could meet in person. And Will 
has turned to her with a glowing smile as if to say, "Didn’t I tell 
you?!".

She was always insecure about her looks.
How she stayed in the car, falling asleep and waking, until 

his rounds were done. How she would have been content to 
do it every night [until her papers came and she could work] if 
it wasn't for his mother who convinced her she was actually 
putting his life in danger by being there - because he won't be 
as attentive to his duties as he should. How disappointed Will 
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used to be if he was going somewhere and she didn't want to 
tag along. And how he took her to all the ethnic cuisines in 
Seattle so she can try everything and write about it to her 
friends in Ethiopia. How he was planning to take her to Holly-
wood someday, have her walk the streets of New York, maybe 
even cross the border to Canada so she can have her very own 
‘White Christmas’. How she hoped to one day surprise him 
with a plane ticket to the Philippines so he can go there and 
discover whatever it is he needed to discover about himself. 
How endless the possibilities felt. How in love they were. And 
how quickly it all went south.

Aaron wasn't crazy about IHOP. Chain restaurants were 
things he aspired to when he was a kid and they couldn't a�ord 
to go out. When store-bought cookie, Oreos and Chips-Ahoy 
were a holiday treat at his parent’s home. But he liked her, and 
he has wished, often, if he could take her there and watch her 
'live'. She knew how to live, Zema did, when she was allowed 
to. She glows with happiness and make you feel like no other 
person has done it bigger than you. She had told him she is 
always taken aback by an act of kindness; and takes it with 
the gratefulness of the downtrodden. He had loved her expres-
sions.

With Will at the hospital, they could have spent the night 
together, actually sleep in the same bed, with or without a lin-
gerie. And tomorrow morning could have been the morning in 
which they would have had their �rst breakfast together. Or 
brunch, before he heads to work. It would have been a pretty 
day for it, too, if the weatherman could be trusted.

He can still hear voices coming from the back of his build-
ing. There was a Dick's Burger place there that opened until 
2am. And young men and women loved their Dicks on Fri-
day/Saturday nights, after getting drunk or stoned; while they 
poured out of the various bars into the streets, like refugees - 
looking for something to eat. He used to open his window and 
watch those who come in and who go out. Young women and 
men in all forms of cloth disarray. Short shiny dresses from 
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weddings; long tight dresses of proms; both topped with big 
jackets from male dates/partners/friends with disheveled hair 
and an inability to feel cold. Glitters and weird haircuts. Bare 
feet and long lines. Howls... screams. Kids too young to act like 
grownups, so alike they seem to have a family resemblance, 
crowding the joint and talking as if they expected to be taken 
seriously.

Should he have pushed her a little bit? Should he email her 
and say he was coming? Should he just show up outside, call 
her from a street phone and tell her to come out? It wasn't sex 
he was craving. It was intimacy. He wasn’t distracted enough 
to play a winning game. Neither the birthday cake from 
Borracchini’s [the only bakery they ordered from while his 
mother was still alive], nor the two Volume Ethiopian Jazz CDs 
she bought him [which he �rst heard on a Bill Murray movie 
and actually liked], can cheer him up. Soon, he found himself 
craving for a burger; or at least the warmth being away from a 
cold quiet building would give him. It was his birthday, after 
all, and that means something to Americans; even at the ripe 
age of 39.

He got a jacket, grabbed his phone, and walked down as fast 
and quietly as he can.
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CHAPTER 47

When he got there, with his hands tucked in his 
jacket; the place was too crowded to get in. The 
order line was almost �owing out the door. He 

did not want to walk back; the smell of the fries wafting 
through the cold night was too strong for any human man. So, 
stood there waiting, like a dog hoping for a morsel from the 
master’s table. There were people sitting outside on the steps. 
There even was a spot near him, next to a girl - clearly drunk - 
eating fries out of a bag while her boyfriend massaged her feet. 
And another one next to an older woman smoking a cigarette, 
with her legs stretched out before her.

Seeing him hesitate, she patted the seat next to her.
“Hope you don’t mind” she said, trying to avoid blowing the 

cigarette in his face. “My friends won’t let me smoke in the car 
so I gotta be the pariah”

“No, it’s �ne” he said, smiling and keeping an eye on the line 
inside so he doesn’t appear to be a middle-aged white male 
lurking in the shadows of a restaurant full of drunk-teenagers 
after hours “I used to be a smoker, too. Gave it up 8 years ago, 
end of June. I still smoke sometimes, socially”

“Good for you” she said, scratching the back of her head 
with long �ngernails. She had cropped bowl hair that gave 
her the appearance of a church dignitary. When she scratches, 
the whole top of her skull seems to move; as if her head was 
attached to her neck by invisible strings. “Yeah...” she said a 
few minutes later, “I tried, and almost succeeded a couple of 
years ago. And then my dick-wad boyfriend left me with a 
ton of debt and no money to pay my rent. Gotta put my stu� 
in storage and move back with my mother, which is like the 
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shittiest thing to do. Funny thing is, though, I hate cigarettes. 
Hate the way they smell on other people. Hate the way they 
make my �ngers look. Hate what I spend on them. But when I 
am stressed out, and stress is what you deal with in my line of 
work, it’s like I can’t wait to get home to my babies.” She held 
the cigarettes between her �ngers, “my babies. Ugly expensive 
babies, but babies nonetheless”

“We all have our poisons of choices,” he said, smiling. The 
line does not seem to be moving - another customer with 
credit card and no cash, perhaps.

He took his phone out and checked it, just so he has some-
thing to do.

“Some of us more than others” she said and took a long look 
at him. “So why are you here at almost 1 in the morning?” she 
asked, “You don’t look like the partying type”

“No am not,” he said, trying to meet her eyes through the 
smoke and the layer of makeup on her face. It's rubbing o� 
now, showing o� a skin pu�y and discolored – like it was being 
held together by a clothespin on the back. “I live in that build-
ing over there and couldn't sleep. Thought I would get some 
Dicks instead”

He has set himself up, so he was not surprised when the joke 
came. “So you are into that, are you?” she said, nudging him 
on the side with her arm. It was an honest drunk laugh. It 
warmed his heart. “You know that joke, right?” she said before 
he was able to protest. “About Washingtonians being asked 
what their favorite food was and they saying Dicks. This place 
does have a reputation for being gay-friendly. Too friendly 
perhaps”

“I know – but no, my kids used to love coming here. I come 
in when I miss them, or when they ask about root beer �oats. 
They are in Wisconsin now – with their mother. I was actually 
waiting for my girlfriend to call”

“Girlfriend” is Zema’s name for herself. She likes it when he 
calls her that, and when he remembers to bring his clean uni-
form home with him. She has admitted to �nding him erotic 
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in his work cloth, so they have once or twice tried to have sex 
in his bedroom closet with just his cargo pants unzipped. This 
maneuver has left him with muscle cramp while making her 
feel a little less feminist.

The woman raised her eyebrow, making the top of skull 
move much higher. “Girlfriend or booty call?”

“Girlfriend. It was my birthday yesterday"
She whistled. "Well Happy birthday for yesterday!"
"Thanks... anyway we were planning to celebrate tonight. 

But she got called because a family member was taken to the 
ER. Waiting for updates”

“Oh, got it”
Then just because the line was not moving, or this woman 

here looked as vulnerable as him or he felt miserable and liked 
con�ding, he said “Her mother-in-law”

She rolled her eyes under her bang. She looks like she is in 
her mid-thirties. But something about her body, maybe the 
tummy tuck, or the fake-looking boobs makes her look older. 
More desperate, like she was put together from bits of human 
remains. As if her skin would have markers on it from where 
she was to be cut and sawn.

“Her mother-in-law?”
“Husband’s mother”
“Oh... it is that kind of girlfriend. Is it?”
He sighed.
She suddenly seems more interested in him than before. 

“Lemme guess. He is your friend from high-school and the 
wives used to go shopping together!”

“No. She is... it’s a long story” Aaron said, “We work together, 
and she has gotta stay married to him for a couple of months 
more. Anyway, yeah” he looked at his phone again. It appeared 
to him as old and useless as himself. “Not into Dicks”

She smiled, watching him closely. She has stopped scratch-
ing the back of her hair. But – because of the bangs or the gray 
wisps �ying here and there – she still looks like she is wearing 
somebody’s skull on her head.
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“You must really love her,” she observed dryly, almost 
scornfully. That is when he realized that she had an accent. 
Reminded him of “Fran Drescher”. He was not sure if it was 
a�ected or genuine.

“I must” he smiled bitterly “It just sucks sometimes”
“Doesn't it though?” she said, sighing. “I myself have been 

seeing this guy o� and on for years. He has desertion issues; 
his mom walked out on him when he was young or some such 
bullshit. So, he thinks he can't live without a woman who 
ditched him for another guy. Wants to '�ght' for them; so they 
could pick him and he can get the validation he needs. Any-
way, tells me ‘you know I am still in love with my ex but you 
are still with me’, like that shows how wonderful and patient I 
am. I say ‘hopefully my kids will inherit your sense of humor’”

He smiled. She was funny. It has been a while since he has 
been with a funny woman. Funny girls were like a breath of 
fresh air; which is why he has always had a thing for Janeane 
Garofalo. Too bad you cannot pick and choose who you fall in 
love within real life.

She must have noticed the warmth spreading on his face. She 
asked “What?”

“You remind me of someone,” He said fondly, “An ex-girl-
friend”

“In a good way I hope?” she said, in a teasing voice.
Aaron smiled. He honestly could not say.
“Anyway…” she said, putting out her cigarette, “I am Mi-

chelle”
“Aaron” he answered, shaking the hand that she stretched 

for him and hoping by the time he turns his face that the 
line was still there. Here was the intimacy he wanted. Here 
was a woman he can �irt with. Here was a body he can sleep 
next to. And why not? Zema was sleeping with her husband. 
Why cannot he seek the warmth from other bodies, bodies 
with blonde bangs, silicon breasts and skin that seems to need 
more work than that of a dead person’s? The company of a 
middle-aged ‘girl’ with a sweet laugh, a hoarse throaty-voice 
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and a sense of humor; an ex-cable, an ex-debt and an ex-boy-
friend who left her out to dry.

“My friends” she said, continuing the introduction. He 
turned towards the side of the window she was pointing to – 
and was greeted by a mob of smiling faces and waving hands. 
They seem to have been trying to get his attention. He smiled 
and waved back. Two men with two women, a �fth person (a 
very feminine man or a very masculine woman – gay, at any 
rate). She was the odd girl out. “Care to join us?”

“No... I don’t know,” he said, suddenly bashful. “I – it doesn’t 
seem to be easing – the line”

“You don’t have to eat to go in there,” she said, laughing. 
“Just say hi to them and maybe you can show me your apart-
ment?”

Stop. Rewind. Did she say what he thought she said? Was get-
ting laid that easy after the clock hit midnight?

"You mean...?"
"Yes. Just so that birthday plan of yours won't go to total 

waste"
He looked back at the friends; they seem to be in a pre-him 

deep conversation. There doesn’t appear to be much eating 
going on, either. So, they were to be her insurances, witnesses 
at least, in case something happened to her. He smiled hesi-
tantly. Was money going to change hands? Or does she hit on 
random men? And would he dare drag a stranger o� the street 
into his apartment?!

The kids sitting near them seem to have had enough of the 
cold. They walked, the girl half-asleep on the boy’s chest and 
he being very brave and supportive about it.

“No?” she said, smiling sadly.
“You sure your friends won’t think it is weird?” he said, al-

most in a whisper. “I mean we just met”
“They know me, I am weird,” she said, got up and shook the 

cigarette-ash o� her. It was a short dress. Short enough to look 
like a tight skirt. Her legs had strong calf. She was big on top 
and seem to progressively narrow down. What his wife would 
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have looked like, perhaps, if she hasn’t been a Food-Nazi by 
putting restrictions on what is allowed in the house and what 
is not. A woman with manly shoulders and a feminine jaw. 
Attractive, nonetheless. More because of the way she held 
herself and the con�dence she has in her ability to get men; 
or rock lingerie. And because it was his birthday and he was 
meant to have a woman put on lingerie for him that night, he 
decided he would have a woman put on lingerie for him that 
night. Even if it was one size too small for her.

She appeared impatient after she got up. It seems now or 
never.

“Maybe we can try my car �rst,” he said, after getting up and 
hiding behind her broad shoulders from the view on the in-
side. A man who is clearly a bum was walking towards them 
with his hand raised. He was saying something incoherent. 
“See how it felt and go from there? I am parked right there”

He pushed a button on his key and his car winked back. She 
shrugged her shoulder, �xed the back of her dress and gestured 
to her friends that she was coming back. While they walked, 
she limping a little from either sitting long or because her 
shoe was uncomfortable, his mind was racing. He knew he 
won’t technically be cheating on Zema. No one on this planet 
would say he was. But when it comes to the rules of the heart; 
a heart on which emotions were written with blood and gut, 
�re and brimstone; in that planet where he sees her as belong-
ing to him; and she trusts him to go to bed hugging his pillow 
4 days out of 7; he would be cheating on his girlfriend. In that 
world, he will be another Will.

In this one, he opened his car door for Michelle, and she sat. 
He got in. He turned the engine on. He turned it o�. Watched 
her look in the mirror and wipe something at the corner of her 
mouth. “So” he said and turned towards her smiling. “Where 
were we?”

“We were about to make out” she said, taking a gum he did 
not remember her chewing out. He leaned over, she leaned 
closer, and their lips met. For a few minutes, they did the 
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adjustment dance. He knocked his nose against her chin; she 
almost kicked his groin with her knee. Her breasts felt too 
hard; her sweater too tight. And the roof of his car didn’t seem 
tall enough for a tussle. Then… when they were about to set-
tle into a quiet rhythm of rubbing lips and sucking tongues 
- hands caressing thighs and prying them open – at the exact 
moment he forgot where he was, who he was with and started 
hearing a song in his head – a gentle tug at his pants woke him 
up. “Zzz” “Zzz” went his phone. “Zzz”. “Excuse me. ‘Secue me!” 
he said, sitting up and digging his phone out of his suddenly 
very-tight pair of pants.

It was not a call. It was an email. “Hope you have already 
gone to sleep, but if you haven’t, I wish you a goodnight. Will 
texted saying he will spend the night there, but his sister is 
coming. She has to be at work early tomorrow, so he told her 
to spend the night here instead of driving all the way to Kent 
and back with 5 hours to go. Thank you for your o�er to take 
me to the hospital and sorry I didn’t kiss you a proper good-
bye. I thought I killed her by holding a grudge against her for 
so long. And that Will will have nothing left for him when I di-
vorce him, that I will never be able to forgive myself. Anyway, 
thank you for being the kind of person you are. Gonna make 
you some Sambussa on Monday and try the lingerie when I 
come over on Tuesday – unless I got a visit from my Aunt Flor-
ida before that, in which case I will try it on Friday. I love you 
and I can’t wait to see you then”

When he looked up, his face must have lost whatever was 
there, because she cleaned her teeth with her tongue and said, 
rather tastefully, “I guess that must be her, huh?”

“Yes...” he said, putting his phone back in his pocket.
“Is she coming?”
“No… she – she has to host his sister for the night. It’s just 

that I remembered I gotta get to work �rst thing in the morn-
ing. We have a huge party planned. Ten-year anniversary”

“A party you forgot about before she texted, when you were 
horny?!”
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He bowed his head in shame. She was looking in front of her, 
as if she had some really stinging things to say to the world but 
didn’t know how to put it.

She breathed a long exploding breath.
“Will you walk back with me at least?” she said, between her 

teeth.
“Walk back with you? To the restaurant? Of course. I will 

even say hi to your friends – if you want”
“Thanks. That won't be necessary”
“I – think you are a great girl” he started and meaning it too. 

It is just timing. It is always timing with girls like you.
“Save it,” she said, holding her hand up. There was a brace-

let he hasn't noticed on her arm. A pink bracelet shaped like 
a snake; the kind Kat used to bring home after Marathons for 
Breast-cancer survivors or patients with an obscure-disease 
no one has heard of.

He shut up and climbed out of the car with her. She looked 
like she has shrunk in size; despite her erect shoulder, chest 
forward, legs �rm on heel; almost “Tootsie” like. He waited 
quietly while she tossed her head to �x her bangs and dress; an 
act – he assumed – meaning to make people believe they have 
been necking for a while. After that, they walked quietly back 
to the restaurant – looking away, as if too embarrassed to face 
one another. He did ask for her number, to call her sometime, 
can’t they try to be friends or something?, which she refused. 
He kissed her cheeks with cold lips, an act she pursed her lips 
against, before walking back to his building. And he did ex-
plain to her what the problem was: That his ex-wife was a pain 
he hoped to brave. That she was a party he liked to go to. But 
that girl over there, that girl was a home he wants to sleep in 
at the end of the day. But he said it in an internal monologue, 
so she didn’t hear him. He wondered, when crossing the street 
and walking back into the building, how distant you can be 
with somebody standing so close, like there was a wall of 
parted sea between you.
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CHAPTER 48

Z ema need not have worried about not being around 
to keep an eye on him that afternoon of AvAtower's 
10th anniversary party. The older Mexican lady who 

always seems to have a grievance against Achuck [the Janitor-
ial lead, a South-Sudanese war-survivor who still talks like he 
is giving battle orders, but very friendly otherwise] seem to 
have got a �at tire and called out. And who shall they call but 
the very woman he hopes he can see more of now that the 
month of his departure to Wisconsin was fast approaching!

When he came across Zema in the gift shop, Aaron could not 
hide his delight.

“Hey! You are here,” he said
She smiled. “Socorro called out, said �at tire. But I think she 

is trying to avoid all the work. She was complaining about it 
all week”

“So, you are here till --?”
“Closing time” she said, shaking her head. “8 hours’ over-

time, baby. Bach is gonna bust a vein”
"And ... how is your - mother-in-law?"
"She is ok. They kept her at the hospital last night and dis-

charged her this morning. Told her to take it easy for a few 
days. We were visiting her when I got called in. She was so 
happy to see me; it's been almost a year. Said Will told her 
things were better between us"

"Cool" he said, avoiding the subject of Will. “I am leaving at 
8 and opening �rst thing tomorrow morning to undo every-
thing we did this week - Cisco’s way of making me earn my 
vacation”

“Oh...” she looked disappointed.
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“What?”
“That means you won’t be able to watch the �reworks”
“Well I can if I want, but I would have to do it on my own 

time. Didn’t sleep much either, this morning. Why? Do you 
need a ride or something?”

“No, Will is coming,” she said, her voice trailing o�. “I was 
hoping you will get to watch it with us. Hong Hanh said we 
will have to stay with everybody else on the OP, because the 
whole place would be on lockdown for security reasons. So, I 
was thinking if somebody who actually works for 'the tower' 
was to stand with us, we will be much less self-conscious to 
enjoy the �reworks. That is why I never come to those barbe-
que lunches. I feel like a beggar half the time as no one ever 
made us feel we belong here. Any way... it is alright. I will see 
you tomorrow”

“Hey...” he said quietly. She has almost lifted herself on her 
toes to kiss him when the big question on his face made her 
realize what she was going to do.

“Oh My God” she said, almost jumping back. “I can’t believe I 
was going to do that”

He smiled and winked “I can!”
“Oh my God” she looked around for the camera, found it and 

took a step further back.
“Crazy girl” he laughed, pleased with the look she had on her 

face when she was about to kiss him, “So do you want me to 
get you something, I am going to the Greek corner and grab 
some garlic fries?”

"Again?" she said and laughed.
“I know! I seem to be craving for a lot of junk food lately. I 

don’t know if there is something wrong with me or if dating 
a girl who doesn’t think men should worry too much about 
their ‘looks’ is a�ecting my judgment. Je� always says I am 
like a Chameleon when it comes to relationships. I survive by 
adapting my color according to the woman's preference. Try-
ing not to stir up trouble, no matter how grave the o�ense was 
to me. It is pathetic, to say the least”
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"Isn't that what all relationships are like?" she asked gravely, 
watching him scratch his facial hair with dissatisfaction, 
"Compromise?"

"Oh yeah? What have you compromised for me lately?" he 
said, punching her lightly on the arm and trying desperately 
to sound less bitter. "Oh, I forgot, you pretend to like my dick"

"Really!?" she said, giving him the look Morgan does when she 
cannot believe grownups can be that lame.

"I'm joking" he said, surprised even that one jab has helped 
heal some of his wound, "I am grouchy, from lack of sleep. And 
almost ending up in bed with a complete stranger. Don't ask!"

She looked as if she is worried about him.
“I told you I would be honest with you whenever possible” 

he added, “And that is it – I made out with a complete stranger 
because I was horny, and you weren’t there”

“Ok”
“But now that I am craving for all the crap Kat cut out of 

my diet, even one-night stands may become a rarity so – con-
gratulations, I am all yours to do as you please”

“Or maybe you just like garlic fries” she said, smiling as if he 
was a fool she adored “and cigarettes, and all kind of things 
that are not really good for you”

“That is a possibility. But you are my girlfriend. You are sup-
posed to discourage me from doing those things because they 
are bad for me”

“Treat you like a kid, you mean?”
“Or a man. Everyone knows men are born stupid and always 

need a woman to shepherd them around”
“I would add it to my list,” she said smiling “Make dinner 

together, watch a movie, nag Aaron. Only we won’t have much 
time left for anything else”

“Ok you can nag me when we start living together,” he said 
looking at his watch; it was almost lunch time “For now, you 
can keep making it short and sweet”

“I know this is not about food but I think you can a�ord 
to gain some weight” she said, looking at his arm – as though 
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she wanted to touch it - while calling the elevator "Plus you 
are the one who is trying to fatten me up, not the other way 
around"

“I am not trying to fatten you up" he said, glancing at her 
body with frustration “Just make you unattractive enough for 
your husband to leave you. Anyway, I am o�cially beyond 
starvation point. Will see you later”

After he got his burger and garlic fries and sat to eat it, he 
decided he can a�ord to lose some more of his sleep tonight. It 
is not every day he will get to watch the �reworks with her – 
and maybe steal a kiss where the camera won’t shine.

Therefore, he clocked out at eight, went to his car to take an 
hour and a half’s nap, and returned a little before the building 
closed for outsiders for the night. Fortunately for him, there 
were a lot of his co-workers who stayed behind to watch the 
�reworks from the observation platform. Most were wearing 
a Lady Liberty hat; with their party-horn ready for the blow. 
Others have added beads and glitters. There was cake. There 
was wine. And there were bottles and bottles of Champagne 
that were o�cially not for Team Members – but carried 
around in tiny glasses by waiters happy to provide refresh-
ment to whoever asked.

“I can’t believe I was gonna miss out on this,” he said to Jim, 
who – unlike him – had to work the night and – like him - 
needed a big cup of co�ee. “It is like New Year’s Eve here”

“I know" Jim chuckled. “One of the Stewards has to be sent 
home because he got a little too tipsy to wash the dishes. The 
cooks started celebrating a bit earlier, I heard. All we need is a 
freaking mistletoe for everybody to start making out”

“I can’t say I blame them,” Aaron observed, admiring the at-
tires of both partygoers and hosts around him.

All the girls who have to work that night have been allowed 
to bring whatever version of a ‘little black dress’ they have at 
home, and to use as much makeup as they felt they needed. 
The men, except the valets, the Engineers and the cooks, were 
all in a rented tuxedo, paid by the company. This ‘look’ has 
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proved much more proper and elegant than the ‘action hero’ 
costume-ideas that were �oated at the �rst few meetings.

It was one of those nights that make a man wish he was 
single; due to the low-hanging fruits and the bu�et that was 
quite a spread. Aaron wished he was single then, at least not 
attached. That way, he could have �irted with and watched 
the �reworks next to any girl of his choice since Zema’s idea of 
watching the �rework ‘together’ turned out to be watching it 
from a corner of the deck populated by her co-workers and the 
‘back of the room' sta�.

“Not everybody is like you,” she said, when he suggested 
they go out onto the ramp, away from guests and Team Mem-
bers alike, for a private viewing and making out session, 
“Some Team Members don’t think we have the right to be 
here. Others avoid us like the plague because all they see is us 
doing stu� they won’t do if they were paid for it”

“Except for those who want to sleep with you” he joked
“Even them” she said resignedly, “they may want to have sex 

with us, but they don’t want to be seen with us; even when 
some of us can do their job better than them. By the way, Jim 
was giving us a weird look earlier. In case he asked, tell him 
you decided to stick around because we were scared when 
some of the guys got drunk and rowdy.”

“That is the least of my worries” he said, haughtily, “I was 
hoping I would kiss you at midnight, and it will be like our 
very own �rst New Year”

She smiled, cleaning around the table he was standing 
against, “How about you give me a ride after work, and you 
kiss me then?” she asked, “I have told Will not to leave home 
until I gave him a call because I wasn’t sure what time we will 
be done”

“And you believed him when he said he would come?” he 
said, unable to hide his contempt.

“Yup” she said lightly “he can sense I am happier nowadays. 
That always makes him wonder what was up. Plus, he is grate-
ful that I visited his mom and played along when she started 
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jibber-jabbering about her family getting back together. Even 
made chicken-adobo, which is the only Filipino dish he knows 
how to make and the one thing she eats without too much 
complaining”

“As long as you are learning the tricks of being an American” 
he said sarcastically and went to get another glass of cham-
pagne.

The only bright spot of that evening, for him anyway, was 
succeeding in having their photo taken together. She did not 
want one; as neither did her colleague. But he guilted and 
goaded them until they agreed to have one taken - with each 
of them. He knew it would appear weird, at least unlike him, 
to have been so psyched at having a photo taken with one of 
the janitors. Only those who have been deprived of the sim-
ple pleasure of being seen in public with those they love can 
recognize the sentimental value of having a photo together, 
at the place where they met and fall in love. The AvAShots 
guy certainly didn’t appear to �nd it odd. No doubt he has 
been getting all kinds of odd photographing requests all night. 
Aaron hoped he blamed his enthusiasm on alcohol and the 
celebratory mood of the place.

When the party died down, and he has to vacate the warmth 
of the building to the cold of the outside world with the rest 
of the mob, Aaron decided to walk back to the car and wait for 
her there.

He does not know how long he waited, or been asleep, when 
a knock on his window woke him up.

“Hey man,” waved a guy he vaguely remembers as having 
seen before when he opened his eyes, “Do you-"

While the world around him cleared, Aaron remembered 
where he was and why he was there. What he didn’t under-
stand was why the stranger covered in a dark fog outside his 
window was Zema’s husband.

“What?” Aaron asked, his heart pounding into his throat; 
looking around for somebody – anybody – who might be a wit-
ness to... whatever comes next.
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“Sorry are you – do you know what time they will be done in 
there?”

The kid looks worried, not angry. Aaron has no other option 
but to roll down his window.

“I beg your pardon?”
“Sorry for disturbing you, man. I was axing if you have any 

idea what time they will be done. My girl works in this build-
ing right here and she hasn’t called me yet.”

“Your girl?”
“Yeah man!”
“I am sorry I don’t know,” he said, trembling with an emo-

tion that was neither fear, nor cold, “I am waiting for a friend 
as well. He-He hasn’t called yet-either”

“Coo” the kid replied, patted the side of the car as a way of 
thanking Aaron, and limped to his vehicle in a style that has 
come to be associated with young African American men.

Aaron sat there for another half hour, pretended to try and 
park a little further, then drove home. This was the �rst time 
he realized that

1. He disliked being in this relationship
2. He, and not just she, had the option [if not the desire] to 

end it.
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CHAPTER 49

A fter washing down the bitter taste of last night with 
his morning co�ee, he decided not to do anything 
rush. To mull over it in the three weeks he was going 

to be in Wisconsin and then make a decision. Besides, she has 
looked so worried at seeing him looking beat up; and sleep-
deprived, and he knew she would have apologized for what 
happened if Hugo wasn’t standing beside him. And his heart 
did beat, more so than it did when he thought her husband was 
there to shoot him, when he saw her.

“You have had your hair done,” he said, �guring out, absent-
mindedly, why she looked like she was in her early 20s. He has 
assumed it must be a psychological shift on his part, because 
he was no longer interested in being “the other man” in her 
marriage.

Hugo looked up at him scrunching his eyes, as if he was won-
dering why he would care. Aaron was hurt, and he was in love, 
and he didn’t care who knew it.

“Yeah...” she said seeming overeager to explain – even if the 
explanation wasn’t on the subject she wanted to “My sister-in-
law left her �at iron in our apartment the other day and I gave 
it a try. When I tried to wash it out afterwards, it won’t come 
out, so I did the whole hair - to make it look uniformal”

“Oh ok” he said soberly. A side of him has wanted to as-
sure her trying to look prettier wasn't a vanity she should be 
ashamed of. That she looked nice, despite his still preferring 
her braids. Instead, he wished her a good day and walked out of 
the elevator.

He did not see her, or rather, he avoided seeing her the rest of 
the day. There was a voicemail message waiting for him when 
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he got home. He played it although he knew full well who it 
was and what it was about. Will was there when she walked 
out, she said, but she didn’t see Aaron’s car so pretended a col-
league has forgotten a key with her, walked back to the build-
ing and called him from the phone behind the �tting room. 
But, come to �nd, his phone was turned o�. She hoped he 
wasn’t too upset and that she will call before she left work this 
evening to say goodnight.

He didn’t want to talk to her. So, he turned his phone o� and 
went to sleep.

It was a long and delicious sleep. He remembers getting up 
to pee once and feeling really hungry at dawn. When he woke 
up, to the knocking of a door, the �rst thing he heard was the 
radio. It was playing Sunday morning’s Weekend Edition. He 
must have forgotten to turn the alarm o� last night.

He dragged himself out of bed and dragged himself all the 
way to the door.

“Hey...” he said, when he saw her there the minute he man-
aged to open his eyes. “What up!”

“Did I wake you up?” she asked, apologetically.
“Yup”
“I could have let myself in but didn’t want to make you jump 

when you get up later”
“Okay”
“Are you still mad at me?”
“Yup”
She smiled.
He was happy to see her, and he was still asleep. He gave 

her a hug and let her drag him to his bed. “I am hungry” he 
yawned before he fall asleep with two pillows squeezed under 
his neck, and her head nestled right under his chin.
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CHAPTER 50

Z ema doesn’t love, crave, miss cuddling the way Aaron 
does – she cannot go to bed unless she felt like sleep-
ing; and she feels it lazy, just lying in bed when the 

whole world is up and making money. Cuddling, she has ar-
gued once, was not a luxury an immigrant can a�ord. Alas she 
has cuddled with him until he was back to La La-land, then she 
has gone out, bought groceries and made him breakfast.

“This—” he said stu�ng eggs and bacon in his mouth “how-
ever delicious it is, isn’t gonna throw a wool on my eye. We 
need to talk”

“Yes” she said, standing against the kitchen cabinet, watch-
ing him

“You ain’t getting to my heart through my stomach today, 
lady, hell no!” he added, shaking a �nger at her jokingly

Her response was rather grave “I know”
“What you should say was ‘but I thought I have your heart 

already’”
“Maybe I don’t know if I do” she smiled, “You looked like you 

hated my guts yesterday”
Suddenly, his stomach turned. It was traumatic, he realized 

now, seeing her there and wanting not to be angry with her; 
trying to understand, to reason what happened the other day 
wasn’t her fault. The truth was, however, he was angry. He was 
hurt. And he resented her for not having to deal with those 
emotions, despite being the cause of them.

“What?” she said when he put down the fork and placed it on 
the napkin.

“This is not about you,” he said, “So I don’t want you to start 
feeling sorry for yourself or being upset”
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“Ok?”
“But I wanted to fucking break up with you the other day”
“I know” she said quietly, “I saw it on your face. That is why I 

called you last night”
“Did he tell you he came knocking on my window and asked 

me what time you guys were leaving?”
“He said he asked some guy who thought he was gonna mug 

him”
“Yeah he did,” he continued, “I sat there, listening to your 

husband calling you ‘his girl’. Why does he call you his girl any-
way, aren’t you supposed to be his wife?”

“It’s because we never dated” she said quickly, “When I came 
here, we used to joke it was as if we were going out on dates for 
the �rst time. He used to call me ‘my girl’ back then. He calls 
me that when he is in a good – loving – mood”

“I won’t even ask what he has gotta feel good about” he said, 
“But I looked this kid square in the eye and fucking lied to him 
about his wife. The wife I was waiting there to pick up”

“I am sorry,” she said, quietly, “I told him not to leave before 
I gave him a call. He said he heard about the �reworks and 
came to check it out anyway”

“That is not even the point” he exploded, throwing the chair 
he has been sitting on. She mumbled “I know” but he ignored 
that. “The point is – I am not this guy who goes around screw-
ing another man’s wife and lying when they get caught. Not 
when he looks like he can be my kid. Or has been in the mili-
tary and went through stu� I can never begin to imagine. I am 
not that person, and I sure as hell don’t want to become one”

Silence was the response. He guesses he has gotta do ‘the 
talk’ now that the talk started itself.

“I ... I don’t know. Maybe you should get divorced �rst and 
then we can date. What – it’s like 7 months, right?”

“Sure” she said her eyes downcast – her face too low to read.
“What do you think?” he asked, worried she might be crying.
“We can do that”
“You sure?”
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Does this mean she has got another guy lined up?
“Yup. If that is what you want”
“If that is what I want!” he exploded “That’s not what I want. 

But you are married, and for whatever it’s worth, that is a 
commitment. For better or worse, and all that crap”

She smiled an amused smile that appeared almost bitter. “I 
was agreeing with you,” she reminded him, pointing to his 
earlier question with her �nger.

He could not understand why she seems so calm. Has she de-
cided? Does she not love him anymore?

“Ok then” he said, feeling suddenly very irritated and angry. 
He did not know what to do. Keep eating? Watch a movie? Ask 
her to leave? “What time are you going to work?”

“Eleven thirty” she said, took out her phone and checked it. 
“It’s almost 10”, she said, “I should probably get going”

“Well... I can give you a ride if you give me some time to ac-
tually wake up”

“Nah...” she said thoughtfully, “I will take the bus.”
“Don’t be silly!” he said, slightly pleased with the fact that he 

has caused her pain.
“I am not mad at you” she assured him “I am kind of sad, so I 

want to walk a little before I start work”
Kind of sad! He is talking about a breakup and she thinks she 

would be ‘kind of sad’. As if he was a casual acquaintance and 
not a man she said she loved more than her ex-boyfriend and 
her present husband put together.

He was having the tremors again. He loves her. He cannot be 
around her and not love her. He cannot let her go out into the 
world, into the arm of other men. Into the open-free market of 
dating non-wrinkly 39-year-olds who are not losing their hair. 
He cannot go to sleep smelling her neck and 10 minutes later 
break up with her. He was not that man either.

“Just tell the fucking guy,” he said, breaking down “Just tell 
him. Tell him you have met someone, and you no longer want 
to be with him. Love means taking a chance. Take a chance on 
me”
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“I have read somewhere what you thought when you are 
not afraid is usually the right decision” she said, grabbing her 
purse from the couch where it lay, “So I will go now and will 
see you at work”

“Wait” he said, a realization hitting him; “Did you come here 
to break up with me?”

She looked confused. “What do you mean?”
“No ... I mean... you so readily agreed to that. I can’t believe I 

am gonna say this but – is there somebody else?”
“Is that how you see me?”
The aggrieved look appeared genuine enough
“You wouldn’t even consider discussing it,” he said, shaking 

his head “I know I may not have gone all the way to Ethiopia 
to �nd you but I would have thought a decision like this would 
merit a discussion if not a little more emotional reaction”

“So, you said you want to break up with me to see if I will 
cry?”

“I don’t want you to cry,” Aaron said, angry at himself, and 
at how close he has come to resemble the proverbial ‘needy 
chick’ “I actually hate it when you cry, when any woman cries 
even when it isn’t through my fault. I did not tell you because 
tears seem to be your answer for everything”

“What else do you not like about me?” she said, smiling like 
she was a proud parent watching her kid exhibiting his spell-
ing bee skills

“Are you serious?”
“I really want to know”
“It is not like I hated you when you cried or when you felt 

sorry for yourself”
“Humor me” she begged “It can’t be worse than what Will 

said to me a year and a half after I moved here. He said I asked 
for the bellboy the afternoon I came from Ethiopia! We were 
getting o� the airport shuttle to go up to our room. When he 
started struggling with my luggage, I have my cousin’s share 
with me too, I said ‘where is the guy who carries our luggage?’ 
I didn’t know all hotels don’t have bellboys back then. None of 
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the movies I watched said so. But did he tell me that? No. He 
decided I expected to be put up in a Hilton or Sheraton, and 
held the resentment until such time he can use it against me”

“I only know you for a little over six months,” Aaron sighed, 
“why would I resent anything about you? You become resent-
ful when you feel cheated out of something you feel you de-
serve. This is more of a discomfort – or disapproval” She only 
seems interested in hearing him read his list of things he dis-
liked about her “Ok” he said “I know you are going to take this 
the wrong way and say it is your honesty I have a problem 
with. I love that you are honest and speak your mind, and that 
you know how to express your feelings. I am like a scorched 
earth when it comes to women trusting me to understand 
them, I may even go so far as saying it is one of the things I 
love about you. But - the feelings, I have a problem with some 
of them. I hate that you can be blatantly racist sometimes. 
Makes me very uncomfortable because I feel I am being privy 
to whatever you are saying by not calling you out on it. You 
can be a homophobe, too, at least in your thinking all gay 
men must have been sexually abused as kids and that there are 
no real lesbians – only what society made. If people could be 
made gay, my friend Mel would have been gay long time ago. 
His co-workers are mostly women, his life-style – well at least 
as far as I am concerned – isn’t what you call ‘masculine’ [trims 
his nails, plucks his eyebrows, goes to have his face waxed at 
Gina’s place every time a hair showed up on his face]. And if 
you saw his apartment, you won’t believe a designer didn’t 
pick out the colors for him. He is that good. But no one; not 
the women who refuse to take his interest seriously, nor the 
coworkers who tried to help him ‘come out’, nor the men who 
asked him on dates or kissed him full on the lips while he was 
working as a bouncer could convince him to be sexually inter-
ested in men. So, your conviction, although compassionate in 
nature, is faulty reasoning at best. What else? Oh yeah. Your 
stubbornness; that you are headstrong when it comes to the 
things you believe in and ‘can do’ and ‘can’t do’s. It is really 
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‘will’ or ‘won’t’ do! I hate that you run to the restroom im-
mediately after I came; that you �nd the idea of a penis near 
your mouth i�y. Even if you were a late bloomer, and I know 
you try your best, your whole attitude towards sex worries 
me. Remember how you said you hated 'The Da Vinci Code' be-
cause it claimed Jesus was married?"

"Yes?"
"And how strongly you were opposed to that idea? I am �ne 

with him marrying or not getting married, as long as he has 
lived the life he was said to have lived. But you, you couldn’t 
bear the thought of him as somebody who has sexual urges. He 
can't be Jesus, the man who heals the sick in the daytime and 
go fuck his wife at night, the two can't go together for you"

She covered her eyes with her hands, as if something had 
struck her.

"First of all,” she said, “I rejected the idea of Jesus being mar-
ried because it gives that chapter of the bible a Hollywood 
conclusion. Mary Magdalene, when she came to Jesus; she was 
a woman with a broken spirit. After she poured perfume on 
his feet, she washed it, she didn't lick it. She was celebrating 
him as something contrary to her, more pure, more honor-
able, something to be aspired, not somebody whom she hopes 
to entrap into bed someday. That is how they cheapen an idea 
when they put romance in it. There is such a thing as brother-
hood, and honor and integrity, other than sex, that inspires 
people. Not to Hollywood, of course. Even when friends or 
family members look at one another, it feels like there is a 
sexual tension there; like they would end up making out. It is 
sick!"

"Yes, mam”
“I am serious,” she said
"So am I. You say you are a liberal, but in everything you say, 

I hear the Conservative in you. You think sex is bad. You are big 
on crime and punishment. And you are not afraid to general-
ize"

“I don’t know if one can help being a little conservative 
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when brought up where I was brought up,” she said, with a 
half-smile, “But you are not going to deny that you guys over-
sexualize everything, even children?"

"By ‘you guys’ if you mean the commercial media; no, I don't 
deny that. Youth wasn't seen as something to be aspired when 
I was a kid. It was put up with and tolerated. Kids were this 
thing that would grow and make something of themselves. It 
used to be a grown-up world; where grownups called the shot. 
It is di�erent now, and that grieves me as much as it grieves 
you. What I am saying, now, though is deep down you think 
sex is a bad thing. Not just that, you think everything con-
nected to sex, including your sexual organs, are bad things. 
That is why I think you dislike pregnant women, because the 
stomach is an evidence - an outward sign - that a girl has been 
fucked"

"Will you stop talking like that if I agreed?" she said, looking 
sick

"But why? I say I love you with my mouth, and I say I love you 
with my body. Why is one less holy than the other?"

"Because sex was forced upon me before I was ready for it," 
she said, walking around aimlessly, "before I knew what it was 
and who it is supposed to serve. We don't go to proms when we 
are 14 or bring boys home before we �nished high school. So, 
the �rst time we came across sex, we discover it as witnesses 
to a man on top of us who is breathing weird and trying to 
achieve something that only he seems to �nd any meaning in. 
We are by-standers when we comes to sex. Something you try 
to put out of your mind the minute he is done"

"I am sorry," Aaron said, getting up. "I didn’t know that is 
how you felt"

"That is not how I feel. That is what I felt and believed back 
then, when I was young; when I didn’t have the power to say 
no. And if any of it still remains in me, I am sorry. But don’t tell 
me sex is saying I love you physically. Not even you can be that 
American"

"Ok" Aaron watched her thoughtfully "If you got the chance, 
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would you be willing to see someone about this? Because I 
think that is part of where your lack of self-esteem and depres-
sion comes from. You think you might have overcome it but !- 
sweetheart - I can clearly see this has a�ected you more than 
you think"

"You are not listening" she said bitterly "If I am messed up 
about sex, then it is because it is sex that is messed up. The 
very nature of it. The violence it inspires and the violence 
with which it is executed. Yes, sex was a secret in my cul-
ture that everybody was curious about. Kids heard noises at 
night, got glimpse of what grownups do; sometimes in the 
same room they slept in or in the same bed they shared with 
their family. And they went out and tried to �nd out how it 
felt by experimenting on someone younger. I never saw them 
as abusers. And I don't think they were enjoying themselves, 
to be honest. The boy who did this to me wouldn't look at me 
even after I grew up; despite however much I tried to stare him 
down. We lived in the same neighborhood so there was no way 
I could avoid him, without telling my brother, who would kill 
him and go to jail for it. Finally, I sat down and decided the 
only way I can move on was by forgiving him. Because he was 
twelve - a kid, trying to �nd his way around like a blind person; 
not having a clue what it would do to me. Almost every girl I 
know has a story like that"

"Every girl having a story like that will not make your pain 
easier. Even I am not that naïve!" he said bitterly.

"But we all have demons” was her response “When we were 
kids, our demons were too big for us. They �lled our thoughts 
in such a way that we hated and despised our very self for it. 
When we grow up, we �nd out they were neither as big nor 
as scary as they once were; which takes away some of their 
power. Someday, I will be completely healed, and my demon 
would no longer have any power over me. But compared to 
what happens to kids in America, mine is nothing"

He sighed. "I think you are in denial” he said “and, however 
clever – and maybe even brave – you are being about it, de-
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nial is the �rst stage of grief, and of loss. And if anybody in 
this planet goes around looking like they have been robbed of 
something important, you look it more. No wonder you cry at 
every little thing; you are not done mourning your childhood 
yet. So, I won't press you today; only that - remember you are 
in America now. It is unfortunate so many problems go unad-
dressed or even unnoticed in third world countries - maybe 
even here. But when you happen to be the one person who can 
access help, it isn't sel�sh or spoilt to get that help”

"I will think about it,” she said in a way that showed him she 
won’t

“Finally,” he said, going through his list “No matter how 
understanding I try to be, I dislike how you seem willing to 
accept the worst version of yourself while trying to explain 
the good things away. Humility is a virtue, but not actively 
campaigning against yourself. Most importantly, I dislike how 
you would trade freedom for security, and would rather give 
up than �ght for what you deserve, like right now. It is not just 
cowardly but the one thing that makes me doubt or at least 
question your integrity sometimes”

"Question my integrity?" she said, her face reddening as if 
she has caught a punch "right in the kisser"

"You know," he cleared his throat. Maybe 'integrity' is not the 
word he was looking for. Maybe it is courage, stamina. "When 
seen through the prism of being a descendent to the men and 
the women who protected your country's sovereignty from a 
mightier, better equipped, European invader"

"Maybe I give up without a �ght because I know you can’t 
win a man back by arguing with him,” she answered, not at all 
amused by the joke.

“Maybe you are one of the lucky ones” he said bitterly “It 
sure looked to me like he has been won back the other day”

“Alright” she sighed, looking around the room as if she was 
seeing it for the last time. Then she added “Ciao” in Italian and 
was gone.
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CHAPTER 51

There was a time in which Aaron loved celebrating 
Halloween more than he did Christmas. They did 
theme decorations in the front yard at his old place, 

decorations they picked out from ‘Spirit Halloween’ a week 
before. They baked cakes with pumpkin in them. They made 
drinks with pumpkin in them. And his kids made themselves 
sick with candy – which is something they aren’t allowed 
the rest of the year. They went to Pumpkin patches, haunted 
houses, ghost train rides – which was something even Kat did 
not mind being a part of. On the actual day, his kids would get 
dressed up in homemade costume their mother saw for them. 
And there would at least be one “adult” themed party in which 
he and his wife get to enjoy some quality time at, wearing cos-
tumes with topical references to them.

This year, Aaron did not even bother buying candy. He sat in 
tra�c for as long as he can take it, then made a violent turn 
to take an even longer way home. Some of his neighbors have 
hang either a lantern or a scarecrow’s head on their door. The 
few children in the apartment complex seem to be out and 
about; just not in the direction of his building. Aaron turned 
the TV on and fall asleep quickly. But not for long. The phone 
rang and Je�’s wife was asking him what he was doing that 
night. When he said he planned to go to a midnight-showing of 
“The Rocky Horror Picture Show” dressed as Ri�ra�, for Ri�-
ra� was what he feels like nowadays, she said they have a little 
Halloween thing going on. Why won’t he stop by before head-
ing out?!

He stopped by with Caramel-apples he bought from the 
store and stuck a fake razor on afterwards, which Je�’s wife 
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thought was very funny and clever. Then, he sat on the couch 
and tried not to sulk while the kids run around playing fair-
ies, fencers and screaming from panic of anticipated sugar 
high. The party appeared to be mostly for grown-ups with 
kids. There were veggie trays with blood-colored dips, cheese 
plates on top of crackers with missing teeth, a lot of Hallow-
een themed snacks and pumpkin-colored drinks. Despite Re-
gina’s encouragement, he was in no mood to leave his sit until 
Je� actually came home.

“Hey... how are things going?” Je� said, sitting by him, and 
looking concerned – no doubt based on the tips from his wife.

“Meh” Aaron said balancing his hand in the air.
“Is everything ok – with Sema?”
“Yeah... you know...”
“No actually I don’t” Je� laughed. “I sometimes wonder is 

she is an imaginary girlfriend or a life-like doll”
He chuckled, unwillingly, watching Je� receive a welcome 

kiss from his daughters, shuddering and saying “EW…girl 
germs”.

“Right at this moment, she might as well be” Aaron added 
bitterly, afterwards “I have felt like I was on a wake all week”

“You can be such a downer. You know that?”
At this point, Je�’s Mrs. showed her face from the kitchen, 

disappearing a second later, as if she was being dragged away 
by a Godzilla – or a cyclone. “Honey” she said, “Why won’t you 
go get that thing we talked about? Tra�c is gonna be bad and I 
don’t want you coming after the K.I.D.S. returned from their – 
you know what”

Je� turned to him and said, “Gotta pick up some aperitifs 
from Total Wines. Wanna come with?”

“Sure” Aaron said, happy to �nd an excuse to leave the house. 
They got in Je�’s car, chose a song, and drove to the Total 
Wine at Northgate. There, they bought the drinks required for 
the punch they are to have afterwards, and some Cuban cigar, 
to smoke while they waited for Mel – who was trying to lose 
weight, thus needed a low-calorie drink for him and his petite 
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girlfriend.
“So, what is the deal with this girl?” Je� asked after lighting 

up the cigar, looking at it suspiciously and sticking it between 
his lips. “I swear I can’t tell if this is made from dung or dried 
human waste”

“We are taking a break,” Aaron said, lighting up his cigar 
carelessly.

“Oh, a break. That is something I never thought I would hear 
you say”

“C’mon” Aaron protested, “a little sensitivity here?”
“You were always like that” Je� said accusatively “I don’t 

know if it has to do with you being the youngest boy in the 
house or because your little sister didn’t come early enough to 
know how to deal with women, but you are always super sen-
sitive, especially when it comes to chicks”

“We are calling them ‘chicks’ now?” Aaron asked, “at our re-
tirement-age?”

“Broads?” Je� o�ered. They both laughed. Mel was pulling in, 
and – as usual - unable to park without taking half of the space 
of the next car.

“And here comes Parker” Je� declared, “Pig Parker; of large 
quantity, shaken down, and pressed together”

“Oh, fuck you, Captain Hook!” Mel said, referring to an eye-
patch Je� was forced to wear for a few days after having a cor-
rective surgery on his ‘lazy’ left eye. He then looked his tail-
light up and down, to make sure everything was in order, and 
headed towards them.

His was an engaging personality; �amboyantly decked out 
in a buttoned-up shirt, with a golden copper hair that was 
short on the sides and spiked in the middle. Maybe because of 
the round cheeks, or the vibrancy of his attitude, or because 
he ‘feels young, and acts it’ people mistake him for a man in 
his early 30s although he was older than Aaron and one year 
younger than Je�. He made sure his car was locked by clicking 
a button on his key. It was a Subaru, and a hybrid. “So, did you 
see her?” he asked the man he once referred to as ‘Lazy Eye 
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Lopez’.
“Saw who?” Je� asked, looking shocked and conspiratorial.
“His girlfriend! Wasn’t she supposed to come for inspection 

on Halloween, before this one goes on his vacation to what-
chamacallit?”

“I think they changed the name to ‘Wisconsin’ a while back,” 
answered Je�, “No, I can’t say I have seen her; unless she 
dressed up as The Invisible Woman!”

Aaron laughed.
“What?” Mel groaned. “Really?”
“Dude, you gotta stop saying ‘willy’ like that. You are start-

ing to sound like my daughters. Why are you so interested in 
seeing her anyway?”

“Because this one is the black-sheep of the family all of a sud-
den,” Mel declared, �xing his jacket as if addressing an auditor-
ium full of accountants, “I was the breakout star, going orien-
tal. He out-went me by going full black. I imagined it takes a 
whole lotta woman to make a man do that”

“A whole lotta woman?” Je� joked. “Who are you coming as, 
Aretha Franklin?”

“We are taking a break,” Aaron said, interrupting the back 
and forth.

“Oh no, not ‘a break’ again. What happened?”
“None of your goddamn business” Je� said, pushing Mel with 

his shoulder to make him lose his balance. “That is what hap-
pened”

“Quit it” Mel protested, trying to �ght the hand o�.
“It’s complicated,” Aaron said quietly.
“C’mon... Jesus...” Mel and Je� tussled a little and “So does 

this mean you are free to date other chicks?”
“Broads” Je� corrected him, “we are calling them ‘broads’ 

now”
“Not right this minute” Aaron answered, “Why?”
“Because Jin-ah has been bugging me about some girls she 

wants to introduce you to. Wasn’t aware you were interested 
in, as she put it, ‘interracial coupling’. She has told me to tell 
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you, in case this didn’t work out, she knows a couple of Asian 
girls who like them some White shuga”

“Jesus Christ!” Je� swore. “Now he is an Asian woman from 
Brooklyn. You are going to say, ‘�ied lice’ just for the heck of it, 
aren’t you?”

"So she just up and assumed it wouldn't work out. Why?"
Mel was confused only for a second "Well?" he asked spread-

ing out his arm, "Did you just say you were on a break or what?"
"Yes, but.." Aaron sighed dissatisfactorily.
"Don't be a cry-baby, man" Meal observed, annoyed, "I told 

her you were dating a black chick. She asked me if I have seen 
her. I said no, and that you seem to evade the question of why 
you weren't bringing her around every time we mentioned it. 
She said if you guys broke up, there is plenty of �sh in the sea"

“Yeah... no” Aaron said thoughtfully, “Thank Gina for me but 
– I would rather wait this out”

"I did not say right now," Mel protested, "when and if you 
broke up.."

“Parker has a point” Je� interrupted, giving Aaron a serious 
look, “I have seen some of Jinah’s cousins at her birthday. They 
got some pretty gals there”

“Yeah... but...”
“But?” Mel asked eagerly.
“It’s just that...”
“It’s just what? C’mon. You can do it” Je� slapped Aaron up 

the back of the head, like he was a public phone, or a vending 
machine, taking coin but refusing to dish out the goods.

“It’s just that I like to be liked for who I am. Not for what I 
am”

“What you are?”
“What are you?” Je� asked, examining him closely.
“You know what I mean...” Aaron started.
“No, I don’t think I do”
“He has gone black,” Je� announced “and he ain’t going 

back... or... sideways”
“No. Let him explain what he means by 'he wanted to be 
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liked for who he is and not what he is'" Mel said confrontation-
ally, "And remember that you are a balding middle-aged man 
who hasn’t even got a place of his own”

“You go girl” Je� joked, snapping his �ngers. “He told him!”
“In attempting to insult me, you actually proved my point,” 

Aaron said, chewing his tobacco “I mean I love Gina and I 
am sure you are dynamite in the sack. But her cousins – they 
would probably shack up with any ole white guy who came 
along. I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t sound very 
�attering to me”

“Ooh we are getting racist now,” Je� observed, “Oh, the 
irony... the irony"

"What I mean is..." Aaron hesitated, feeling a jab behind 
his eyes: the �rst sign of a migraine. "Asian women aren't 
exactly black women, are they? You barely see black women 
with white - or--or other ... men from other races. But Asian 
women,"

“And yet.. here you are: dating that rare commodity of a 
woman, a black chic!" Mel interrupted, looking at Aaron’s self-
dejected face with amusement, “And since black women never 
date outside their race, she being with you shows the whole 
world there must be something extra-special about you; 
something no woman can resist – even a black one. I wonder if 
you make her tag-along everywhere you go, too, to �aunt how 
well-endowed you must be to keep a black girl satis�ed”

“Yup,” Aaron said, tickled by the image, “I am sure that is 
what I do when I am not hiding her in an airless apartment for 
�ve hours before dropping her at the bookstore so her husband 
will continue to think that is what she does on her days o�, 
read”

“What?” said Mel, cross-eyed, “She is married?”
“Yes, and to a black guy, if I may add”
“So how is that going to prove your point?” Mel asked, stag-

gering to gather his thoughts, “She is leaving a black guy to 
come fuck you – a white man – basically the slave-owner!”

“Language... language...” Je� interfered, “We call them ‘Afri-
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can American’ now, I believe?”
“Because she is as much a foreigner to him as she is to me,” 

Aaron answered, a little hot in the face, “In fact maybe more 
a foreigner to him because he has no clue who she is or what 
she is capable of, on top of being, not from the same country 
or culture. Just because their skin is black, they aren’t all the 
same you know"

“This coming from someone who just used one big-brush to 
paint all Asians - a whole big fucking continent of people - into 
one category”

“Now ‘category’” Je� observed “there is a word!”
“I will have you know Jin-ah is one of the few people in her 

family who is dating outside her race” Mel said passionately, 
“She is Korean, not fucking Filipino or Vietnamese”

“I can’t decide which to make fun of you for” Je� said, shak-
ing his head “The ‘I will have you know’ part or your being as 
much a hypocritical bigot as he is. But it’s been awhile since 
we had these arguments. So, pray continue”

“Are you drunk already?” Mel said, pushing Je� and man-
aging to make him lose his balance “So what is wrong with 
a girl liking you for being – say White – instead of say look-
ing like Brad Pitt or having a big dick. Or is dick size all that 
counts when it comes to a relationship?”

“Black dick, White dick” Je� sang, “Let’s call the whole thing 
o�”

“Wow. You are seriously out-clowning yourself today” 
Aaron observed, more tired by all the noise Je� was making 
than irritated, then turned to Mel “I am sorry, man” he said, “I 
haven’t been myself lately. But, as I was saying, we are taking a 
break, not yet broken up. If it doesn’t work out, I will give Gina 
the heads up. You are right, of course. I am in no position to 
choose. And if I were to, I am sure Gina’s cousins – or friends, or 
whatever – would turn out far better than I could do without 
her help”

“Are you being sarcastic?” Mel said, looking softer, “or just 
feeling sorry for yourself?”
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“Sorry for me, more like” Je� said, wiping a non-existent 
sweat o� his forehead “Could have lost a tooth there! I say .. 
why won’t you be a good boy and go get whatever it was you 
were planning to get, and we get out of here?”

When Mel departed, grumbling, he turned to Aaron though-
fully. 

“So” he said, chewing his lip, "you were not keeping her away 
because she is shy, or because she has some stu� in her life she 
needs to work on”

“Nope,” Aaron sang the answer. “She is married to a guy she 
can’t get a divorce from without a�ecting her immigration 
status. And she is a janitor in my building. She wasn’t always 
that, but what does it matter, right? In this country, you are 
what you do – and wear – and drive”

“And you are in love with her?”
“And she with me,” Aaron said in a shrill voice, and inter-

rupted Je� before he even started “Please! Whatever you are 
going to say, I don’t want to hear it”

“Well as long as you don’t want to hear it” Je� chuckled 
embarrassedly.

“We are probably broken up” Aaron confessed, both guilty 
for yelling at his friend and sad because he can’t see how he 
and Zema can get through this one, “and that hurts more than 
what he or anybody can do to me”

“As I said, you have always been sensitive when it comes to 
the Fairer sex” Je� joked “It is as if you are still in kindergarten 
being tormented by that girl and trying to �gure out what you 
did wrong. Giving women too much power and doing every-
thing they asked won’t stop them from fucking with your 
heart if they are the kind who would fuck with your heart. You 
gotta know that by now”

"Well” Aaron said, “The idea was that I have found the kind 
of girl who won’t fuck with my heart this time. She loved me 
the way I was; in a way I have never been loved or accepted – at 
least. We are basically in the same boat, if you will believe it. 
I sometimes see parallels between our respective marriages. 
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However, same deal seems same result. I am starting to think 
I maybe as damaged as they come after all,” he said, smiling 
thoughtfully “What Kat wouldn't pay to hear that!”

“You would always do what is in your nature to do” Je� 
acknowledged, ignoring the subject of Kathleen as he always 
did, “And paying the price for it. There is nothing I, or any-
one, can do about that. But do me a favor, at least think of 
consequences before you jump right in? Regardless of however 
much you got brain-fucked from your �rst marriage, there are 
things more important than losing a nice piece of ass. Like 
you- for example” said Je� poking him forcefully on the chest. 
“Your kids"

"It was never about her ass" Aaron said, and laughed.
"Right" Je� said. "It's always about the ass"
"No - I mean I love fucking her. And I do spend a good deal of 

time thinking I should be fucking her, instead of that moron. 
But if she can't have sex tomorrow, I think I would still want 
to be with her. It is this view she has of me. She thinks I am the 
man for her, dude. As if I was what she has been looking for all 
her life. Whatever stupid ass thing I can come up with, it ei-
ther makes her laugh or makes her cry. It may have to do with 
her being new to this country or being starved for acceptance 
so bad. But - even when we are watching a movie, her hands 
are unconsciously caressing me – as if she is trying to continu-
ously mix her DNA with mine. I know it sounds weird when 
a girl gets excited that we exchange bacteria every time we 
made out but…”

“It doesn’t sound weird” Je� said, a little wistfully, “It 
sounds like lust. You know, the stu� that goes away a month 
after you moved in together and realized she cares more about 
how the room looks than your emotional health? But the 
whole point I was trying to make is would you have cared if 
she was butt-ugly?"

Aaron cannot say for sure. Imagining a world in which his 
eyes did not pop open to Zema’s beauty one �ne morning; to 
Zema’s sexuality, to the in�nite possibility Zema’s presence in 

Ethiopian Nights

343



his life promises is like trying to comprehend what existence 
would have been like if the universe and all life on it never ex-
isted. He knew he saw neither race, nor creed, the moment he 
fall in love with her. Mel is wrong there. What he was not en-
tirely wrong about is how well walking around with a “black 
chick” re�ects on a white man; in how more mature, more 
liberal, and more soulful it makes him look – even when the 
black girl was drop-dead gorgeous.

"See? It always boils down to the ass; on whether it is the 
kind you want to tap for the rest of your life or not. But I di-
gress from my point, which is - have a little perspective here. 
There are plenty of asses out there and one is usually as good 
as the other, as long as you took the time to know and work 
on it. None of them, I repeat, none of them are worth getting 
killed over! As for the pain ‘he’ might cause you, weren’t you 
the one who mentions that ‘Blackadder’ joke –the one about 
physical pain being more sucky than emotional – every time 
somebody brought up ‘sticks and stones’?!”.

“They do say, Mrs. M, that verbal insults hurt more than physical 
pain. They are, of course, wrong, as you will soon discover when I 
stick this toasting fork into your head”

Je� laughed. Aaron laughed. When Mel came out looking 
like an annoyed halibut, they were fondly looking out into 
the parking lot. Mel hasn’t found the alcohol he was looking 
for so gone with his head and bought something his girlfriend 
wouldn’t be very pleased with. And he, as he always does – 
with the food he eats, the drink he drinks and the clothes he 
chooses – was regretting being entrusted with such a responsi-
bility.

The drive back was slower than they anticipated. When 
they got home, it was already dark, and the kids were eager 
to leave. Sticks were drawn and it fall on Je�’s sister-in-law to 
accompany the children for “trick or treating”. While waiting 
for the kids to come back, the grown-ups mixed punches and 
socialized with an old Halloween movie serving as a back-
ground noise. After the kids returned, they �led into their re-

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

344

spective parent’s cars to be driven around the various nearby 
neighborhoods so they could get “a load of” the Halloween 
decorations outside; the way they did around Christmas time. 
By the time Aaron gave Je�’s wife a kiss, the rest of the women 
a hug and bade the men goodbye, he was glad he didn’t spend 
the night in doors. Even if they have really broken up, he de-
cided he will survive. Yes. Kat was right: One needs to be 
around one’s family to recover from pain –physical or emo-
tional – and this was a good family to �nd one’s self in.
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CHAPTER 52

It was unfortunate that Vitaly chose that week, the week 
Aaron was not sure where he was with Zema, to ask 
him if it was true that he was sleeping with one of the 

cleaner girls.
“What?” Aaron said surprisingly shocked more than he 

should.
Vitaly said he was sorry, but he thought it only fair to talk to 

him directly than gossip behind him.
“No, it’s not true man” Aaron said, feeling guilty for lying to 

Vitaly but not being able to help it “I don’t even like the girl”
And he sure as hell wasn't gonna beg her to come back.
“So, you have heard who is it?” Vitaly asked.
“Yes...” Aaron said “It’s --- so who was it, Jim or Hugo?”
“Nicholas! He said one of security guys toll him,” Vitaly an-

swered. “You know guy who acts like cop”
“Dennis!” Aaron swore “Son of a bitch!”
“Yes, we were greasing the racks and Nicholas said she is my 

boss’ girlfriend. I have to do heavy lifting for her”
“Fuck!”
A month. That was all the stretch he thought he has to deal 

with before leaving this God-forsaken place for Wisconsin. 
Doesn’t look like it.

When he found Dennis, and he was there that day, “Dude” he 
said, “What is this I hear you telling people that I am fucking 
one of the janitor girls?”

Dennis looked alarmed then became professional and un-
�inching, then repentant. He seems more worried about 
where what he said would land him, than Aaron was for his 
reputation. “Dude” he protested, “I didn’t say you were sleep-
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ing with her. I wasn't even sure at �rst it was her, she looked 
so di�erent. I told Robert that I saw you together at Barnes & 
Noble a few weeks ago, and how Salim once said she was edu-
cated and all that”

“Why would you assume we were there together?” Aaron 
said, �nding it hard to keep being angry at such a big man with 
a baby face. “We can’t have met there?”

“Well you were holding hands,” Dennis said defensively.
“So? Do you have to tell everyone?” The man did not seem to 

have a response to that “She is married to a psycho. You know 
that, right?”

Dennis was about to protest innocence when Aaron left 
him there and went looking for her. He did not know what 
he would say to her when he meets her. He does not want 
to alarm her. But he didn’t want her to wonder what it was 
about when she is being laughed at by his colleagues either. Al-
though, to be fair, laughing is the least they could do. If this got 
to Will somehow –

“Hey...” he said, frowning at her approaching.
She looked up wearily at him.
“So, I don’t mean to alarm you, but Dennis saw us at the 

bookstore, and he told somebody and apparently everybody 
knows about it now”

“Thank you” she said, appearing una�ected by the news.
“You have heard!”
“You know this place,” she said, giving the place a hateful 

look “It’s like high school”
He smiled. He could not help it. The anger she exhibited 

when talking about “this place” was a replica of that girl who 
left for Amazon. He guessed she must have been heart-broken 
too.

“So, you are �ne?”
She smiled weakly and said, “I will survive”
He almost said, “as long as you know how to love and got all 

your love to give, you will stay alive, right?” However, jokes 
and light-hearted banters were for lovers. Plus, she looks sui-
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cidal.
“You are not sick or anything?”
“Yes, I mean no” she said, quickly looking up and acknow-

ledging his concern with a smile. Fuck ‘em, he thought. What 
are they gonna do to him? Take him to the town square and 
stone him to death?! “I haven’t been sleeping that well lately.”

“Join the club,” he said, smiling. “I slept badly a couple of 
weeks ago, and now my messed-up sleep pattern has become 
my 'normal' sleep pattern. Weed seems to be the only thing 
that helps but I can't do that on workdays.”

“Yeah... Will gave me a slice of marijuana brownie thinking 
it would relax me last week. He told me it was a birthday 
cake from his work, and I didn’t know better, so I ate it. I 
went crazy all night long. First, I was �lled with the kind of 
dread you won’t believe. Then started feeling things – the hair 
on the back of my neck standing, etcetera. Then it got to a 
point where he has to lock me in my room and take the phone 
away. He said I tried to call the cops on myself, because I was 
afraid I would be deported if they found out I had done drugs. 
Then I went into the walk-in closet, hid myself in a corner and 
started crying. Becky has to be called to calm me down before 
I can go to sleep”

“Hmm” he said, both envious at Will and sad that they can 
no longer have these conversations at the privacy of his apart-
ment “I didn’t know marijuana has a hallucinogenic e�ect?”

“Neither did he, he said he has never seen anybody react to 
marijuana that way before. It was a ‘bad high' apparently, ei-
ther from eating too much for a �rst timer or being messed up 
in the head” she touched her head, as if her neck has become 
too fragile to carry it. “Or all the horror movies I watched. I 
kept thinking people were watching me from the corner of my 
eye, although I knew there was nobody there. I told myself re-
peatedly that it was chemicals playing tricks on my brain, but 
I kept getting freaked out no matter how sane the sane side of 
my brain was. Didn’t think it would ever wear o�, but I was ok 
in the morning”
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“I am sorry,” he said laughing, so happy they were able to 
talk again. Eyes be damned. Je� be damned. Life be damned. 
He loves her. “It would have been a much better experience if 
you had smoked it the �rst time – just a pu� – in the company 
of those you trust” When her eyes seem to refuse to acknow-
ledge he would have been the right person for that, he said 
“Anyway... thought I should give you a heads up”

“Thanks” she said, strolling down the hallway with her stick 
vacuum cleaner, “I guess I got more important things to worry 
about”

He did not know what could be more important than this. 
But she was clearly done, so he let her go.
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CHAPTER 53

Salim’s residence was a 2-storey house at the most end 
of Beacon Avenue, in an area populated by govern-
ment-subsidized houses as well as East-African and 

Middle Eastern immigrants. An area with community centers, 
soccer �elds and one too many Asian grocery stores. The deci-
sion to visit came by pure accident. Salim’s vehicle has been 
stolen where it was parked two days before and found 24 
hours later on Elliot Bay; with its gas meter showing zero and 
its engine ripped out, but otherwise untouched. Aaron was 
closing that night so has given Salim a ride after reporting the 
theft and waiting for the cops to show up with him. When 
they arrived at Salim’s neighborhood an hour after midnight, 
his wife and daughter have come out to meet them. They were 
worried, despite Salim’s assurances he would be ok. Worry 
seems to come with the territory of being an immigrant and a 
war-survivor. Not to mention how the rows of houses he lived 
was located near Rainier Avenue; where it was not uncommon 
to hear gun shots at ungodly hours of the night.

Only the other day, a house down the road has been set on 
�re because the owner had two dogs – Great Danes, by their 
description, who won't let anybody pass by without barking 
the roof down and making attempts to try and jump the fence 
to attack him/her. Salim’s kids liked the dogs and have even 
asked for one as a protection against theft and break-ins, after 
the dogs got used to seeing them around and stopped scaring 
the living daylight out of the kids. But Salim admits the dogs 
took getting used to and it made perfect sense for somebody 
to want to put poison in their food. But setting the whole 
house ablaze to punish dogs was the kind of thing that only 
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happens in Beacon Hill, the kind of cruelty and utter disregard 
for human life they felt they have left behind in Iraq.

Nuria was grateful for the pain Aaron took to make sure her 
husband got home safe. So, she wondered if he can come for 
dinner that Thursday; it was both her and Salim's day o� and 
she would be making her world-famous Falafel. Aaron agreed 
to drop by after work and promised to be able to �nd the 
house without somebody coming out into the main street 
holding a sign bearing his name. He was not sure what to bring, 
however. He has heard Muslims do not drink, although he was 
not sure if Salim was that kind of Muslim, so wine was out 
of the question. And bringing �owers to the Mrs. Of the house 
maybe a rather too western an idea. What is more, the last 
time Will tried to bring Zema a �ower, Salim did not look too 
impressed.

So, he got a chocolate cake from Gelatiamo - there were kids 
in the house and kids like sweets - and knocked on the door, a 
little past 6. He knew what he was not supposed to do. A PBS 
special had run a piece on acceptable behaviors and gift giving 
in various culture. According to that piece, complimenting a 
middle eastern man’s house and family members may give the 
impression that you wanted to have those things for yourself; 
obliging your host to o�er to give them to you or (Aaron as-
sumes) give you a bad look. But he wasn’t sure what to expect.

He can hear a noise from the upstairs room even as he stood 
outside waiting for the door to open. The boys – it seems – are 
either playing musical chairs or �ghting. There were a couple 
of kids playing ball on a string tied to an electric pole across 
the street. And a little boy, being chased by his mother, while 
he was cackling and trying to run from her; a few doors down. 
Otherwise, all the houses looked the same and gave the feeling 
they had the same kind of people living in them. Immigrants 
whose �rst language is likely not English, and the strength of 
whose family ties is only matched by their devotedness to 
their respective religion.

He was wondering if he should press the bell as well when 
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the blinds seem to move, and a face looked out at him. “Hi” he 
said, when the door got unlocked and a girl, thin and with a 
long nose, stood there watching him. She wore a headscarf and 
her eyes were as unfriendly as a teenage girls’. Instead of an-
swering his greeting, she turned her head to the backroom and 
shouted something in Arabic. Before Aaron could determine 
what was happening, heavy footsteps were heard and Salim 
showed up, fat in a brown t-shirt and exercise pants.

“Aaron...” he said, stretching his hand. The girl has already 
walked back to the couch and sat, while Dr. Phil’s baldhead 
was being zoomed at from every direction on the Telly.

“Get in... get in... oh don’t please” Salim begged him, when 
Aaron was about to take his shoes o�. “A children’s house... 
come in. Nuria is – upstairs, I would call her”

Aaron came in and sat by the edge of the couch. Despite 
Salim’s protest, there were shoes of all sizes at the end of the 
stairs and in the hallway leading to the kitchen. The living 
room was small and dingy, a little over furnished and on the 
dark side. It was pretty warm though. Aaron could feel the 
heater on his leg even before he sat.

“So...” he said, looking at the girl beside him. “You must be 
Salima”

She looked up from the magazine she was reading, “Yes” she 
said, her face showing neither boredom nor delight.

“Yes... Salim – your dad was saying how you were named 
after him”

“Yeah... most girls are named after their father. Salim, 
Salima. Samir, Samira. Jamil, Jamila and so on”

“Oh, I didn’t know that” he said; stopping to listen to the 
boys running with tiny feet on the upstairs room. Salim was 
trying to bring order to the house. “I have a daughter your age” 
he added, not sure whether to keep talking to her or just watch 
TV.

“Yeah? What is her name?”
“Morgan”
Salima looked suspicious. “Isn’t that a boy’s name?”
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He smiled. “Yeah... well... she is a pretty tomboyish girl”
“Lemme see” the girl said, moving a little close to him.
“Oh, you mean... her photo?”
He took his phone out and started �ipping through it. Zema 

on his couch. Zema on his patio. Zema at a co-worker’s wed-
ding, looking gorgeous in a blue dress [a co-worker’s wedding 
her husband refused to come to because he didn’t want folks 
thinking he was too dolled up for someone ‘married to a jani-
tor’]. Zema, and the stu�ed lion he got her. “There... that is she, 
her brother, and I – two years ago”

“She is not a tomboy!” the girl said, accusatively.
“You don’t think so?”
“No, she is quirky”
"Oh yeah?"
The girl looked both envious and disgusted at being lied to 

and went back to her magazine. Aaron wondered where Salim 
was, and why he was suddenly feeling unwelcome.

“What kind of music does she like?” Salima suddenly looked 
up

“Music?”
“Yes... music like bands?”
She had the page of the magazine opened to a photo of �ve 

boys, who were youthful, handsome and smiling at a camera. 
There were a couple of more photos of them in di�erent at-
tires on the next page. Boy bands, if he has ever seen one.

“Yeah actually… we share the same iTunes account, so I 
know the answer to this one. Lemme see... she likes ... Kathy 
Perry, Lady Gaga, Green Day and this band called... One road? 
One way?”

“One direction?” the girl said, brightening up.
“That is the one”
“This is them!” she said, opening the magazine with �ourish
“Really?”
“Yeah...” she said, bouncing near him. “This is Harry – he 

dated Taylor Swift, Louis, Niail, Liam and Zayn”
“Is he – is he from –” Aaron was about to ask if that was the 
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kid from one of Bill Maher’s show
“Egypt? Yes”, she said, holding the page to her heart “I love 

him!”
“I can see that” Aaron said, chuckling.
Light footsteps were coming down the stairs. Nuria’s long 

face followed the body. She was wearing white, with her hair 
hastily covered. She looks taller than he saw her last and ex-
hausted to boot.

Aaron get up to shake her hands and asked how she was. She 
apologized for not having been there when he came. Her baby 
hasn’t been feeling well, she thinks it was teething, and been 
refusing to breast-feed. So, when it �nally did, it was hard to 
leave its side until it has fallen asleep.

She said Salim was dressing up the kids and would be down 
shortly. She then asked her daughter, with whom she seems 
to have had an altercation earlier, to help her set the table. 
Aaron was beginning to feel he chose a di�cult night to come 
visit until jokes between father and daughter showed him 
this was basically what happened at Salim’s household every 
night. When the household was out, the infant spends the day 
at her aunt’s house – which was two doors down from theirs. 
Salima would pick her up when she gets back from school 
and watches her, at the same time doing her own homework, 
until her mom was home from work. The boys play outside or 
watch TV while dinner is being prepared; and their dad helps 
by making sure they did their homework and went to bed on 
time. Nuria said she didn’t envy her husband that responsibil-
ity, as the boys can be a handful, despite their appearing much 
more subdued in their home environment and their apparent 
eagerness to help their mother with serving dinner.

Watching TV while eating seems a thing that whets the ap-
petite in the Salim household. After votes were counted on 
what to watch [Salima liked ‘How I met your mother’. The 
boys clamored for ‘Sponge Bob’. While Nuria mourned the fact 
that for one paying the bills she was being short changed on 
her daily dose of 'Dr. Phil' – a show she liked and discussed with 
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her co-workers about every day – so many cases like it in her 
job] Aaron was allowed to throw the deciding vote between 
‘The Simpsons’, that Salima was willing to settle for – despite 
warning her parents how it contains some language that may 
be inappropriate for her young siblings – and the WWI Cham-
pionship her father tried to tempt him with. Aaron chose 'The 
Simpsons', and dinner was served.

After dinner was eaten, with the boys lying in front of the 
TV and the girls holding the plate on their knee [despite hav-
ing a dining room with expensive furniture that Nuria said she 
yearns to eat at someday]; Salima sat under her mother’s feet 
to have her hair done and Salim took Aaron on the grand tour.

For the price Salim pays for it, which was a little more than 
half of what Aaron pays for his one-bedroom apartment, the 
house has a lot to o�er. It had two bedrooms, a bathroom and 
two toilets – one on top and one on the ground �oor. A living 
room, a kitchen/dining room that was mostly used as a stor-
age unit for all the crap the family seem too insecure to throw 
out or give away. It even had a little garden with dead �owers 
in it at the back, where Salim goes to smoke or discuss ser-
ious matters with friends without disturbing his family. They 
now sat there, drinking a Turkish co�ee, while Salim related 
his life story. How he worked in various positions with the 
American troop in Iraq before his ambush. His operation and 
subsequent trip to America, which wouldn't have happened if 
it wasn't for two military personnel who wrote to Homeland 
Security tirelessly on his behalf. How di�cult it was to �nd 
his footing in America: with no job experience, barely enough 
money to pay rent or even a last name.

“I didn’t know that,” Aaron said, surprised to learn the three 
words in front of Salim’s name he has thus far believed was 
some sort of a title were actually a shorthand for a man whose 
family name was unknown.

“There are some people in this very neighborhood who look 
at us like we are parasites,” Salim said gravely, “They say, at 
community meetings, that we complain about Islamophobia 
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and racism, but none of them were given free apartments 
when they come to this country; that we take money from 
the government, we are handed jobs the minute we come here. 
Truth is, the only thing we got from leaving Iraq is making 
out with our lives. We were promised much but given nothing 
more than a three-month ration and a two-day training on 
how to appear for your job interview. If we built anything in 
this country, we built it ourselves, stone by stone. We are still 
prosecuted against, you know that. Our lives are still in dan-
ger from enemies within our own community and without. 
Our children go to schools where drug and violence is ram-
pant every day of the year. Not to mention how this area is one 
of the biggest tra�c-accident areas in Washington State. You 
can't open a car's door, without somebody almost ripping it 
out of your hand, and take you with it"

"Yeah... Zema was telling me, however much she loved them, 
East-African drivers weren't the most cautious drivers in the 
world. She said if ever you see a driver who won't yield to you 
or almost run on your feet because of how close he was to you 
when yielding, it is more likely than not to be an East-African 
driver"

"Same with Arabs too," Salim admitted, "And Asians. They 
are the worst, actually. We have so many who live in this 
neighborhood. Most are ok, you know, quiet. They don't mix 
much but that is �ne. Some of them, though, they are the most 
dislikable people in the world; I am sorry to say. They own 
stores and businesses but live in subsidized houses like the 
rest of us and take food-stamp from the government."

Aaron was beginning to realize how the subtle race-wars 
amongst minorities seem organized against Asians when 
Salim laughed.

"I know what you are thinking," he said, "Who am I to judge, 
right? I am one of the lucky ones, actually, compared to what 
happened to some of my friends and colleagues. Only... it 
bothers me how nobody seems to care how we feel about our-
selves after we came here. Who we used to be. At least when 
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you are at home you are treated like everybody else. Every-
body knows who you are and what you are. No one looks at 
you, or your wife, or your daughter, like a malignant cancer 
they can't get rid of because they look 'Muslim' or are wearing 
a hijab. It hurts because it wasn't our choice to put my country 
in the mess it is now. In fact, Americans are more implicated 
in what happened to the Middle East than Iraqis are, because 
it is Americans who elected Bush and allowed him to destroy 
my continent. If I was given a choice, I would have the old Iraq 
with all its problems back”

“So would I," Aaron said, patting Salim on the shoulder “So 
would we all, right now, I think. That seems to be all we do 
nowadays; we tear down but our attempt to build back is 
never successful. In the end, we leave the country worse than 
we found it, and no one seems to be held accountable for the 
bloodshed”

When, an hour later, they returned to the living room, the 
boys were already asleep, and two more members of Salim’s 
family seem to have been added to the couch. Nuria’s brother 
and his wife have come to see the little girl and stayed to say 
hi to the guest. They were eating dinner now, despite it being 
past 10 and after having eaten at home [they complained]. 
After greetings were exchanged and Aaron received another 
invite to another middle eastern dinner at Nuria’s brother’s 
house, he said his goodbyes. But not before he was made to 
take a piece of the cake he brought with him. She has been 
holding o�, Nuria added, for the man of the house and his 
guest to come back in - as it was customary to cut a cake with 
the person who brought it in the room. But the boys fall asleep 
and, what with her baby upstairs, she clean forgot about it. 
Aaron thanked everyone and talked a little bit more with 
Salima, who came out with her dad to see him to the car and 
asked him to tell Morgan to add her to her Facebook friend’s 
list.

Aaron didn’t have the heart to tell her his daughter was in 
Wisconsin and that a friendship with those two girls wasn’t 
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likely to happen in this lifetime. But he let her play him One 
Direction’s cover of “One way or Another” from YouTube and 
pretended to enjoy it. Salim, who seems to �nd everything his 
daughter does entertaining, apologized for that torture when 
Salima went back into the house and Aaron got into his car. 
His daughter was an exemplary student, Salim added, getting 
good grades, volunteering for all sorts of things at school, and 
promising a future in the �eld of medicine or law. However, 
she was a teenager. There was really nothing he can do than let 
her follow her passion, despite her mother’s worry she was a 
little too American for her own good and hope for the best.

Aaron said he was happy to learn Salima had a passion 
for things kids her age do, but he won’t call her completely 
American. Not many American kids walk home from school, 
feed and bath their youngest sibling, then pick appropriate 
shows for their little brothers while they wait patiently for 
their parents to come home. Certainly not without a�ecting 
their grades! More importantly, they do not have the free-
dom of mind to sit with grownups and share their opinions. 
Grown-ups, even to his above-average intelligent daughter, 
were a bore at best, and a threat at worst. It was refreshing, 
he added, that Salima could argue her points without pooh-
poohing grownups. It shows a that her parents were doing 
something right.

After he pulled out and found his way on the road, Aaron 
both pitied and envied Salim. He felt sorry for him because his 
exterior blinds people from seeing what kind of person he was 
around his family. And envied him because when Salim comes 
out of the cold, he goes into a warm family home full of love 
and noise. All he comes home to was his Xbox and a cabinet 
full of alcoholic drinks the colors of which Zema does not be-
lieve exists outside art.
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CHAPTER 54

He has sought Zema out again, on the evening before 
Thanksgiving Day, hoping they would have an-
other round of pleasantries. It was a point he was 

trying to make, too, now that their secret was out: That he 
wasn't ashamed of her. He has faced Jim, his nemesis, who 
acted as if he hasn’t heard anything – despite seeming to have 
grown sudden respect for him [from realizing they were all 
men at the core, perhaps]. And Hugo – who always acts like 
a thief, even when there was nothing missing, has avoided 
Aaron’s eyes when Zema came around talking in her language 
to the new Janitor guy. A guy Aaron immediately felt uneasy 
about but later learned was supposed to train under her. Plus, 
friends do wish friends a happy holiday, right? If they cele-
brate it, �ne. If they don't, it's one more paid day o� they get to 
spend with their family. Or soon-to-be-ex-husbands.

She was by the smoking area outside the building - empty-
ing one ashtray bin to replace it with fresh dark sand that cig-
arette butts would take their last breath in. He said he didn't 
want to leave without wishing her a happy holiday, would she 
be going to her in-law's family home for Thanksgiving dinner? 
"Yeah" she said, looking around for cigarette butts, "Amelita 
called and told me she was gonna save me a seat and that no 
one but the family would be there. She has been sick, plus 
scared we would go back to where we were and is doing every-
thing she can to make sure we stayed a family"

"Thanksgiving has always been a family holiday anyway" he 
has added “And one hopes would remain as commercially un-
tainted as possible for years to come”

Smile was all the response he got.
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"Well” he said, looking around “gobble-gobble as they say"
He was about to walk away when she looked up at his face 

brie�y.
"Are you going to your parent's home?" she asked quietly
"Yeah... or Neil's place, as we call it nowadays. Neil is – he 

is the brother who I told you is trying to revive ‘the family 
business’ – you know, window washing. Anyway” he sighed. 
There was so much pressure on his chest, as if his heart has to 
�ght other organs for air “I will have some turkey, then head 
home. I have started rereading the ‘Lord Of The Ring’ trilogy, 
after having an argument with a friend on how well the movie 
depicted the theme of the book: if it is ‘the world is basically 
good with evil lurking at the background’ or ‘the world is es-
sentially evil with some good folks in it’. So that should keep 
me occupied during the three-day madness, I am hoping. And 
perhaps give me an idea as to how to go about with the - you 
know - the story about the girl. I actually posted a few more 
photos on DeviantArt and the responses were all great. Makes 
me wanna work seriously on it"

"Well it is a good story," she said warming up.
"Trying to keep myself busy now that I am a single guy again"
Her eyes looked shyly at him, as if she thought he was mak-

ing a joke. When she noticed how he was struggling to swal-
low something, her eye clouded over. Although they have not 
been in each other’s company for more than three weeks, it 
doesn’t seem to have occurred to her that they were no longer 
yoked with one another until he referred to himself as ‘single’.

"It's not easy" Aaron said, laughing so he doesn't cry, "Not 
having anything - or anyone - to look forward to on one's days 
o�. Or ‘the big American worry’, as you called it"

“I wanted to text you” she said, in a voice that was both 
tearful and accusative, “I wanted to ask you if you want to sit 
somewhere and talk. That it doesn’t matter to me what we are 
doing as long as we can see each other. But you seem gone right 
after you clocked out and you don’t even look at me when we 
come across one another”
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“I know” Aaron said, repentant. “But the image of that guy 
outside my window… it is like a fuel. I can go on that forever if 
I need to – or until you are deemed a free woman”

“But we can still be friends, right?”
Aaron hesitated before saying yes he believes they can. He 

did not add how, if they tried to be friends while their pre-
dicament was unsolved, they can only be two kinds of friends: 
friends who occasionally fucked, or friends whose friendship 
killed the sexual chemistry between them. Aaron was not 
sure which was less appetizing.

"In that case" she said searching the ground with her eyes, 
to signal that she was still working – he guesses, "Will works 
tomorrow night. I mean they open at midnight for Black-Fri-
day shopping, so he is gonna drop me at Kiddi's place after we 
left his parent's house. She has promised to help me pick out 
Christmas gifts for my family the minute the stores opened. 
I always get there in the morning, after everything has been 
picked-out. You can - I can give you a call when we are done, if 
you want. We were planning to go have an Ethiopian breakfast 
and make a day of it since it is Friday and we both have nothing 
to do. I have told her you are a good friend. She won't mind if 
you hang out with us"

A tightening in his chest made his eyes water. He knew if he 
gave in now, he was going to keep giving in. His hard façade 
would crumble, his shoulders would unhunch themselves, 
and he would become what he was two years after re-connect-
ing with Kat: a pussy-whipped ‘yes man’; a guy without balls.

"I wish I can," he said quickly. "Would have paid anything to 
be able to do that a month ago. But I don't think - I don't think 
I can be around somebody who knows that I love you and is 
probably pitying me because of it, I am sorry"

“What if I told her something came up?” she asked eagerly, 
“We can have Ethiopian breakfast and spend the whole day at 
the aquarium if you want. You know I can never get enough of 
'�sh'”

“No. No” Aaron waved his hand. “Go do your thing with your 
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friend and we will hang out some other time. After all, ‘Black 
Friday’ comes only but once a year – except, I guess, on ‘Cyber 
Monday’, ‘Small Business Saturday’, and ‘GodKnowsWhatElse 
Tuesday’”

“Ok” she said, considerably relaxed, “by the way, Salim said 
you guys went to his house last week and you invited him to 
come along for thanksgiving”

“Yeah, I thought he might enjoy it as he is an American citi-
zen. But apparently, there is some kind of rule against it in 
his religion. He said maybe 4th of July, but did like your ‘Éthi-
opiques’ and borrowed it for the weekend”

"Well... you did good by asking him" she said proudly, "Will 
you be taking anything - to your brothers’?"

"Not this time. I mean every time I get a pie from Marie Cal-
lender’s; I �nd out it has occurred to somebody to make that 
same pie from scratch that day. So, I am taking just myself this 
time. Why - were you gonna make me some Samosas for Tur-
key Day?"

She looked at him with disappointment, as if he has de�led 
something sacred and personal. Still she asked if that was 
something he wants. “I can bring it here and you can pick it up 
from Security,” she said, in her most obedient – most obliging 
– voice. “They will have something of mine, at least”

“Oh no” Aaron laughed, although the rebuke in her eyes 
grated on his nerves. “I was being silly. Sorry”

She continued using her fork to pick up cigarette butts – as if 
she cannot trust herself to look up and say goodnight.

Aaron left then, with his heart heavy, knowing only too well 
if it wasn't for his pride, “decision” and “considering conse-
quences” before “jumping right in”, this gulf won’t have ex-
isted between them and he would have gotten his wish and 
spent tomorrow night with her.

He also made a note to himself never to start a conversation 
with Zema unless Zema initiated it �rst. He can take rejection 
from a woman, even hate, but not the cold shoulder.� Not after 
the way Kat used it to destroy his self-esteem.
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CHAPTER 55

N aturally, Aaron did not expect thanksgiving to be 
any more exciting than shopping for half a dozen 
people by hurling strangers against boxes full of 

"sale" merchandise and/or prying stu� out of the hands of 
overly ca�einated strangers with no idea what they want. 
Nothing has been the same ever since Petey moved to Mon-
tana to be near his son and grandchildren or to give his wife 
Deidre a break from taking care of their ailing mother – ac-
cording to Marvin [they lived too close, and Petey was too re-
sponsible to stay away].

When, however, upon reaching at his parent’s house he came 
face to face with a tall black woman, he was somewhat taken 
aback.

"Hello" he said, after �st bumping with his older brother 
Neil, and extending his hand to her. Can it be… was she… did 
his ‘eternal bachelor’ brother went out to get himself a black 
girl just to show his little brother he can?! Not that one can put 
that past Neil. One can put nothing past Neil. Neil wasn’t cha-
rismatic enough to be “the black sheep” of the Mullen boys. 
He was more like the odd brother out, the one they remember 
to count in when someone asks, “But I thought you had four 
brothers”. "I am Aaron. Nice to meet you"

"Nice to meet you" she said, after putting her purse next to 
her and getting up to shake his hand. He was not sure who 
brought her or why they would, all of a sudden, bring a black 
girl to a thanksgiving dinner table, when that job should be his 
and his alone. Not just an ordinary black girl, either. One who 
was drop-dead gorgeous and seems to have the brightest smile 
he has ever seen – from her gum being black, he later realized.
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Nonetheless, he sat next to her as he felt he was the closest 
to a tour-guide she will get into the inner-workings of white 
culture. Not to mention how the only other people in the 
room were two of his step-nephews who were plotting against 
one of their step-cousin who was sitting across from her.

“Nice day” Aaron said, while taking his seat.
“Yes, it is”
There was de�nitely an accent there, much stronger than 

Zema’s but not as strong as the rest of the janitorial crew.
“I miss summer, if – for nothing else – having not to go to bed 

at 9”
She was about to say something if a cheerful "Hello! Hello!" 

did not interrupt her. It was Chad, his second oldest brother, 
and the spitting image of his dad, breathless – as he always was 
– and coming out of the restroom. "You are here! Where is... 
where is your lady bird?"

"Did I say I was gonna bring her?” Aaron said, giving his 
brother a hug and feeling proud for talking about a girl-
friend in the presence of a beautiful woman he suspected was 
brought for his bene�t, “Then I must have lied"

"Did you meet Aster?" Chad said, after drying his hand on 
Aaron’s back, as he always does.

Aaron turned towards where his brother was pointing. "No - 
not o�cially"

"She is the girl I told you about" Chad said, making his goatee 
dance with every move of the chin. "I told you I have an Ethi-
opian girl working with me?"

"Yes" Aaron said, allowing himself to be led to the tall girl. 
She looked up expectantly and smiled.

"This is her!" Chad declared. "I asked if she has anything to do 
and she said she didn't. Doesn't celebrate ‘Turkey Day’, appar-
ently, despite being an American for how many years now?"

"Two years" she said, smiling.
"Two years" his brother, dabbing at his mouth with a paper 

napkin, answered "Very proud of it, weren’t you dear?”
“Yes, I was”
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“She came the next day with a big cake that has an American 
�ag on it and said it was like a second birthday to her. She was 
Ethiopian by birth and American by choice, not to mention 
the added bonus of having two Christmases to celebrate”

An embarrassed laugh, “Yes I did”
“Citizenship, a privilege some us who were born here take 

for granted,” Chad said thoughtfully, “It was a good reminder. 
What is more, everyone loves Aster and we couldn’t be hap-
pier for her. She was hoping to meet your lady bird, weren't 
you Aster?"

The girl smiled, looked at Aaron and said she was.
"Why won't I get you guys a drink?" Chad asked, heading 

towards the kitchen. "Janet is in the garage, setting up the des-
sert - fridge full, apparently, and half the party hasn’t arrived 
yet. Aster, please have some snacks, don't be shy"

Aaron walked Aster to the snacks-table and started a con-
versation by asking if she came to America as a married 
woman. She said she did it by winning a Diversity Visa Lot-
tery. But she almost didn't make it by virtue of having nobody 
in the family who knew anybody in America who can spon-
sor her. Fortunately, a woman found her crying outside the 
post o�ce and assured her that her Goddaughter, who lives 
in Maryland, would be more than happy to sponsor her. The 
Goddaughter was, indeed, willing to oblige, most Ethiopians 
would – even when they don’t know you. All it would cost 
Aster was to take along a couple of bags of dried Ethiopian 
food and spices sent from the girl’s family.

Aster would have carried it on her back, she was that grate-
ful. When she lands at the airport, however, this was in DC; she 
learned there has been heavy snow and all entrances to and 
out of the city were on lockdown. She spent three days and 
two nights at the airport, jet lagged, wide-eyed but unable to 
sleep, for fear somebody would walk out with one of the four 
luggage. When, �nally, the family could get through to a friend 
who lived in DC; a man who hand-dug his taxi out of the snow 
to come pick her up, she was walking lopsided, like a drunk 
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person. This man was now her Fiancée. It has been two years 
since they moved to Washington State, and they would have 
been married by now if she did not have to stay single when 
�ling papers to petition her younger brother as her husband. 
They do have a daughter, however, who is being put to sleep 
right about then by her mother who she petitioned for that 
very purpose a year ago. Makes life easier while she works and 
goes to school and her �ancée tries to make a living by driving 
yellow cabs by day and for Uber by night.

After the dinner, where Aaron got teased for paying his girl-
friend-by-extension too much attention, Aster asked to see 
Zema's photo and said she was pretty. The sort of "pretty" 
women give when pleased to �nd out whoever they were 
being compared against was less hot than them. He wasn’t 
sure if that was what made her generous when he quietly con-
fessed that his girlfriend works as a Janitor in his company. She 
said she knows many an Ethiopian woman who work that job, 
and even worse: as Cashiers at gas stations, parking attendants 
at parking lots, housekeepers at shoddy hotels; places where 
girls can get abused and/or physically hurt. Even she has to 
work as a stock person at Sam's club, in a walk-in freezer 
that was below zero half the time. That was when it occurred 
to her; she won't get anywhere without learning English in 
America. She took a few courses at Seattle Central and spoke it 
as often as she can, being laughed at by her colleagues half the 
time. In six months, she would graduate as a Pharmacy Tech-
nician and get a job she has been promised at some place called 
'Arburbiew' unlike most of the girls from her school still work-
ing in Nursing Homes and Adult Day Care centers.

He was a good man for doing this, she added, for not “seeing 
a girl’s job” before being with her. And that God would repay 
him for his kindness. But she can't emphasize enough the need 
for him to make his girlfriend go to school. Most Ethiopians, 
she said, are either too content in their social life [she won’t 
say “lazy”, because most work from 14-16 hrs. a day] or too 
preoccupied with making money and sending it home to go to 
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school. She herself has been trying to pressure her �ancée to 
get some education. She doesn’t want him ending up another 
cab driver who eats nothing but Injera and talks of nothing 
else but Ethiopian politics and soccer.

That night, while going through Amazon’s listings for some-
thing he felt would mirror Zema’s personality, Aaron decided 
– despite not speaking English with a perfect accent; refer-
ring to 'party’ as 'parry', 'janitor' as 'geenator', and '�ancée' as 
'�nancé' – and seeming to have not much of a substance be-
hind her pretty eyes – Aster was the more American of the two 
girls. She was a go-getter, judging by how fast she said she was 
moving up the ladder at her workplace. Has admitted to being 
an active member of her kid’s school and community. Loves 
the Beach as much as the next person. And doesn’t miss an op-
portunity to go out and enjoy life. “What is the point coming 
here if you have the same life in your country?” She has asked, 
and Aaron has agreed. In the end, though, the person he agreed 
most with was Je�. Yes, he prefers non-threatening women to 
assertive ones. He likes dreamers to high-�iers. And would ra-
ther hook up with women who are more comfortable at the 
back of the crowd than those who seek out companies that 
help them outshine.

He �nally settled on a woolen Pendleton messenger bag 
with Native American design and lots of quiet colors on it; 
chose a 2-day free-shipment and went to bed with a contented 
sigh. It was a good day, he decided. He has done well: has met 
and spent some time with her fellow-countrywoman and re-
sisted the temptation to text her about it. Has managed to put 
a sock on his desire and not reached out to her, despite know-
ing her sleeping arrangements for that night. And now that he 
has made sure his Christmas gift would be there even when he 
isn’t - he was truly looking forward to seeing his kids. It was 
like dragging yourself out of a long slumber, this ability to 
look around at the rest of his life and know there were other 
things that needed tending to. A slumber fueled by a thirst for 
love and an inability to bridle one's emotions. He hoped to 
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continue on this path and prove to himself that he has a spine, 
a kahuna, grit. He was Petey, Chad and Marvin’s baby-brother 
after all. Grit was part of their part Irish, part Swiss, part 
Welsh heritage – a Mullen family creed. Has even got a crest to 
show for it! And, by the time he came back from Wisconsin, 
who knows, he may be so over her he may not even care who 
she is sleeping with or, more importantly, who without.
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CHAPTER 56

A las, a man rarely spends the day where he thought he 
would, as Zema likes to say. The test to his resolu-
tion came because of a text he could not help but 

send a little before midnight. He has wished her a “Happy 
shopping” adding a smiley face next to the message. When 
the response to his text came back, he was �oating over sleep 
land, looking for a place to settle. “Thanks,” it said, “Sorry I 
didn’t get back to you earlier. We were in the emergency room 
of a Hospital in Renton”

He groaned before rubbing his eyes and texting back. “Your 
mother-in-law not well again?”

“Car accident” was her response “Kiddi hit a guy outside 
‘Pop Eyes’. It wasn't her fault, but he was alone, so we came in 
the ambulance with him”

“Car accident?” He sat up. “Are you ok?”
“Yes, we are �ne. The doctors said he doesn’t seem to have in-

ternal bleeding, but they would keep him at the hospital over-
night anyway. We are waiting for his family to arrive”

“Can I call you?” he said because he needed to hear her voice 
“I want to call you”

Before he could repeat the question, his phone rang.
“Hey...” Aaron said the minute he picked the phone “Are you 

guys ok?”
“We are ok,” she said, her voice shaking “I mean nothing hap-

pened to us. She hit him. It was like she drove on his foot and, 
before we could get out of the car, he got up and tried to walk. 
We have to stop him and make him sit down. Then he started 
crying, just tears �owing from his eyes. He was so disoriented 
he didn’t even know he was hurt until he sat down”
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“Hey…” he said, because he couldn’t think of anything that 
would stop her from crying

“He was shaking” she said, “Even after he got to the hospital, 
he was shaking. He has this small piece of paper in his pocket. 
He said he was going to get a Play-station for his son and was 
coming from work. He barely speaks English and said he didn’t 
know there was no crossing there”

“Do you want me to come?” he said urgently
“No, it’s alright” she said sni�ng “Kiddi called her boyfriend 

and he is here to take us to her place now”
“I would like to come anyway” Aaron said stubbornly “I 

want to make sure you are ok”
“I am ok” she said distractedly, “I just feel so sad he has gotta 

spend his night at the hospital; when he should have been eat-
ing a thanksgiving dinner with his family. And that Kiddi has 
gotta be involved in this just because she was trying to help 
me”

“This is why I hate going anywhere this evening” he said sud-
denly angry “Nothing good ever comes from it”

There was no response.
“So, you are going to her place and spend the night there? I 

thought you were really looking forward to go shopping"
“No" she said, thoughtfully "I won't be up for it. Neither 

would she"
"I was talking about me" he said, grieved, "I can help you pick 

out a few things that are really essential and you won't be able 
to �nd any other day. The night is still young"

"No..." she answered "Thank you for caring, though"
“Of course, I care for you,” Aaron interrupted her goodnight 

with a stern voice “I will care for you no matter what hap-
pened between us. And if you want to see if they have any left-
overs tomorrow, just call me and I will come pick you up”

There was a mu�ed voice from behind her. Hot exchanges 
from the sound of it. "Is everything ok?" he asked, wondering if 
he should hang up or wait for her to respond

"It's - nothing" she said, with an embarrassed chuckle, "It’s 
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Kiddi. She is saying - she is just talking"
"About me?"
"No" Zema laughed. "She is saying the guy is ok and if you 

want to come take me, I should let you. It is the least I could 
do after all we have been through to go shopping. And why I al-
ways go out of my way to be annoying”

"Oh, I love her" Aaron said, deeply satis�ed "So that was you 
saying ‘no’? Why?"

She laughed again "It is almost 1 am and there is heavy 
tra�c. Plus, it is not - it is not for me. It is something I was 
gonna get Will so..."

"I don't care who you are getting it for" Aaron said hotly "You 
are the one who need me, and I will come if you want me to. I 
am o� tomorrow and can sleep all day if I want"

"You sure?" she sound worried "Didn't you say you have 
sworn never to set a foot into a Walmart years ago?"

"Does it need me stepping into a Walmart, this thing you are 
getting him?" he asked, dragging himself out of his bed.

“It is a �at-screen TV,"  said a hesitant voice at the other end, 
"I have been wanting to get him one in place of the one - you 
know - that was broken - before I leave. And Kiddi is saying 
there may not be any left tomorrow. Plus, she thinks - she says 
I should be able to ask you for a favor if you - were - my friend”

"Sounds good" Aaron answered, wondering if the word Kiddi 
used was “friends” and not "lovers" or "fucking" "So how about 
I make some co�ee and head your way? 30 minutes give or 
take?”

By the time he parked next to Kiddi’s boyfriend’s yellow 
cab outside the hospital; it was almost 2 in the morning. “Hey 
guys,” Aaron said, getting out of his car and shaking hands with 
both Kiddi and the boyfriend.

“I heard you had quite a night,”
“Yes” Kiddi answered, rather cheerfully for a person who al-

most killed somebody with her car hours ago “Thank God it is 
only his leg. He just came out, from the night, boom like that. I 
was very shock!”
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“Well... drive safe, and have a goodnight you two,” Aaron 
waved, opening his car’s door to let Zema in.

“Ready?” he asked when she was done messing with the belt. 
She had tied a scarf around her head, a scarf with what he has 
come to recognize as an Ethiopian �ag colors in it. And it has 
given her a very exotic – almost maternal look.

“Yes please”
“Not traumatized or anything to get into a car so soon after 

that?"
“No” she said breathlessly feeling her neck, “I am �ne. I mean 

every time I sit in the front; I imagine I would end up para-
lyzed from the neck down so...” she smiled “I am sorry you 
have to come all the way here”

“Well... you want to buy your husband a �at screen TV. You 
shall buy your husband a �at-screen TV,” he said, and just to 
show he was not being bitter, he added “That is what friends 
are for, right?”

“Right” she said, showing a small smile
“Going to play some Christmas songs, if you don’t mind” 

Aaron declared, trying to cheer himself out of the depression 
the last words sunk him, “seeing it is o�cially Christmas sea-
son starting now”

“I don’t mind,” she said, “I always liked Christmas songs”
Yes, Christmas was also the only season she dreamt of visit-

ing America. The rest of the year, she dreamt of living in a cot-
tage in England, drinking tea and falling in love with the Mr. 
Knightleys of the world.

“Wait till you hear Bob River's ‘Twisted Christmas Collec-
tion’" he said smiling "You won’t hear another Christmas song 
the same way”

The shopping was quick. About 20 minutes after she walked 
in, she came out pushing a big box on a cart; which he helped 
put both in his car; and, afterwards, up the stairs of her apart-
ment. She won’t have allowed it if he hasn’t asked her if she 
was scared Will will show up.

“No” she murmured quietly “He won’t leave work until 8 to-
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morrow morning”
“So what – you don’t want me to see your apartment? Or I 

can’t be trusted to be around you without trying to have sex 
with you?”

She smiled and shook her head, as if his bitterness was get-
ting to her “I just didn’t want you to feel bad about carrying it 
later,” she said, "He is not just anybody"

“No, he is not" he re�ected "But I guess I am the kind of per-
son who would rather let my manly pride su�er than let you 
stagger with this box two �ights up and risk falling or getting 
badly injured”

She stopped talking then, unlocked the entrance door to the 
building and cleared out of his way.

“Thanks” he said, not trying to hide his annoyance. He knew 
he has a point. The box was too big and too awkward for her 
to carry. But the other reason – perhaps the more pressing 
explanation for his desire to carry Will’s gift up two �ights 
of stairs was his curiosity about her apartment. He naturally 
wanted to know what background to frame her in every time 
he thought of her ‘at home’. But more than that, he wanted to 
know what sort of a provider Will was. Not even the realiza-
tion that he is willfully and intentionally stepping-over an-
other man’s threshold, another man's abode, his palace – so to 
say – could curb this last need to compare himself to another 
man; and not be found lacking.

After he was done climbing the stairs, which was covered 
in a dark-brown runner-rag and still reeked of thanksgiving 
dinner cooking; she unlocked the door and let him into a 
vast room with a tan carpet and a matching colored v-shaped 
couch on it. In front of the couch was a black co�ee table, 
where some mails were thrown. A computer table, with a lap-
top on it stood against the wall. There was a swivel chair next 
to the table, complete with faux leather and an arm; where, no 
doubt, Will sits while playing games or watching porn after 
his wife has gone to sleep. A much smaller TV, with a DVD 
player and some books under it stood near-by. Next to the 
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living room was a small kitchen which was partitioned by a 
wall with a sizeable opening in the middle of it where wed-
ding photos, �ags from three countries, as well as some knick-
knacks were lined up.

The room looked much lighter than what he expected. 
Lighter and lovelier – maybe because it didn’t have many 
things to clutter out the light. There was one artwork on the 
wall: an Ethiopian painting of men and women with unnatur-
ally big eyes and small wings where their shoulder should be.

A decorative plate from Las Vegas that her mother-in-law 
no doubt got for her looked down on a framed old world map 
that was standing against an entertainment system, as if it 
was wondering when it was to be hanged. It read “HC SVNT 
DRACONES”, Here be dragons. It was the kind of map that 
would occur to Aaron to buy, if he came across it on eBay!

The last frame was of an old Denver Nuggets jersey that 
Will noticed on an Ethiopian girl on his brief stay there; a jer-
sey Zema end up buying after the girl showed discomfort at 
the way they were watching her and talking about her [un-
aware her Oxfam-donated jersey would've sold for thousands 
in America if in mint condition].

The only other decoration in the room seems to be Leo, 
whose yellow-brownish �gure was sprawled on the couch as 
though he owned the damn place.

“Nice” he said, when he was done inspecting the room and 
has sucked in the smell of 'warm spices' burning incense [a 
smell she has taken to lighting up after she used the restroom 
that Aaron wasn't even aware he liked until it sent his stom-
ach a-churning when he came across it in Will's apartment]. 
"Very nice, especially the pass-through window. Kat always 
wanted one, albeit with a much bigger window, makes serving 
so easy when you are entertaining. But we couldn’t a�ord to 
renovate right then. So, she has to settle for a kitchen Island, 
instead”

“Oh” she said, smiling. “This came with the apartment. Will 
used to say he would get a barstool for it, so people could be 
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served through it, but we never did. Thanks to me, we don’t 
have many visitors”

“I like your furniture too” he said, feeling the head of the 
swivel chair “Very tasteful”

“Walmart!” she said, teasingly, “It was like a hundred bucks. 
I don’t buy things often, but I try to buy nice things when I do. 
The �rst time Amelita came to see us, she was very impressed. 
I can tell, since I came from Ethiopia, she thought I would only 
buy crappy things; like people outside America don’t know 
what is quality and what is not. Plus, I worked at Goodwill. We 
had a boutique full of antiques there and I have come to recog-
nize a good thing when I saw one”

He looked at her from across the room, as if he was looking 
at her for the �rst time that evening; thinking ‘this is it’. This 
was her home; where she came to and out of before and after 
she left him. His place was never her place, however comfort-
able she looked in it. This was her place, which she built from 
scratch and belonged with somebody else in.

"We don't have a washer/drier in the unit," she pointed out, 
trying to make him feel better - he thought, "Or a gym, a sauna, 
and a pool that is open for 24 hours a day"

"But again, you never needed those, did you?" he asked, smil-
ing so as not to show his sadness, "Nor your husband, from 
the little I saw of him. Even Leo looks more cozy here than he 
would have been at my place"

She laughed and grabbed Leo by the front paws, as if she 
wanted to bounce and burp him. "I love him," she said, rubbing 
her nose on his "Wherever I go, I am taking Leo with me. And 
if I ever have a kid, or... or adopted one, I have decided to call 
him Theo"

“Theo?” said Aaron, feigning interest.
“Yes, short for Tewodros,” she said excitedly, “Emperor Te-

wodros is a very important �gure in my history. He is the �rst 
ruler to try and unite the whole country under one �ag, and 
although he died before his dream became a reality, he is con-
sidered a visionary ahead of his time”
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“You have told me about Tewodros,” Aaron said, a little an-
noyed she seems oblivious to the fact that they have spent 
hours – if not days – discussing this and everything else that 
seems to be of no value to him right now. "Didn’t you say that 
is whom Ras Kass took his nickname from? Ras Kazza?”

“Yes,” she said, her eyes �lling up with tears. “So, I thought if 
I called my boy ‘Theo’, it’d be a nod not just for Tewodros, but 
to Leo as well”

"Well... I should be going before your husband came home 
and wondered who this Ministering Angel was" said Aaron, 
walking to the door. “See you on Monday?”

"Sure," she said, biting her lips.
"My last day at work!” he announced, opening the door 

cheerfully, “At least for a month or so”
She swallowed hard. “You know I'll miss you, right?"
Hm.
"It doesn't hurt to hear it" he observed.
"Then I will tell you," she said, wiping her tears, "I miss you 

even when you are here, and I haven't seen you, or touched 
you, or told you how grateful I am for you. Not as a lover, but 
as a fellow human being. I miss you when you go out to smoke, 
when you have to grab something from the store, and after 
you dropped me at work to drive home alone. [And, yes, I miss 
how you slap your face and pretend to scream when you hear 
the word 'Home Alone']," she blocked the tears with trembling 
�ngers, "Everytime I let you go, I wish I've held on to you a lit-
tle longer, so I would delay losing you by a few more minutes. 
Because, if God wanted to come after me, all he has to do is 
take away my darling, my angel, from me"

"My darling". She's never called him that. ‘Sweetheart’ was 
the most intimate she managed to get, and even that she said 
with a certain self-consciousness as if something in her was 
screaming she has no right to the word.

He took a step towards her and took her hand in his. With 
all her imperfections, and they were many, she was still the 
girl he fall in love with by the loading dock outside the secur-
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ity o�ce of AvAtower©. This time, however, she was married. 
And not to him.

"Get some sleep," he said, after kissing her forehead and 
brie�y holding her to him, “I will see you at work”
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CHAPTER 57

The three days before his trip to Wisconsin went 
both sweet and sour. If their separate lives in the last 
few weeks wasn’t evidence that he and Zema were no 

longer an item, Thanksgiving night has abundantly con�rmed 
it. But he couldn’t imagine going to Wisconsin and taking the 
whole month [now that he hasn’t got a girlfriend to come 
home to, he felt it in his best interest to stay away from Wash-
ington State for as long as he can] without saying goodbye to 
her. And not just goodbye the way he said, "Happy Thanks-
giving". But a real goodbye: with hugs, kisses, and promises 
of �delity. With gifts, well wishes for a happy holiday season, 
and “I will miss you too” s. He loved her still, after all. And he 
has known she was as heart-broken as he was, even if she didn’t 
tell him she will miss him the other day. She had seemed to 
be looking at the ground much more than the things around 
her and not pay attention to even the things she eats. He was 
kind of grateful for that, because if she wasn’t so downcast, she 
would have seen people looking at them in a funny way every 
time he came around – as though they expected a Scarlet “A” 
to do a miraculous appearance on her chest.

“Give it a week,” Salim had assured him the day he went to 
visit, “they would �nd something else to talk about and forget 
it”

When Monday came and he learned she called out sick, he 
left the purse in a gift bag with a colleague who was happy to 
oblige when he approached her. The quick note his scribbled 
read thus: “Wanted to say goodbye before I left. They said you 
were sick. Hope it is just an excuse to avoid seeing me go. LOL. 
Will text you when I get there. I love you, Aaron”.
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He was not surprised, however, when he opened the door to 
his apartment that evening to �nd her sleeping on his couch.

“Hey...” she said, wiping her eyes and sitting up.
“Hey...” he said, happy she has not given back the key he had 

her made so she can check on his apartment when he was not 
there, keep his Onion Daily Calendar up-to-date, and watch 
HBO when she feels like it. It was good to have a woman to 
come home to.

He gave her a hug then kissed her neck. Her skin smelled like 
the Lavender and Tangerine soap he loves to sni� every time 
he was at World Market; the one place he could go to two-
three days a week and never gets bored of; his version of her 
library. She has gone through all the soaps, body lotions and 
candles - until her nose can no longer di�erentiate between 
the scents - and wished if she could buy every one of them and 
ship them to her families in Ethiopia.

“You ok?”
She burst into tears. No, he guesses.
He walked her to the couch and sat next to her. When she 

spoke next, it was apologetic. “I am here because you made me 
promise to tell you before I made a big decision”

“Big decision. Ok?”
“You won’t see me when you come back”
“Not see you where, at work?”
“No, for good. I am leaving Will and moving to Virginia 

Beach”
“Why?” he said when he could get back his voice.
“Because – because I can’t live here anymore”
“What’s wrong with ‘here’?”
She ignored the question.
“I mean you said yourself; you only have less than two 

months to go to apply for your citizenship and maybe 4 or 5 
months for the whole process to �nalize”

“I know” she said, “It is only two years more if I am not mar-
ried to an American citizen. It is �ne”

“But why?” he asked, “Why complicate it when you can get 

Ethiopian Nights

379



your citizenship, have your mother over, get divorced and – 
maybe even date other people - me! Didn’t you say you were 
getting along with – with him?”

"Yes" she said, still looking at the ground
"So?"
"I am two months pregnant”
“Oh ok” he drew his hands so quickly that hers seem to be 

left hanging out there alone.
“And I want to leave before it shows, or he suspects anything. 

Otherwise, he will never let me go. I have seen far too many 
women who never left because they had a baby”

“Right on”
“And I will kill myself before bringing a child into that 

house” she continued passionately “Before letting my kid 
have that woman for a grandmother”

“I thought things were going �ne between you guys,” he said 
mournfully, “That she was trying to behave herself, so you 
don't go disappearing again”

When she gave him a bitter look, he �gured these weren’t 
the days she was referring to. “So, this is more about her than 
him?”

The response was tight �st and angry tears. “I hold her re-
sponsible for everything that happened to me,” she said vehe-
mently “Everything. For making our life her problem and tor-
menting everybody in the house just because she didn’t get 
her way. For belittling my husband in front of his wife and 
humiliating Art every chance she got. For her indi�erence to 
her husband, and other peoples’ su�ering. For turning the one 
family I had in this country against me through melodrama 
and manipulation. They can love her, even put up with her but 
I will not. I hold her responsible for my heartbreak. And for 
yours”

“I will be �ne,” he said, swallowing hard. There was, really, 
nothing else to say. He should have left well enough alone 
when she �rst gave him a chance by walking away. And the 
many opportunities he was provided with. He got up and 
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walked around for a couple of minutes. Hasn’t he seen this 
scenario before? Has not he wanted to suggest it to her, when 
he was worried she would dump him upon �nding out he 
had had a vasectomy? “So, you are going to – Virginia Beach? 
When?”

“After I gave them my two weeks’ notice,” she said, after re-
covering herself from the bitter cry “I need their recommen-
dation letter to get a job there”

“I assume you got hold of your travel documents”
She smiled bitterly. “I was supposed to start my application 

end of next month”
"And you have been planning this - for how long?"
"I wasn't decided on 'when' until the marijuana-freak out 

episode. I was half-asleep, and half-listening to Becky and Will 
talking in the living room. She was giving him a hard time as 
to why he would do such a thing and why he won’t let me go if 
we were so unhappy together, or I was as depressed as he said. 
Becky has never really confronted him, even if he knew she 
has my back when we had all those problems last year. Yeah, 
the bestest friend I have in this world, the one girl who is there 
for me, and would stand behind me against the wishes of her 
family, is a half-Asian girl. How is that for irony!”

“I know you aren’t really racist” Aaron said, a little guiltily 
over what his persistent disapproval of her voicing her opin-
ion might have made her feel. “You may think things. But you 
do stand by those who are vulnerable and oppressed, no mat-
ter what race, religion, or sexual group they belong to. The 
problem is not having stereotypical thoughts. It is using those 
stereotypes to hurt or alienate others”

“Anyway” she said, after wiping her tears, “When she asked 
him why he wasn’t allowing me to go, you know what he told 
her? He told her how he felt the morning of our wedding. He 
was staying in this guesthouse because tradition dictates the 
man takes the girl out of her parent's house when he marries 
her. The transferring of property and all. And how after his 
best men - my cousins mostly - and the camera crew arrived, 
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dressed him, took photos with him and he was leaving the 
hotel; half the village came out to see him go. I mean Ethiop-
ian weddings are almost as colorful and involved as Ethiopian 
funerals. It doesn't matter whether people know you or not. If 
they perceive you were a stranger, or do not have a big party 
following you – for weddings are big a�airs there, they would 
come out and make as much noise as they can to be there for 
you. Boys and girls would start singing wedding songs. Men 
would shake your hand, give you a hug, kick children out of 
the way so your vehicle can have an easier time entering and 
leaving a village that is usually full of potholes. A lot of ulu-
lation – which is a sound women make when they get a joy-
ful news. He said he has never felt he belonged anywhere the 
way he did that day. Because he was just another guy getting 
married for them, another groom going to pick up his bride. 
His voice always shakes when he talks about how all the way 
to my parent's house, cars were honking their horns for him, 
how passersby were waving at him, and giving him thumbs 
up. How nice everybody was to him, and how some even stood 
him drinks for the next week we stayed at the guesthouse – 
even after they found out he was a foreigner. If he let me go, he 
said, that is what he would be letting go of. That feeling of hav-
ing belonged somewhere, a home where he was celebrated, 
and not despised. How he simply cannot do it. That is when 
I decided to postpone my citizenship application, even if it 
means I will not be voting for Obama’s re-election next year, 
and go to Virginia Beach”

“You decided to leave him after you heard him say that?” 
Aaron said, incredulous, “I �nd that very hard to believe”

“I don’t mean it didn’t make me sad,” she said, her lips trem-
bling, “That it didn’t remind me how happy we were together 
back then. How I followed him, crying, when he walked out 
of my parent’s house and refused to come back the evening 
my brother asked him how many people he killed in Afghani-
stan. How he was the only friend I had, and the one man who 
paid me the ultimate compliment by coming all the way to 
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Ethiopia to marry me. A man who couldn’t, wouldn’t, believe 
I could love a guy like him and spent hours on his cell, paying 
hundreds of dollars a month in phone bill, as I tried to con-
vince him of my devotion. That I have not wished I was more 
tolerant of his mother, more accepting of his friends, and less 
judgmental of his values – the way I learned to be with yours. 
But it also made it obvious there was nothing left to this re-
lationship other than the little things we refused to let go of; 
little things that would keep us tied to each other until one of 
us broke free. So, I decided the sooner I did it, the better"

“Good” Aaron said, tears �oating around his room “Good. 
Well it was nice knowing you”

“I don’t know how it happened,” she said, squeezing her 
hand anxiously.

“Spare me” he said, disgusted. “I am not your husband. You 
don’t owe me any explanation”

That shut her up for a minute; which was a good thing be-
cause there was nothing more he wanted at that moment than 
for her to leave him alone.

“So… call me when you get there, will you?” he asked, head-
ing towards the door, “Or write. Whichever”

She got up. “I want you to know,” she said, as if making him 
know was more important to her than the information she 
just gave him. “That I will be �ne. I am gonna move in with my 
cousin for a couple of weeks, then �nd an apartment”

“Good. Good for you”
“Then I am gonna have the baby. I will have my mother come 

to visit me so she can help look after it when I get back to 
work, for at least six months”

“You aren’t even gonna tell him?” He said, suddenly crushed 
for Will. “What is the harm in telling him he has fathered a 
child if he does not know where you are, or isn’t in a position 
where he can force you to get back with him?”

He expected her to spit �re and brimstone the way she did 
against Will’s mother. But she just looked up, looked into his 
eyes as if about to say something and seems to change her 
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mind. Then she said, rather gently, “Maybe after he grew up”
“It is a ‘he’, is it?”
“Both of our families have boys for a �rst child”
“So does mine,” he said and – before he knew it – he realized 

why she hesitated before answering him. “You are kidding me!” 
he exploded. “Is that what you were trying to say, that you 
think that maybe the child could be mine?”

“What?” she said, terri�ed like she was a little brown mouse 
caught trying to steal cheese. Her cheeks looked �ushed and 
her ears were immediately red. “Of course, not”

“Oh God” He said, holding his head with both hands and 
crushing on the couch, “You can’t be serious! You can’t think it 
is mine after what I told you”

Then she seems to give up the �ght as naturally as a bird 
changing its tune. She was no longer a scared woman but a 
woman in love: In love with the child growing inside her.

“I didn’t say it was,” she said, as if she was cooing to the fetus 
in her womb. “I just don’t want to have an abortion. I have 
been hearing how less self-absorbed you become when you 
have a kid and whatever can stop me from living in my head is 
as good a reason as any”

“You are lying,” Aaron said, both elated, and sick and angry. 
She is not going away because she no longer loves him! She was 
not acting cold when he thought he was falling to pieces. She 
wasn’t being unloving. She was preparing to go through hell to 
protect what she thought was the [�nal] fruit of his loin. “That 
is why you are leaving, because you are worried it might come 
out White – or at least signi�cantly whiter than a child from 
you two would be. You have thought about threatening him 
with abortion and knew he would do anything for you to keep 
this baby! You are just scared it may be mine. Sweetheart” he 
said, rushing to her with his arms open and feeling suddenly 
compassionate towards her “I have been shooting blanks for 
almost seven years”

“I... but...” the tears, big and thick, rolled down her cheeks. “I 
read on Google... so many women said they got pregnant after 
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their husbands…”
“I know! Kat used to worry about those articles too. Don’t do 

this to yourself!” he said, “I can’t have a kid, period. Wait here, 
tell him you were going to have it but only on the condition 
that he divorces you after you got your papers. He won’t try to 
stop you if you want to leave him then, as long as you are hav-
ing his baby and his mom is happy”

“You don’t understand,” she pleaded “we have never had sex 
without a condom with Will. I will never allow him to do that 
to me – not after those texts about 68 and 69 positions with 
that woman”

“Condoms?” he cried “Christ… don’t you know anything 
about men?”

“He has told me he doesn’t want a kid unless I wanted one 
too. He knows what it was like growing up without a father – 
he never wants another kid to go through that”

“Alas... he went crazy when you refused to have a family 
with him. You think he will let you go, knowing you mean to 
leave him after getting your citizenship, and all that you have 
been through, without trying to plant something to remem-
ber him by?”

The tears were dropping freely on his shoulder now. Big ... 
wet ... tears. “No” she said, struggling to free herself from his 
embrace. “I can’t accept that. If I accept that, and this kid is her 
grandson, I will have no reason to live for”

“Don’t be silly” he said, squeezing her into his arms, “Of 
course you do. You are going to be a mother, and that is a bet-
ter reason to live for than most. As for not wanting to have her 
grandchild, you are going to love this baby like you have never 
loved anything else in your life. Don’t bother denying it, what 
I just saw on your face is what I have always seen on expect-
ant mothers. You will love your baby and neither I, nor Will, 
nor your brother or mother can get near to how you will feel 
about it. In fact, that is why you are willing to give up love and 
comfort, because you want to give this baby the best life you 
can”
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She cried, she choked, then said she could not breathe, then 
run to the restroom and puked her guts out, then washed her 
face - still crying so bad that it was hard to tell which was tear 
and which water. When she �nally seems calm and her face 
less hot, he held her hand and took her to his car. The drive to 
her apartment was quiet. He played the radio, and she looked 
stubbornly out the window. When they get to the store near 
her and she grabbed her purse to leave, “Wait” he said, “Please 
wait...”

She waited, without turning her face to him, rather the way 
she has been walking around at work lately – zombie like.

“I love you” he said, “And there is nothing more I would love 
than to be the father of your child, even when it isn’t mine. 
But don’t complicate your life unnecessarily when there is 
less than a zero percent chance that it can be my baby. File 
your paper and divorce him, he owes you that much. Tell him 
you are in love with another guy and it’s over. Hold on...” he 
detained her, when she �ddled with the door “I will help you 
raise it, as if it was my own. I am a good dad; I have told you. 
I will be a good dad to your child, too. But don’t go there and 
live alone in an empty room at a time when you need some-
body the most. I beg you. Let me be there for you. Let him 
be there for you. I would rather not have you if it means you 
won’t be crying in the dark because somebody else refused or 
forgot to pick you up”

“Yeah because I always have to have someone taking care 
of me, right?” she said, bitter and sarcastic, “If it is not my 
brother, it is Will. If it is not Will, it is Aaron. If it is not Aaron, 
it is a cousin or a Samson, or a Samson’s friend. Someone al-
ways answering the call, someone always willing to step up. 
That is why I am still doing this – this shitty job. Why I have 
not learned how to drive, even when illiterate immigrants do. 
And why I am this – spineless walking breathing cliché of a 
woman. It is about time that I man-up and stop playing this 
helpless-dame game. I am fucking tired of it”

“Be that as it may”, Aaron said, amused – as always – when 
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hearing her use the ‘f’ word, “Anyone would say pregnancy 
isn’t the best time to prove your independence”

“If I threatened Will with an abortion,” she continued, ig-
noring the interruption “– knowing this child could be as 
much yours as it can be his – I will feel like I was using him. 
Using him just as he has been accusing me of doing! And it is 
very important for me to know I haven’t used him – whether 
he believes that or not. I may have done things the me of three 
years ago won’t believe she will. But I will know at least I have 
some integrity left”

“Why can’t you listen to me?” Aaron groaned with despair, 
“Why don’t you believe me when I tell you that it is not my 
child. It’s Will’s child. Those things you read – they happen 
once in the blue moon. Don’t jeopardize your safety and your 
baby’s future because of some crap you read online and a silly 
sense of pride”

She looked at him.
“You know what I mean,” he said weakly “You want to ex-

periment with your life, go ahead. But this isn’t about you. 
This is about this … this other person who did not choose to 
be born – of you or anybody else. Why put yourself, and your 
child, through unnecessary pain when we both know there are 
hundreds, if not thousands, of women who would kill for the 
choices you are walking away from?”

He has found the talking point. “Ok”, she said half-heartedly, 
“I will think about it”

“How are you going to think about it?” he said suspiciously
“I will think about it like an American,” she said with a dry 

smile, “in a way that bene�ts me the most. To hell with every-
body else!”

“Zema…”
“It is just,” she said, looking at him with eyes swimming in 

tears. “I was hoping, after I made my decision, I will no longer 
have to stand at a crossroad, shu�ing my feet. It is…”

“Scary and confusing I know,” he said, holding her hand and 
kissing it “But won’t it be better, more grown up – more ma-
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ture, to shu�e your feet a while longer than take the wrong 
way just so you could avoid having to face unpleasant truths?”

She seems to consider that.
“Think of it,” he pressed on “as the last favor you have to do 

for me, for us. Can you do that?”
“Sure,” she shrugged her shoulder
“And you will call me afterwards?”
“I will,” she said, nodding her head as if she was answering 

some other doubt.
“Promise?”
“I promise”
“I trust you,” he said, pressing her �nger before letting her 

hand go. “I trust you won’t leave without informing me of 
your decision. You owe me that much, Zema”

“Yes, I do,” she said, quietly opening the door. “I promise I 
won’t leave without telling you what I decided to do”

“You are not gonna kiss me goodbye?” he asked, when she 
stepped out into the cold world. “I am going to Wisconsin, 
after all”

She looked back, as if seeing him for the �rst time. As if she 
has said her goodbyes already and could not understand what 
this man wants from her. Then she kissed him with cold lips, 
and she was gone.
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CHAPTER 58

He was supposed to go to a bowling Alley with Je� 
and Mel that night; and get drunk to numb the pain 
he anticipated. However, by the time they came to 

pick him up, he was feeling neither pain nor stress. He was sad 
but resigned to it. He can’t go to Wisconsin, not tomorrow, 
not this week. His kids would be disappointed. They may even 
grow up with trust issues because of this decision of his. But he 
knows he can’t leave a pregnant woman all alone in the world 
when that woman was the only woman he wants to spend the 
rest of his life with.

The question, as his Yahoo Answers! responder pointed out, 
was: Where would he rather be? With a woman who �dgeted 
she was going to have his baby after asking him to voluntarily 
castrate himself? Or one who would willingly give up any po-
tential for happiness she may have on the false hope of saving 
what was his?!

His friends, he knew, will not understand. They would try to 
talk him out of it; or say he should think long and hard about 
it. Then everybody would spend the evening feeling awkward.

He half-answered the questions they levied upon him about 
the trip; drunk two beers and asked to be dropped o� two 
miles before his apartment on their way to more lively bars.

It was an exceptionally cold night. The streets were made 
bright by the lights and wetness from a pump somebody has 
forgotten to turn o� after watering his lawn or washing his/
her car. There was a heavy stream of tra�c, this being the neck 
of Seattle where drivers can leave the city without having to 
be stuck in downtown tra�c for hours. People like him, on 
foot, however, were far and in between.
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It surprised him how, even at that late hour, how men walk-
ing with their backpacks or the girls trying to keep them-
selves warm at the bus stop; seem to have their eyes on their 
phones. As always, he wondered what was so important that 
it couldn’t wait until they get home; or got somewhere they 
won’t run into other people – or things – like trees.

Cigarettes! That was what he used his walks for before Kath-
leen got pregnant and started �nding the smell vomit indu-
cing. She knew he smoked, and even bummed cigarettes o� 
him when they were out, and she was drunk. But he had a curi-
ous daughter, so the minute he got out of the house, “to take a 
walk”, he took out his stash of Marlboro lights and �red them 
up. It kept him warm. Made him feel less overwhelmed by the 
changes in his life. Like having a side-room he can lock himself 
in at the end of the day. Like it was a place he could get away. 
Drinking still makes him want to smoke. But the companion-
ship he sought from it has left the �avor long time ago.

Oh, the joys of fatherhood! The �re it lights up under you. 
How alive you become when you realize a piece of you has 
managed to go knock out a piece of hers and create something 
alive. He planned to take it �shing [before learning the kid had 
a holy fear of water]; wanted to have his brothers take him to 
a shooting range [before that idea was shot down by his wife]. 
Tried to make him join a little-league team before the kid 
came home crying from baseball induced black eye. So, he let 
her take their boy into her arms and take custody of his up-
bringing. He would have let his children ride their bike around 
the block, walk to and from school, get bruises and start small 
�res: just as he and his brothers did. Kathleen wouldn’t hear of 
it. Even the hikes and their camping trips, where you slept on 
dry earth, have to use an out-door toilet, the one place where 
you try to create the inconvenience that civilization drove 
deep into the wilderness of Africa; became so protected and 
safe that the fun was sucked out of it.

In the end, being a father became all about dressing wounds, 
settling �ghts between siblings and waking up the kids for 
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school when they would rather get a little more sleep on dark 
and rainy winter mornings. It was a day-in day-out process of 
watching them learn how to �t into the grown-up world of 
pain, and compromises and patience - tears [Lots of tears. His 
boy, he sometimes worries, was given to too much tears for a 
boy]; instead of the outback, fun, physical pain he would ra-
ther have them endure.

He did not think he was ready to be a father to another kid, 
a black kid nonetheless, in a country that still �nds the idea 
of a white guy and a black girl unique. Although – like every-
thing else in his life – he knows he will be up to it when he gets 
there, he felt poorly equipped. Or should he – dare he – let her 
go? And why was he afraid to let her go? Because he loves her 
– or loves the way he sees himself re�ected in her eyes - be-
cause after years of being made to feel dull and unimaginative 
he has found a girl who is excited by the mere idea of seeing 
him at work? Because he was worried for her – unable to help 
being a near middle-aged White man who has been brought up 
to believe in the 1960s value of Macho men rescuing fragile 
women? Or, ultimately, because he, like she, is hoping against 
hope that he may have fathered another child?!

Perchance nature twisted its course and the kid came out 
much lighter-skinned than would have been if it was Will’s? 
Would he be able to understand, and then explain to him, 
what it means to grow up black in America? To be another 
black boy who would be shot at for no reason, stopped and 
frisked for no reason, be followed by a loss-prevention o�-
cer wherever he may choose to shop for no reason? Would he 
know how to be there for his son/daughter when his little boy/
girl needs him?

Assuming that was what being a parent meant anyway, lov-
ing your kid, doing your best and hoping they manage to 
�nd their way somehow; was it gonna be raised an Ethiop-
ian child? Or an African American child? Should he teach him 
about Johnny Cash or go more grass-root and introduce him to 
Ras Kass?
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He has gotta admit, he has been more ignorant than most 
men and women from his decade about black culture other 
than what everybody seems to know from popular media. In 
fact, and unless he was mistaken, his youth was spent follow-
ing his brothers’ footsteps while they raged against disco and 
attempted to prove they, too, had a big music culture that 
was not stolen from black America. Is it a wonder ‘Rockin the 
Suburbs’ - “You don’t know what it is like; being male, middle 
class and white” – was played like a national anthem at many a 
barbecue he was a part of back then?

Can he…… dare he… place himself in front of this kid when 
he comes out howling into the world and introduce himself as 
“the dad”?! Or should he shrug his shoulder and stay-put until 
he met another woman, unattached and uncomplicated – not-
black?!

There was a 7/11 not far from his house. He decided to stop 
by and get some cigarette. A pack he will sit on his patio and 
smoke all night, if he must, while trying to solve this problem 
that is Zema.
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CHAPTER 59

The owner of the 7/11 near Aaron’s building was a 
charming East-Indian man who wore a red and white 
turban on his head and has a habit of massaging 

his beard when he talks to his customers. He tends the store 
in the daytime. In the evening, however, his younger brother 
mans the register.

This man, who neither wears turban nor massages his beard, 
was not the most friendly person in the world. Aaron has 
come across him being yelled at by at least two young women 
– one black one white – for refusing to take money from their 
hands or telling them to put it on the counter. Aaron wasn’t 
sure if the guy was sexist or just that lazy. Chewing a tobacco 
that makes his saliva green – and rot his teeth too, perhaps, he 
was as much a �xture of the back of the register as the cigar-
ette and alcohol cabinet. When asked where something was, 
he just points to the general direction and it would be your job 
to �gure where out. The store wasn’t big, but it was stocked to 
the ceiling; with some of the items past their expiry date. It 
was also not strange to see �ies buzzing around the rotten ba-
nana on the rack.

Upon walking in and dialing the doorbell, he noticed the 
person who was behind the counter was not the brother but 
the older gentleman.

“Well hello” Aaron said, walking to the counter, “I am not 
used to seeing you here at this hour. What happened to the 
other guy?”

“Gone home for three months,” the man said, opening the 
liquor cabinet behind him to grab the bottle Aaron asked for 
“He said he wishes to take a wife from his village. I said, 'May 
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God be with you'"
Aaron laughed. He has always liked the old guy.
"So where is home, if you don't mind my asking?" he said, 

watching him scan the bottle and punch in the price
"I don't mind you asking at all," the old man answered, mas-

saging his mustache "Home is, let me see, for me, it is Türkiye. 
For him, it is Türkiye Kurdistanê. Young people, they have 
their own way of seeing things. I try not to interfere. Only 
when they want to go, I say 'How much do you need?' Then 
'May God go with you’"

"So, no luck �nding somebody to replace him?"
"Oh, I found two. One stole from me. The other, they say, 

turns on his computer and watches �lms all night long. Every-
thing's on the �oor when I come in the morning. He doesn't 
want to stock or clean up. I said, if you don't want to work; I do 
not want to pay you. Simple transaction. He took his laptop 
and walked out while I am watching him. I have to ask my old 
cashier to help me out. He said he will be here but not before 
midnight. So, I am here instead of stay at home drinking tea in 
my old age"

"I am sorry to hear that" Aaron said, smiling. "Could that be - 
the African man I saw last time?"

"Yes, he is Etubian,” the man said “I have had a couple of 
them, good people. Reliable. But once they saved enough to 
buy a taxi, they are gone out the window bye bye!”

"My girlfriend is Ethiopian," Aaron said, after asking for a 
lighter "And I thought he was too, but didn't have time to ask 
the last time I was here"

"Yes. Rezana. He is a good man. I helped him out when he said 
he was short a few hundred bucks on the taxi and he sees me 
like a family."

Aaron would have thanked the man and walked out if the 
man didn't look up from his wrapping the bottle in a paper 
bag and said, “Maybe this girlfriend of yours can ask around for 
people who are looking for a job”

“She isn’t very connected," Aaron said "but I will see what I 
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can do”
“How about her?” the man said, laughing, “Does she want to 

make some quick bucks – at least until my brother returned? 
Money is money”

“Oh, I am sure," Aaron said, hesitantly “But she is... pregnant. 
I don’t know if she can stand all day on her feet”

“I can get her a chair” the man joked, getting up and patting 
his cushioned chair “With cushions”

“Also, she might be leaving Washington State soon," he said 
"not sure yet”

The man looked interested.
"Oh? Where are you going?”
“I won't be joining her" Aaron half smiled, "Not for lack of 

wanting. But she is planning to go to Virginia Beach”
“Well... you got to be a father. That is always good news”
“That is the thing,” Aaron said, looking out the window at 

the slow tra�c. He wasn’t ready to go home and face his cold 
room yet. "It is not my child. Or at least I don’t think so. But 
it is not – she is not sleeping around. She is married and I fall 
in love with her. He – wasn’t – they weren’t good for one an-
other. She decided to leave him, and I think he tricked her into 
getting pregnant. Now she wants to go to Virginia to have the 
baby near a relative of hers. And all my life is here, my family - 
friends. I wouldn't know where to start if I go with her”

"We say 'He who wants pearls has to dive into the sea'," the 
man said.

Aaron smiled bitterly. "Trust me I have taken a dive" he 
said "Have already asked her to leave her husband and move 
in with me. I think she is afraid I may let her down and that 
would a�ect her baby. She has this silly - romantic - idea that 
if she gave her child all the love she can and devoted her life to 
him he will be a happy child"

"You don't think she can?"
"No. Other women may, but not her. There is much more life 

in her than could be blown out like a candle"
“So, what is left is you proving to her that you are not the 
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kind of man children need to be protected from"
"Me?" Aaron said, shocked by the statement "Children don't 

need to be protected from me!!"
"Because you said she is doing this, not because she doesn't 

love you, but because she is trying to protect her unborn 
child"

"Ohh" Aaron laughed nervously "Because she thinks if it 
turned out not to be mine, I may not love him as much as I 
would my own son. That is what she is worried about. Not 
because I am a dangerous man who cannot be trusted around 
kids. I would like to think I am a good father, actually. Well... I 
try to be a good father when I can. I have two kids from my ex-
wife whom I have been separated from for almost four years 
now. But that is because their mother hated living here and a 
life with me by extension, not because of something I did"

"Maybe that is the reputation you have to work upon" the 
old man said, watching a girl who just entered the store. She 
was wearing a skirt too short for winter and a �shnet stock-
ing that has been sawn many a place. Her hair was half-red and 
half-blue. She looked suspiciously at them and walked to the 
back of the store where she can be seen on the video thought-
fully walking up and down the aisle. "When she sees that you 
are trying to be there to your oldest children, she will come 
around"

"Unfortunately, my children are in Wisconsin," he said, re-
laxing a bit. "And she is going to Virginia Beach. Not exactly 
next-door neighbors, are they?"

"If there is a Will, there is a way; isn't that what you say?"
"Oh, there is a Will" Aaron said bitterly, and God knows 

what it stands for: William? Wilbur? Wilkins? "There is a Will. 
There just isn't a way, not the way she wants to do it"

“I am sorry to hear that” the man said and excused himself. 
Aaron has �xed his eyes on the screen all along, but only now 
realized the girl has been shoving stu� o� a rack into her 
purse. The old man, whom Aaron has never noticed had one 
shorter leg, shu�ed to where she was and started talking to 
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her in a quiet voice. Soon there were protestations and accus-
ations.

"These kids" the old man said, after the girl put back the 
stu� she said she was about to bring over to the counter, and 
stormed out of the store, cursing at the old man and looking at 
Aaron suspiciously. "You can't turn your head without them 
trying to sneak in something in their bag"

"Oh yes?" Aaron said, trying to sound interested; but want-
ing to get to his smoke and drink as soon as he can.

"Yes, it is that club over there. It is Children all night long. 
They buy energy drinks and co�ee. Sometimes they ask for 
boiled water for a cup of noodle. But it is mostly either Mon-
ster or 5-hour-energy. I feel sorry for their heart. I don't need 
all that pick-me-up in my old age"

"Yes... well... thank you for your advice" Aaron said, stretch-
ing out his hand.

"No advice" the old man said, shaking it "No advice. Just an 
observation"

"Well... it was a good observation," Aaron said "I have always 
considered myself a good person and been told I was a great 
father. It just never occurred to me the primary job of a father 
was to be there"

"Indeed" the old man said, bowing his head, in a gesture that 
was closer to an "amen" than a "yes".

"I mean. I knew it as a fact but have felt there wasn't really 
anything I could do, since all my life was here and hers was 
there, I guess"

"There is always something you can do" the old man re-
sponded "Not just in life, but even afterwards. In my culture - 
when a man dies, his brother takes his wife as his own; so the 
children have the support and education they need. Children 
need a father, even if it isn't a father they would have wished 
for"

"Exactly!” Aaron said, “Thank you. Thank you very much"
"You are most welcome," answered the old man, massaging 

his beard. "May God be with you"

Ethiopian Nights

397



“Thanks, I will need it” Aaron agreed. Jesus Married Christ, 
he thought afterwards, I do not think I have ever needed God 
more than I do now.
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CHAPTER 60

He had a Facebook message waiting for him when he 
got home the evening of his �ight. “I hope you made 
it to Wisconsin safe, and found everybody well”, 

it said, “First o�, I would like to apologize for lying to you and 
saying I would reconsider my decision. There was nothing you 
could have said or done that would have made me change my 
mind because I have calculated the dates and I am convinced 
that this is your baby. If it turns out I was right, you will hear 
from me. If not, then it means I do not have to see your face fall 
when you realize it wasn’t your baby. Nor watch you struggle 
to become a loving father despite the bitter disappointment. 
I will work for as close to my due date as I can. After giving 
birth, I will go home to my family. A new mother is kept in-
doors for up to three months so she can learn how to take care 
of her baby from older female members of the family while 
also resting her body and healing from her labor induced 
pains. When he reaches age 3 or 4, I will take him home again 
and leave him with my mother. It won’t be easy, I know. It 
will probably kill me. But he will need to have Ethiopianism 
instilled in him if he is to survive America; which is some-
thing I won’t be able to do while earning a living – and maybe 
even going to school. I have read somewhere a kid’s personal-
ity would have been fully developed by age 7. That is when I 
plan to bring him back, so he could be my fellow Musketeer – 
standing together against an unkind-unloving world. At least 
that is the plan :). Please do not be too disappointed with me 
because the only thing that gives me goosebumps nowadays 
is the thought that I may be carrying your baby. Yours always, 
Zemahiwot”.
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Aaron did not waste time. He called the security o�ce of 
AvAtower© and asked for Salim. She will �nish out her day if, 
for nothing else, not to rouse Will’s suspicion. “Hey Salim, this 
is Aaron” he said hurriedly, cutting into his friend’s “Whoa” 
and “What happened” “Can you do me a favor? Can you �nd 
Zema, and have her with you when I call back, in about ten 
minutes or so? Please don’t tell her why?”

Salim’s response was short and simple. “She left hours ago, 
dude” he replied, “She wasn’t feeling well so Honga asked the 
owner, and the guy said she could go early because it’s her last 
day anyway. Did you know she resigned this morning?”

“Yes. Thanks buddy” Aaron said and hung up. Then he drove 
to her apartment building. When he got there, he texted the 
following words “I am parked in the Safeway parking lot. 
Come out whenever you can. Not leaving before talking to you 
so come out even if it’s midnight”.

He did not have to wait for long. She came out, wearing a 
jacket over a pajama and a sandal that �rst made him think she 
was barefoot [and pregnant. How easy that would have made 
things for him]. Her hair was tied in a messy bun at the back 
and she looks worn-out.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, refusing to come in, 
despite the open door, “What happened to Wisconsin?”

“I knew you weren’t telling me the truth when you left the 
other day, so I decided to change my �ight”

“I am not staying here!” she said, backing away to the build-
ing, “I won’t do it no matter what you say! I won’t stay in the 
same town as Will, knowing I have not only cheated on him 
but am pregnant with another man’s child. I am neither that 
angry nor that much of a whore”

“I am not asking you to stay here” Aaron said, “I am asking 
you to come with me”.

She looked at him inquiringly. “Come with you?”
"To Wisconsin" he said, "So I can be close to my kids and you 

can be close to me"
"I am not going to Wisconsin” she said viciously, "I have 
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learned what comes from trusting a man and leaving all you 
have for him. Wherever I go now, I will make sure I live near 
somebody who can tell my mother where her daughter's body 
is lying"

"I understand that" he said, drawing her into the car gently, 
"I know you are scared, and your life here has made you feel 
like you need a safety net wherever you go - whatever price 
that safety net comes at. But you gotta live before you die. And 
what kind of life are you going to have away from those who 
love you and you claim to love?"

"The kind every other woman who had had her heart broken 
does," she said, bursting into tears.

"But why?" Aaron asked, "Why can't you take the chance you 
took on Will on me? Am I not worth it or--?"

"Because you said it yourself; I am going to have a baby and 
the minute I decided I wasn't going to abort it, I have decided 
to bear all the consequences that comes with that decision"

"Like having to be separated from me?"
"Especially that"
"Because you taking yourself away from me is a form of you 

punishing yourself for your perceived 'sins'?"
“I have been having sex with two men for months” she said 

“Nothing he did to me would make me feel better about that 
fact, because this time it is not Will I betrayed. It's myself”

“So, unlike what you said the other day, this isn’t you doing 
what is best for your child” he said “This is you �ogging your-
self for not being the kind of woman who sits at home and puts 
up with emotional abuse. Why, because doing anything else 
would be compromising your childhood ideals of yourself. I 
must say you have a funny way of not being a Catholic”

There was no response-smile on her face.
"Look” he begged, “You are a smart woman, so I don't need to 

tell you how a happier woman makes for a happier mother. All 
I ask is for you to trust me for once and take my hand. You have 
pushed against me and said ‘no’ at all the places you could 
have just as easily said ‘yes’. You won’t let me take you to the 
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beach, or teach you how to swim, or make love to you with-
out pulling the blinds down. You won't meet my friends. You 
won’t meet my family. You won't even add me as your Face-
book friend. But this I ask you to do for me if my happiness 
ever meant anything to you. Come with me to Wisconsin. Let 
me be near my daughter and the boy I neglected because Kyle 
was mine and Morg wasn't! I thought she needed my love more 
than he did. That he would understand when he grows up: 
being sensitive like his old man only makes a boy's life harder. 
That he would thank me someday for not trying to shelter 
him from pain but being there for him when he needs me. Only 
he kicked the couch and locked himself in his room. When his 
mother goes in to massage his toe [he has bruises on his feet 
all year round] he would apologize for his temper. Tells her he 
loves all of us, but that daddy never seems to listen when it 
comes to Morgan. Be there for me as I try to be there for my 
son for the few years he has before he stopped wanting to be 
around me. Let me do that without having to miss you and 
worry about you. We will do everything together, all those 
things I promised you we would. We will start our own trad-
itions. Meet our own friends. Start everything anew. Even give 
‘the American dream’ a shot. If it doesn't work, I will buy you 
a ticket and send you to Virginia Beach myself. But don't let us 
separate because it is more noble to say 'no' than say yes. You 
once said you were sorry you let your experience a�ect your 
judgement about me. Do you judge that 10 years from now, 
maybe even 2, that you won't wish you have given us a try?"

She looked up, teary-eyed, and said. “I am just... it is just... I 
don't think I can do this to you. You have friends here; a good 
apartment and you love your job”

“Yes, and I will �nd another job I would love. I won’t �nd 
another you, even if I want to and I haven’t been wanting to 
for some time now. What you don’t understand is” he said “I 
have been sick all this time, worrying about working around 
you, coming in and going out with you, worrying what would 
happen to you if your husband found out. I want to stop being 
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sick and live in a place where we can become a family and you 
can become a mother. Because you may not have that chance 
again once you are with me”

"A family?" she said, as if the word has awoken a yearning in 
her, "You think we can become a family?"

"Oh yeah, it is about time you have one in America, don't 
you think?"

A promise of optimism made her face �ush. She was on the 
verge of conviction, but something still seems to make her 
waver.

“What?”
"I don't know. I feel like I should say 'no' if, for nothing else, to 

save you from yourself."
He laughed.
“You will save me from myself by being with me," he said, 

"Because having both you and my family, that was something 
I thought was too good to even hope for until this evening. 
I know living in the same town as my ex-wife might feel 
slightly i�y to you. But living in the same town is as far is 
your relationship would go. No one else would have a say on 
how we are going to live our lives. After I gave my resignation 
tomorrow, I will ask around for jobs ... check out places. Do 
whatever I can to facilitate things in the three weeks I will be 
there. Then I will come back for you and we will move there. 
We can't get married immediately because divorces take time 
to �nalize. But at least our kid, who I believe is biologically 
Will’s and you still hope is mine, would have a mom and a dad; 
not to mention an older brother and sister to look up to. How 
does that sound?”

"It sounds like the kind of thing you think would work in 
the middle of the night, when you are feverish and can’t think 
straight, and then wake up to �nd that it was too good to be 
true"

"You are worried about the logistics aspects of it” Aaron ob-
served, “Of getting a job, �nding an apartment, settling in, all 
that jazz?”
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“Among other things”
“The same things you were planning to go through when 

you go to Virginia Beach, except backwards and in high heels. 
Would it not be better to allow the man who insisted on lov-
ing you, however hard you sometimes make it, to be there 
every step of the way?”

She giggled tearfully.
“So?” he said, “Will you be here when I come back, or should 

I not even bother?”
“You should come back” she said hesitantly, as if she can-

not trust herself with what she was about to say. “But I don’t 
think we should move there before making sure everything 
is in order. That will only lead to regret. Let me look for an 
apartment where Will won’t hear of my pregnancy: Shoreline, 
Lynwood, Bellevue, or someplace North of Seattle. Find a job. 
When you are done arranging things over there, maybe we can 
move. We do have almost 6 months!”

“You make it sound so complicated” Aaron rubbed his face 
“But if that is what it takes, sure whatever. In the meantime, 
what do you plan to do for a pass time? I don’t want you to 
change your mind when you get bored”

“I will go to Barnes & Noble and read a book” she said, “on 
parenting, maybe. Or maybe not. I’ll also look for a job and an 
apartment. It’d have to be somewhere far but not so far you 
can’t come to visit me”

"Good. Good” he said, turning his car’s engine on and then 
o� in his excitement, “I will try to do everything I can not 
to make you regret this decision, sweetheart. And thank you. 
Now give me a kiss and go to your husband. Text me whenever 
you can, ok?"

“He’d be stopping by his mom’s place after work” she said, 
opening the door to get out “But I will buy some groceries just 
incase”

“Wonderful- and hey Zema?" She turned her face towards 
him. "I trust you will wait for me, yeah?"

She was about to reply, something pleasant, something 
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playful, when something seems to freeze her speech and drain 
her smile.

“What?” Aaron asked, because he was not sure if she was 
making faces or there was something - pregnancy related- 
wrong with her.

She swallowed hard, closed the door between them and said,
“Go”
“Huh?” he slid the window down.
“Go... just go...”
“What the—” Aaron turned towards what she was looking at 

on his left. A ghost, no a person, was coming out of the dark-
ness like a smoke from an Arabian Night's lamp. The kid who 
knocked on his window a couple of weeks ago was standing 
with his back to a gas pump near the outer boundaries of the 
parking lot. His hands were in his pocket, he reminded one of 
an academy award winner, coming on stage to claim his prize 
and give a short speech.
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CHAPTER 61

What followed was an action movie on slow mo-
tion that felt less real than a dream. Aaron 
turned the engine o� and jumped out of the car, 

not knowing what he means to do other than putting himself 
in the danger Zema would be if left alone. He pushed her out 
of the way, almost knocking her to the ground, and stood be-
tween man and wife ready to take on ... whatever, mayn.

Will [no longer a dumb kid who didn’t know how good he 
had it, no longer a jerk on a computer screen, no longer a 
pathetic boy whose cluelessness tormented Aaron for weeks] 
brought himself into full view, walking slowly and thought-
fully – almost majestically.

“Well well well,” he said, with a voice that was oddly 
musical. “So, what do we have here? Who is this?”

“Will...” Zema begged, pushing and pulling at Aaron to re-
gain her original spot, “Please sweetheart”

“Hey, I am just asking here,” the kid said, still looking be-
mused. “So, who dis? Your lover?”

“Please Will before you do anything, let's ... let us go home 
and ... and ...”

“Again...” the kid stepped back with his arms raised, as if to 
show he was neither angry, nor dangerous. “Just asking here. I 
come home and see my wife going out as if she has an appoint-
ment with death. I wonder what was up. So ... what up?”

Aaron, to whom the question was directed, cleared his dry 
throat before saying, “I know what this looks like man, but it’s 
not – it’s not what you think”

“You know what I think!” Will chuckled then turned to 
Zema, “He knows what I think! What I think is there is some-
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thing going on here. Something she didn’t want me to know 
about, that is what I think.”

“Please Will,” Zema interrupted, reaching for Will's arm 
while reinserting herself between man and man, "Listen to 
me"

“Bitch, take your hands o� me” Will warned, shrugging 
Zema's arm o� violently, “I am not gonna lay a �nger on you 
and become lunch meat for fucking faggots in prison”

“Hey! Hey!” Aaron held Zema back with his arm, facing Will 
over his shoulder, “Dude, this has nothing to do with her. I am 
the one who kept coming after her even after she said ‘no’. If 
you need to blame anyone, blame me”

“Fucking cracker wants his skull open.” Will observed. 
“What are you a masochist or something?"

Aaron only looked down. This is basic survival training in 
Bear country: Keep an eye on the bear but avoid direct eye 
contact: lest it perceives you as dangerous.

"Why would I want to do anything to you, motherfucker?" 
Will continued, "I don’t know you! I didn’t marry you! It is this 
bitch right here that I married, and I want answers from her. 
Who is this cracker and what are you doing with him?”

A truck-driver, pulling out after getting gas, has seen the 
argument began and came to even out the numbers. “What 
seems to be the problem here?” he asked in a deep voice, walk-
ing towards them.

“What are you, a cop?” Will said, laughing as if he thought 
the charade never seems to stop, “Go back into your fucking 
truck and get lost. This is between me and my wife”

The truck driver looked mildly stung. It was obvious he did 
not think there was any need for such a language.

“Sir please!” Aaron said, pushing the man towards his ve-
hicle.

"What is his problem?" the man asked, looking at Will and 
then Zema.

“We have everything under-control, please continue on 
your way”
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"It's this kind of behavior that gets you killed, boy!" the man 
said, panting from the exertion of having to struggle with his 
feelings of outrage.

"Yes, Massa" Will jeered at him "Now be a good cracker and 
get the fuck lost"

"Please" Aaron said to the man, trying to meet his eyes and 
show he got this under control "Please -- this will all be sorted 
out soon enough. Get back in your truck and leave"

The truck driver grumbled about not having to leave if he 
did not feel like it but allowed himself to be led away. He 
then lighted a cigarette and stood by his truck, watching them 
stubbornly.

“So…” Will said when Aaron got back at his earlier station. 
“Somebody better be telling me what is going on here. Are you 
cheating on me, is that what this is?”

“I am leaving you,” Zema said, bursting into fresh tears. “I 
am sorry, but you hurt me more than I could bear, Will. Not 
once... not twice... but over and over again. You took all your 
anger and frustration out on me and made me feel like I have 
nobody in this world - that I was nothing - until he found me. 
Even ... your own sister - Becky - said she would have left you if 
you were her husband and did all those things to her.”

“What Becky said,” said Will, yanking her arm from his 
shoulder violently “is that my mom thinks you look fucking 
preggers. That is what Becky said. Since I never fucked you 
without a condom, I am assuming this is the lucky father!”

“I can’t have kids!” Aaron declared, his eyes fastened on a 
cop’s car driving by very slowly – as if whoever was in there 
was trying to see what was happening in the lot. “Please… 
Will… let us settle this between us, man-to-man. I will get in 
your car and go wherever you want so you can beat me up. I 
won't raise a hand, and I won’t press charges. I promise on all 
that I hold dear”

“You can’t have kids,” Will said thoughtfully, ignoring the 
suggestion, “but you have been fucking her”

It was not a question. It was a statement. He turned around 
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to face Zema.
“He has been fucking you!”
Zema stood there, unlike Aaron, de�antly holding Will’s 

gaze. "And you haven’t?" she asked, suddenly furious, "You 
didn't spend a whole month of your three-day weekends with 
that - that - that stupid girl last year? Having me go crazy with 
worry and turning your phone o� every time I called?! Didn't 
she joke about all the positions you tried and how much she 
has come to love Ras Kass?! Our Ras Kass?"

A wiser person would have shu�ed his feet, looked away, 
or shake his head in a way that said ‘Women, right?’. Not Will. 
Will was incensed!

“Yeah? And what were you doing while I was fucking her, bitch?” 
he thundered, “You were coming to my home, sleeping in my bed, 
and crying over other men! Random men whose name you don’t 
even know”

This seems to brake Zema’s short-lived fortitude. She 
hugged her stomach with her arms and started sobbing in a 
way that made Aaron’s heart leap in his throat. “But I told you 
that because I thought it would make you realize how your 
behavior was destroying our marriage” she wept, “because I 
believed you would be mature enough to listen and change 
your ways”

“Well I guess you thought wrong,” Will said, his voice crack-
ing a little, “And thank you… thank you for getting back at me 
with this! You won’t have insulted me better if you tried”

The ‘this’ in question was Aaron, who – although temporar-
ily relieved the stage lights were o� him – was still very re-
pentant. He was repentant even after Will spat on the ground 
in front of him and turned to walk away. Then Will swung 
back. One punch. It came at Aaron like an explosion from a 
soda can and cut him across the cheek; sending him �ying 
through the air onto the side of a dustbin.

“Please...” Aaron said when he could drag himself up. The 
left side of his face felt numb at �rst, then as if the bones in it 
were crashed. Blood seems to be pouring out of every opening 
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on his face. The images in front of him were wobbly and red-
hot: a red-hot Zema with a face that appears to be drowning in 
tears at seeing him hurt; a red-hot truck driver speaking furi-
ously on the phone; a red-hot Safeway employee smoking by a 
wall while a red-hot passerby quickened his step away from a 
possible crime scene. “Please Will, don't do anything stupid,” 
Aaron begged “Do whatever you want with me but don't hurt 
her. She was gonna leave you – leave both of us – because she 
wasn't sure who the father was.”

“I ain’t gonna hurt a pregnant woman!” Will swore, hugging 
his hand as if Aaron’s face has hit back “That is not how 
my momma raised me. Now follow your cracker-ass trucker 
friend and get out of here. I see you again and I will fucking kill 
you”

By the time the cop’s car turned its siren up and swerved 
into the parking lot, Zema was pulling at Will’s jacket, calling 
him by all kinds of endearing names, begging him to go with 
her.

“Please...” Aaron said, spitting what felt like a tooth with the 
blood and saliva from his mouth “Do as she says. I don’t want 
you going to prison, or getting shot, because of something she 
and I did”

This made Will laugh. He laughed as if his throat would 
explode from the sheer force of it. Then – as suddenly – he 
started crying. Holding his face between his hands, he wept in 
a loud, hacking sob, as though he has buried something near 
and dear to him. He wept until the cops gave up trying to ques-
tion them and stood awkwardly with their hands on their 
waist, watching a little gathering form by the phone booth.

A homeless guy, who is usually seen outside the store hold-
ing a cardboard sign that asked for either a change or a cigar-
ette, became tearful at seeing Will cry and yelled abuses at the 
cops. A tiny Asian girl, who paused to warm up in her span-
dex, stood at an angle where she can see everything from and 
held up her phone camera to videotape whatever injustice 
she believed the cops were about to doll out on the unarmed 
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black kid. Unhappy cold faces jammed together underneath 
the lamp light outside the store and waited for what was to 
follow.

Will seemed oblivious to all this. He cried, even after Zema 
took him in her arms, begged him to forgive her, and kissed 
and comforted him in a language Aaron did not understand. 
When he was done crying, he dried his face on his sweater-
jacket [the one Aaron recalled later Zema was wearing the 
night he took her to his apartment] and walked away, as if 
he was disgusted by all the ugliness around him. Zemahiwot 
seems to hesitate only for a second before squeezing Aaron's 
arm, whispering her 'thank you' [her ‘forgive me’, her 'please 
try to understand, he needs me more than you do’], and run-
ning after her husband.

It was sometime before the cops who stood there, watching 
the couple’s receding backs, turned from the still aggrieved 
truck-driver to Aaron.

“Aw-kay”, one of them said with what appeared to be a smirk 
or a mock relief, “So, what is going on here, sir, what is this all 
about?”

“Nothing is going on here,” Aaron said vehemently; angry 
with himself, and with them “I provoked him, and he gave me 
a punch. He’d still be within his rights if he’s killed me. I am 
not pressing charges.”

“Well I think I will be the judge of that” said the cop, smiling 
and putting his notepad back in his pocket, “You provoked 
him. He assaulted you. Is that why he was crying, too, because 
you ‘provoked’ him?!”

“He cried because he was born black in this country” Aaron 
said, feeling – in his madness – getting into trouble with the 
law was the one act that would redeem him “Because this 
country fucking sucks for people like him”

“Are you kidding me?” said the �rst cop, bursting into laugh-
ter “You did Godknowswhat to that young man and want to 
lecture me on civil rights?”

“Fuck you!” Aaron spat the words
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“Fuck me?” the cop looked around, as if he needed witnesses 
for the severe injury he just received “Fuck me?! Ok, turn 
around, let us go!”

The second police o�cer raised a hand, “not now” the hand 
seems to say. “Go home” he told Aaron, pushing his partner 
back. “And have that looked, a nasty cut by the look of it. A 
couple of stitches should do the trick”

“Punk ass hero!” swore the �rst cop, “Trying to play the mar-
tyr now. Why won’t you keep your hands o� another man’s 
wife if you want to make life easy for him?”

Aaron did not have a good answer for that. He spat again, just 
because, and walked to his car. After getting in, he pulled out 
of the parking lot, found himself a building with construction 
signs on it and wept with the shame and guilt Jean Valjean 
must have felt that fateful evening after robbing a little boy 
of his four ‘sous’. He cried the way he did the morning, after-
noon, or night he learned how April has killed herself because 
of what he, and worse men before him, did to her.
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CHAPTER 62

W hat did he do exactly?
Nothing a million other men don’t do, according to the 

internet. And if Aaron needed a more sane con�rmation, Je� 
has assured him [after Aaron confessed in a drunken stupor 
that he has masturbated to an image of a teenage girl wrapping 
her mouth around his dick] that – one, the term was “Ephebo-
phille”, not pedophile. And two, he has no reason to beat him-
self up because he was one of the few guys to have resisted such 
a temptation. That it was his action and not the image that de-
cided to seep into his head when he was at his most vulnerable 
that matters. And that the girl was probably too far gone for 
anyone to help her by the time he could have gotten to her.

It is true. Aaron did not have sexual relations with April. He 
was probably not the reason, the main reason, why she took a 
wire to her young neck. But he knew, even in his drunken mis-
erable state, that he was guilty of other sins he will not seek 
absolution for was Father Murry still alive, and he attending 
that church.

It was the �rst time he broke up with Kat. He has been mop-
ing around the house way too long for Petey’s taste. So, the 
newly wed has insisted his youngest little brother pack his 
bags and go home to their parent’s house. Take some time o� 
work and get his head together. “Keep an eye on him” he has 
told Chad – who was freshly divorced and living with their 
mother, and Chad has promised to keep Aaron busy.

Chad worked at Home Depot back then. He was the Receiv-
ing Supervisor for the Sodo Store. He dealt with a lot of broken 
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things. Most of these, they were able to �x. Those they can’t, 
he brought home with him to work on when he has days o� or 
a weekend.

The workshop was at the back of his parent’s house, where 
his father’s “o�ce” used to be. It was full of tools, and benches, 
and all manners of scrap metals Chad would fashion into Wind 
chimes, bird baths, garden sculptures, etcetera for families, 
friends, and his own garden – which would have a pond over-
shadowed by bamboo trees and tree-houses the size of a small 
cottage.

Aaron’s job was to work, to eat, and to sleep until he has for-
gotten his “highfalutin” city lifestyle and recovered his will to 
live. That, at least, was how Chad put it. “Falling in love with 
a Ballerina!” he chuckled during the break time of some game 
they were watching, “What are you, Rasputin? Do you believe 
in Leprechauns and unicorns too?”.

A few days after that, Aaron realized he couldn’t step a foot 
in or outside the house without stepping on April’s toes. She 
was still ignoring his cheerful “Hello April”. But would gaze at 
him with an intense curiosity that makes one downright un-
comfortable the minute his back was turned. The day he asked 
his mother why April doesn’t seem to be leaving the house 
after school, and do not appear to have any friends, his mother 
assured him she has tried her best. She has sent out and re-
ceived invitations, begged the neighborhood mothers to have 
their girls over, told April to try and do her best to make 
friends. However, April hasn’t turned out to be easy company.

When she was younger, much younger than her 15 years of 
age, she used to bring her classmates over with her to watch 
TV. She would be all loving and complimenting them – almost 
excessively sometimes. Then she would turn around just like 
that and be really jealous and abusive. And the girls have no 
longer wanted to come visit, not even the most loving, the 
most quiet and the most religious of them. In the end, even 
his mother has to leave April to her own devices for the emo-
tional outburst that follows asking April to do anything she 

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

414

did not feel like doing was proving too traumatic to the one 
person April was still drawn to and dotted upon– albeit as if 
Cindy was a rag doll of April’s own making.

Aaron has sighed, nodded his head, and went on with his day 
not dreaming he would one day wake up from sleep to �nd 
April sitting on the edge of his bed. Her face was all pu�ed up 
from crying and she had another yarn in her hand that she was 
choking and strangling her �ngers with.

“What is wrong?” he asked, swinging up. Is mom ok? How 
about Cindy? Then why was she crying?

The torrent of words was more incoherent than anything he 
has heard her mumble through the years. But he got the gist: 
April knows he didn’t like her – that nobody likes her. But she 
likes him. And if he promises to take her with him when he 
goes back to Seattle, and maybe �nd an apartment for them 
to live in, she will do everything a girlfriend is supposed to 
do. She will make the bed, cook and clean for him, even do 
the dishes. At night, or daytime – whenever he wants, she will 
suck his cock, swallow his cum, and not tell anyone. She will 
even use makeup and wear grown up clothes that make her 
look older when they go out at night.

Of course, Aaron has felt vulnerable. He has reached for the 
blanket and covered whatever part of his body he could. Then 
he has tried to sooth her. Told her he liked her �ne – she was as 
much a little sister to him as Cindy Lou was. She would always 
be family even if, yes, they irritate and annoy one another 
from time to time.

When she appears a little more calm, he tiptoed to the door, 
left it ajar, and told her “by the way” to never o�er such things 
to boys. Because boys can be cruel. They will abuse her trust 
and then say stu� about her to their friends. He knows high-
school sucks but believe him, it will be over soon. And some-
day she would miss it. She doesn’t believe that, does she? But 
she will miss high school because the grown-up world is so 
much more confusing and unrepentant.

When she stopped crying and walked out, Aaron gathered 
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his stu� and bolted back to Seattle and his highfalutin friends 
– among them an aspiring comedian he will come across while 
hanging out at the bar where Kat worked. A Comedian who 
was as interested in “the beer goddess” [“the Australian baby-
sitter”, “the bar-temptress”] as Aaron was, but knew he did not 
stand a chance as he kept “seeing other people” with his [lazy] 
left eye. Ha-ha.

Aaron has done the right thing. He has run from temptation. 
But did he leave everything behind in his childhood bedroom 
and forgot it ever happened as he promised April he will? He 
did not. He did not tell anyone; but not for some chivalrous 
reason such as taking her secret to the grave with him. No, he 
kept silent because he was worried something in his manner, 
his face, or his voice would betray him. Betray that he was 
�attered, and excited, and aroused by the idea of a 15-year-
old girl having a crush on him. At 23, he wasn’t old enough 
to know – to really know – just what was wrong with that. 
What he knew, and feared, was how he would get into trouble 
with the law, how he would disappoint Petey, and break his 
mother’s heart. That his mother would give him one of her 
looks and die quietly.

But every time he thought of Kat’s rejection, he also remem-
bered how a girl – with all her future before her – has o�ered 
herself to him. In his defense, it wasn’t so much her perky 
breasts or youthful look that enticed him. The breasts were 
unnoticeable in the jumble of clothes she wore. And her youth 
was a deformed thing, withering before its time for want of 
proper nourishment. It was the fact that while he was mop-
ing around the house, utterly dejected with himself, a girl has 
gathered him to her heart and loved him with such passion 
that she became ill the �rst few days after he left.

In that place where men go when men knew they won’t 
be caught; in that deep sleep-like state where nothing ever 
seems to matter but the present, Aaron has taken advantage of 
April’s o�er time and time again. Those images have not just 
dulled the pain but elevated his self-esteem and quickened his 
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recovery. Then he has met Susan. And Susan’s moral authority, 
Susan’s feminism, Susan’s tears the morning she accused him 
of being ‘a predator’ for refusing to get his co�ee from any-
where else if there was a bikini barista nearby, shamed him 
straight. Soon after, he became an unwilling father to a little 
girl who watched his every move with blank eyes, as if she was 
asking what she should put down about him in her memory 
palace.

Migraines followed the realization how only two years ago, 
he has fantasized about pulling a Humbert Humbert with a 15 
years old girl who was willing to suck his dick for a chance to 
get away. So, he run away to Susan. Finding no relief there, he 
decided to come back. When he did, however, he did not come 
back blindly, as the lovelorn teenager he has always been 
around Kat. He came back a grown man, ready and willing to 
do whatever it takes to make sure no one found an opportun-
ity to turn Morgan into an April. To love that little girl until he 
has found his redemption in her and has stopped reproaching 
himself over things he can never undo.

Through all that, has he, for a moment, stopped to wonder 
who might have gone further than have the occasional erec-
tion at the thought of April? He did not. Of course, at the back 
his mind he has known, or should have known, that someone 
must have messed with her. Someone more recent and closer 
to home than what might have happened to her before she 
came to them at the tender age of 8. But there was so much 
guilt involved in the subject that he has – or must have – told 
himself that he “will not think about it today”, that he “will 
think about it tomorrow” until April decided there shall be no 
tomorrow for her and fashioned her own escape from an elec-
tric wire.

If he was less self-involved and looked around for signs, they 
would have been there for all to see. For once you elimin-
ate the impossible, what remains, no matter how improbable, 
must be the truth. And this was neither an impossible nor 
even an improbable truth. Why would their baby sister run 
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away from her family home if not to avoid the man who made 
his abode there? Why would she avoid looking at Neil every 
time she came over?! Why would Neil never reply when April 
was mentioned?

Of course, Neil has always been a little o�. Not in an ob-
vious way, not like Marvin whose erratic behavior failed to 
show improvement even after his parents kept the boys from 
church before the youngest boy of the house [Aaron] could 
take his �rst communion. Not that way. But in an unable-to-
respect-other-people’s-personal-space and getting-unneces-
sarily-physical way. Neil was the kid who tickles your armpit 
and yanks your nut-sack while you are trying to wrestle one 
another to the ground. The teenager who is always told to “get 
o� me” way before the game was over. The fucking asshole 
who laughs at expressions like ‘if she can bleed, she can breed’.

But there it was! They all had their quirks: Petey, “the 
govn’r”, was too fatherly, too concerned. Chad was not con-
cerned enough. Marvin had a middle-child syndrome, al-
though he was third from last: took everything personally, 
felt under-appreciated by those around him, stayed away if 
things weren’t to take place when and where he wanted them 
to. He also has a holy fear of his kids outgrowing him, so made 
them uncomfortable in all ways parents can. Aaron was the 
quiet one, the one who let everything roll over him. The boy 
who would sacri�ce his liberty for the sake of a little peace… a 
little hush. And Cindy Lou, sometimes referred to as ‘Cynthia’ 
by her brothers due to the many classmates and coworkers 
who called her by that name, was an emotionally violent lit-
tle girl. The scratches she received from the many �ghts she 
was involved in did not fade until she was in her late 20s. Her 
brothers fondly remember that time she brought a knife to 
school to threaten a boy who won’t stop picking on her.

Neil was the unrepentant one, the one who never admitted 
to mistakes nor apologized for them. He also made rude com-
ments about teenagers in general, and teenage girls in particu-
lar. Not comments that were sexual or profane in any way, 
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no one would let him get away with that! But comments 
such as making fun of what they were wearing, their color 
choices, their hairstyle or where they chose to stick their 
stud-rings into. Things, Aaron believed, grownups should not 
take notice of, and if they did, should not think it necessary to 
comment on nor feel superior to. Neil was also the only mem-
ber of the family who refused to settle: for a job, a woman, or 
a political party. Mostly sat there, amusing himself with the 
rhetoric, yet stoically refusing to get involved. As if he was 
born, someone has observed once, or rather forced into, a fam-
ily to whom he did not belong but tolerated.

Weird how it was Neil who stuck around after every one of 
them made a life for themselves and left.

Did Neil realize what he did to her, even as he quietly lis-
tened to them talk about her and pour over her pictures? Did 
he go to his room or car afterwards and apologize to her the 
way Aaron does when he’s drunk and needed to beat himself 
up? Did he weep over what he took from her?

Only Aaron was not regretting taking what was not his. He 
did earlier, not now. What made his heart ache, what crum-
bled his stomach like paper, and hurt more than the spot next 
to his eye that will not stop pulsating, is the truth that just 
pulled up in front of his face: those two … those two were 
not done with each other. And what he did, in his eagerness 
to be loved, in his hunger for acceptance, in his nervous anx-
iety at approaching middle age, was come between a man and 
a woman who were going through a rough patch in their mar-
riage, despite loving one another reasonably.

It may not be a perfect marriage. But what marriage ever is?
She would not laugh with Will as much as she laughs with 

him, Aaron.
She would have to have 'that woman', that very unpleasant 

woman, for a mother-in-law for some time to come.
It is also very doubtful she will reach her potential with a 

boy-man who has yet to grow up and �gure out who he was, 
not without bleeding her knuckles – and with a child in tow.
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Alas, it was not Aaron's job to decide what another man's 
wife deserves – especially when she appears to still have feel-
ings for that man. The world no longer needs White Knights, as 
Zema never tired from reminding him. What the world needs 
is the freedom to choose its own path and be allowed to re-
cover and hopefully learn from the mistakes resulting from 
that decision [and not be killed for it]. And Zema has made 
that decision when she married Will years ago. And however 
much he loves her, however willing he is to live and die for her, 
she was no longer Aaron's business.

Aaron's business, however much his free-range childhood 
that bordered on neglect resisted it; however much he valued 
his liberty and their independence, were his kids. They were 
his home and the garden he needs to tend to. And there he 
would go after he heavily medicated himself with alcohol to-
night [who was it that said, ‘the one thing growing up taught me 
to appreciate is alcohol’? Oh yeah. It was himself! He does come 
up with neat little sayings Zema once said he should note 
down. Maybe he will start a blog. Write a book… a memoir 
- something she would someday stumble upon if they were 
never to see one another again]. He will �y to Wisconsin, crush 
on the bunk bed under the one Kyle always calls dibs on, and 
sleep until all the pain of the last few months were sucked out 
of his system. Then he will get up, stretch his bruised frame, 
and start life anew. He will climb down his tree house - his 
safe tree house - and go on a journey of self-discovery the way 
the �rst hominid, who would one day stand upright and be-
come man, did. He will start his own Mullen Family Tradition, 
make new friends, �nd new love. He would meet some other 
girl, he was sure. Some other girl who was single and available, 
maybe a little desperate and overweight, white – or at least – 
someone less unpredictable! For it is never too late, especially 
when you are single, especially when you are a man, especially 
when you are a White man to start afresh. To realize that your 
recovery lies not in others but in yourself. That it would be 
there and remain there for you to pick it up – like a knitting 
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project, a forgotten pet, a neglected-child – the minute you de-
cided to work on it. That as a man, as Zema’s favorite author 
would say, you “retain the ancient ability to leave a family and 
a past” to “just unhook yourself, like removing a fake beard, 
and skulk discreetly back into society a changed man. Unrec-
ognizable.”

This is by no means an epiphany, for Aaron was always aware 
of this fact. But he has not sought its shelter as desperately as 
he did after the cold and broken hallelujah that left him feel-
ing pitiful and weak. What is more, as far as stories we tell our-
selves to help us sleep easier goes, he knows one can do a lot 
worse.

The End
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POSTFACE

If Aaron was less determined, and has taken time o� his 
permanent Facebook sabbatical to give into the temp-
tation of the social media page beckoning to him, he 

would have learned a few things.
First, how the world hasn’t changed much since he stopped 

keeping a close eye on it. People were still sharing, liking, and 
tagging; without so much as a back look to the void created by 
his online absence.

How Salim was now a Security Lead, a role co-shared with 
a colleague who also seems to enjoy the luxury of wearing 
ironed shirts, with name tags.

That Maryam was working at the same place, after her two-
week notice prompted a panic and led to a salary raise.

Despite refusing Zema’s o�er for an abortion [an olive 
branch she extended after spending two nights kneeling by 
his bed trying to break his fever, confess her sins, and beg for 
forgiveness], how Will found himself unable to cope with her 
pregnancy after the euphoria of a redeemed love faded. How 
he threw himself into the arms of drugs and alcohol to avoid 
his house until such time Zema sat him down and asked if he 
would like her to go.

No. He doesn’t want her to go. He has forgiven her. And why 
wouldn’t he? She did to him what he did to her. She should not 
be punished more because she happens to have an ovary [and 
did it out of love, instead of revenge – like himself]. But he 
can’t look at her without wanting to do himself harm. And the 
more she is unable to hide her stomach in a baggy cloth, and 
the more congratulations he received over a child that could 
be another man’s as well as his, the severe his depression and 
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the need to self-harm would get. Can they move into one of 
the two bedroom apartments, pick a corner, and split the rent 
until she has gone through the aches and pains, and delivered 
the baby – to whom he plans to be a good father [He isn’t his 
dad!; plus she was still his responsibility – his woman, how-
ever many times that other guy drilled her]? The baby would 
need a room of its own someday anyway, right?

How, for months, they lived as man and wife – in separate 
rooms, separate beds [at least a bed and a futon], coming in and 
going out at separate times to avoid a meeting.

How, a few days after the child was born, and before it has 
adjusted its infant sleep-wake cycle to correspond with that 
of the grown-ups around it; Will packed his bags, moved into 
his old room at his parent’s house, and threatened to re-enlist 
if anyone did so much as look at him questioningly about his 
goddamn business.

How, while Will’s emotions ricocheted like a disoriented 
bullet [his anger ebbing and �owing against his soon-to-be ex-
wife, against himself, against his upbringing – but never the 
other guy]; while he struggled with wanting to be someone 
better as he found himself free-falling into something worse; 
Zema applied for a grant, took the government assistance she 
once riled against, and went to school dropping her child at a 
day care owned and run by an Ethiopian woman [a very dull, 
yet dependable Ethiopian woman who let the kids play with 
mud as long as they looked semi-presentable when their par-
ents came to pick them up].

And how she graduated - a quiet island among oceans of 
smiling, thumbs-up-giving, and hat throwing 20-somethings, 
celebrating yet another milestone in her life without the man 
who waited until a day after her citizenship ceremony to 
leave the divorce papers under her mat. [A ceremony he didn't 
show up for however intensely she watched the door]. How 
she was perhaps the only Honor student who slipped out after 
the ceremony was over, and walked all the way home from the 
transit center with her gown in her Pendelton bag. [Although, 
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she'd tell you, graduating in honor from any one of these 9-12-
month schools is about attendance, doing your homework, 
and knowing what to bring for pot-luck; not to mention going 
out of your way to make friends, because the kindest people 
are the easiest to overlook]

How feverish, sickly, and suicidal she became the afternoon 
their divorce was �nalized; so much that she carried her baby 
back to the day care center and left him with the only fam-
ily he knew. A care center where little "Mamush" [Amharic for 
"Kiddo", a common name for little boys yet unnamed] spent 
the night at, while his mother walked up and down her room 
holding her head to stop her brain from cracking and the in-
sides oozing out like the orange 'marmalat' she loved as a kid.

And how she was unable to say her husband's name without 
breaking into tears, despite three employer-sponsored visits 
to a Mental Health Councilor, and long after her hair stopped 
coming out in chunks.

How Will came around – �rst to sit by Zema’s mother, who 
wept at seeing how much he changed when he received her 
at the Airport; then to walk Zema’s guard dog; and, �nally, to 
“hang out” with Zema’s kid.

And how love grew organically: between he and the child, 
who cried bitterly every time Will rose to leave. He and the 
child’s mother, who looked happy on the evenings Will de-
cided to stay a little longer. He and the child's dog, who 
wagged his tail every time Will walked in, as if he considered 
him the master of the house.

And however thinner, older, and generally unwell Zema 
looked for the �rst three years [stress seeming to exasperate 
the brown patches pregnancy painted her cheeks and nose 
with], how her appearance signi�cantly improved after she 
put in the required 12 months and was able to negotiate 
her work schedule; got the hang of balancing being a career 
woman, and a single mother; and when Will’s staying over for 
dinner was followed by a movie, a make-out session, and a 
cuddle [No, he'd rather stay on the couch, if she don't mind. He 
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doesn’t feel ready to take this to the bedroom yet].
How the child kept his arms around Will's neck when they 

go on their daily walks, on their visit to various parks, and 
the holiday parties where Becky and "Ina" spoiled him rotten – 
despite Zema’s attempt to give the boy the austere childhood 
she had.

And how no post of Will’s would be complete without some 
mention of his dog “Quarter” ["which is like '50 cents', but 
smaller"]; his son Landon [he has always liked that name, for 
some reason]; and his daughter Dagmawit – his “carbon copy 
baby" who was conceived during “the second shagging” of 
their �rst camping trip – a “birthday surprise” Will sprung 
on Zema following Becky’s observation how his ex seems 
obsessed with hearing about the various hikes she and her 
girlfriends go on. Seeing how his mom “literally salivated” at 
the idea of having Little "Dondon" over for three whole days 
would have done it too. Plus, he has secured a second tent 
from one of his cousins for the sole purpose of avoiding shar-
ing a con�ned space with Zema [who is making it harder to 
leave behind the more often they kissed; the nicer she be-
haved towards those members of his family who didn't bother 
hiding they have no love for her, even though Will has long 
confessed it was he who "spilled �rst blood"; and the longer 
he forced himself to go without sex.] Doesn’t sticking your dick 
where another dick has been make you a little gay?!

[Save for answering his questions, Zema has kept quiet ever 
since Will retaliated at her pure joy over "summiting Mount 
St. Helens" as language she copied “from associating with 
white people”. Despite an arduous 5 hour descent back, she 
has barely eaten, complained of a headache, and gone to bed 
early - leaving him with the camp�re and roasted marshmal-
low she looked forward to all week. Then woken him up from 
a wretched sleep to say she wasn’t willing to put up with his 
mockery, sarcasm, and insinuations any longer. If he has for-
given her, as he said he would, he better start acting like it. If 
he hasn’t, then he should go ahead and kill her right here, bury 
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her in the woods, and say she fall down a ditch. She can live 
without love; although she would not have had to if she has 
chosen Aaron. “Yes, ‘Aaron’, that is his name!”; for Aaron loved 
her more than life itself. Three and a half years later, she’s 
made peace with her decision: For her fatherless-child's sake, 
a child who loves him - as if to make up for the hell his very 
existence raised, she is willing to live with Will’s hate. But not 
with his disrespect!

And what a surprise turn for his dirt-kicking, tent-punch-
ing, and plain screaming, to take. She has waited until he was 
spent from his anger, sadness, and humiliation; and quietly 
led him into her tent. There they cuddled, with Zema as the 
"big spoon", until Will asked why she didn't leave when she 
found out the baby wasn't his. It would have certainly made 
life easier for her. And she has told him it is because, however 
bitter and frosty he looked every time he came to drop his 
half of the rent-money, nothing in his action has given her the 
impression that he wanted her to leave. That has made Will's 
eyes water, and he has kissed her with the hunger of a man 
who has shied from any form of intimacy [except for the occa-
sional blow-job from an Aurora Avenue hooker] for more than 
43 months now. Then he has used the second bed as a blanket; 
rolled his down-parka into a pillow; tucked Zema's underwear 
in his multi-pocket sleeve vest (because she is weird about 
going to sleep butt-naked) and "loved" her until all those that 
loom large every time he felt a stirring (his family, her child, 
the man he sometimes feels bad for punching) evaporated and 
all he needs in this planet appear contained in that 20 square 
feet nylon sanctuary.

The sex was good. Will loved the sex. It still gives him goose-
bumps, thinking about that sex [and the consistently good 
grade they've been registering on the "marital bed" score-
board; especially while she was carrying his baby, while she 
breast-fed his child, while she loved his daughter as much as 
she loved her son, while she...]

But it wasn't the sex that gave him the courage to move 
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back in with Zema soon after and tell his older brother, then 
two cousins, that they can choose between being a part of 
his new family, or their anger, but not both. Without the 
rage, the shame, and the raw honesty of that night, he doubts 
he'd have �own Zema to Las Vegas, proposed to her outside 
the aquarium at Mandalay Bay - which she said reminds her 
of "Rebecca", (some chick Will had no interest in �nding out 
about), and married her with just little Landon for company 
so their second child won't be born out of wedlock. How, 
for months, no one in Will's family even suspected the photo 
taken outside Las Vegas' Debre Mihret Church wasn't celebrat-
ing Baby Landon's relentless attempt to �t his whole hand in 
his mouth, but the afternoon Will and Zema agreed to enter 
into the covenant of marriage "without coercion, freely, and 
wholeheartedly"]

Aaron would not see any of this, because Aaron was done 
being sucked into the Greek tragedy that was other people’s 
lives. Done with saving dames; putting his life on permanent 
pause to rescue others; and living to �x every hole, except his 
own.

Because Aaron didn’t read that part of the article where it 
says no medical procedure is 100% foolproof. How even with 
a successful surgery and following the proper post-vasectomy 
plan, vas deferens, like life, can �nd a way to grow back years, 
even decades, later. That not all those online stories about 
surprise vasectomy babies were from women trying to cover 
their track with lies. How, if he needed evidence, all he has 
to do was check out her Facebook pro�le; see the image of a 
curly-haired child who happens to have Mullen Sr.'s forehead 
and chin, Ryan's allergy for egg-whites, and Aaron's very own 
'dislike' for all crawly things with a wet stomach; and become 
a believer.

Aaron did not know any of that. What he knew, however, 
made all the di�erence. He knew there was no longer any 
room for him in Zema’s life. Perhaps there never was. 

But that is �ne, because Aaron has put all that behind him. If 
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he hasn’t, he won't have met, wrestled emotionally with, and 
given himself the freedom to love Naomi [Chinese name “Zhǐ 
huā”- Mandarin for "paper �ower"]; a pretty �rst generation 
Cantonese-American curator who runs her family’s Tea House 
Studio & Gallery; shares his love for Bonsai trees and became 
versed in Hockey-slang, The Worlds of Dr. Who, as well as New 
Wave Music from the 80s before they have dated a year.

He won’t have discovered just how peaceful, how gratifying, 
and spiritual a relationship can be when you don’t expect it to 
hurt, to haunt, and to drain the living blood out of you [which, 
incidentally, happens to be what Zema, as a Certi�ed Medical 
Assistant/Phlebotomist does all day at the lab].

When you have other interests beside her.
When you go only when you feel like seeing her.
When you are grounded, realistic, and commonsensical 

about love. When you know you can survive this [one] too.
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Proof


