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CHAPTER 1

Z -69. A gate named for the last letter in the alphabet, 
followed by a sexual position referred to in the 
'Kama Sutra' as 'the congress of the crow' because, 

according to Yahoo! Answers, “each partner takes something 
unclean into the mouth”. A position that should not be con-
fused with 68, Joe has warned me once, “where she does you 
and you owe her one”.

Here again at the airport terminal where I �rst laid eyes on 
the aforementioned personage three years ago, on my way 
back to Seattle from a second trip to Ethiopia. A return trip I 
can only assume I am making because, like all those allowed 
to enter the ‘Promised Land’, I am hesitant to risk staying 
away too long. And I have stayed away too long: counting 
the days, the weeks, the months. Of when Gina would have 
her �rst ultrasound done. Of how Joe would be by her side. 
Of how he would be so lost at the sight of his baby that he 
would become oblivious to everything, including the girl he 
called, texted, and emailed to let him know she was ok.

It was �ne. It would be �ne. The less people standing 
outside SEATAC airport waiting for one with an assortment 
of large bloom �owers from Pike Place Market ["rainbow 
splash"?], the easier it is to �nd one's way out of the airport 
and into a cab.

The minute I got to my Columbia City apartment, carried 
my triple bags up the stairs, and locked the door and the 
world behind me, I would know I was back. Tomorrow I will 
claim my "held" mail from the post o�ce. Tomorrow I will 
go grocery shopping. Tomorrow I will climb down to the 
basement and do my laundry in preparation for the work I 
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would be going to the morning after.
But before tomorrow comes, today has to be got through. 

And today, I must sleep. I will take a hot shower, lower 
the blinds, let the Android slip into Airplane Mode, turn 
the back-up alarm o� Midnight Blue [the pre-paid phone 
Fana got me when I came to America; a phone with rock-
like un-breakability, closable-lid, and battery that can go for 
months without charging], and sleep the sleep of the dead.

No redemption without blood. And no healing without 
sleep.

[And it bleeds, a lot!, even when it is no bigger than a ba-
nana. Even after you went back to work, while you are sit-
ting at a meeting, when you are making your way to the bus 
stop – determined to avoid the seats and wondering if you 
should simply not walk the 8-mile home].

It is only proper that there is no redeeming without proper 
punishing; and no healing without excessive repenting. No 
dry bones should be called back to life, have sinews lay 
upon them, cause �esh and skin to cover them, and have the 
breath of life be ordered to enter them without a righteous 
living of working, praying, and sleeping while avoiding bi-
peds with a Y and X chromosome.

Eat. Pray. Work. Sleep.
And the greatest of these is sleep.
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CHAPTER 2

T hat, at least, was the idea.
The hope.
The dream.
The [rediscovered, zealously embraced, deep rotted in 

New-Testament] belief.
Except I was able to mend faster than I could stay asleep. 

I don't know if that is because the fear of punishment, like 
a vaccine, quarters itself into small dosages to help us build 
our immunity while we await the wrath to befall us. Or be-
cause I have gotten used to living without Joe even before 
he came swiftly back into my life to do more damage. But 
while the blow found me over-prepared, less surprised, and 
almost indi�erent; the uninterrupted slumber took its time 
to come.

Alas, this wasn't to be unexpected - my three Union-paid 
sessions at a shrink's o�ce have taught me that! There have 
been too many changes. Too many impulsive decisions fol-
lowed by a feverish expectation to �nd a refuge in my fam-
ily's bosom. A refuge that made America feel so far away 
and impersonal. Now that we were here, it is natural for 
all things forgotten, ignored, and passed without notice to 
crowd my head the minute my body hit the bed. Give it 
time, I told myself. [Try changing the position of the bed, till 
then. Get one of those Asian paper lanterns with a soothing 
color on them. Put the damn clock where you can’t see it 
every time you opened your eyes]. Time and routine heal all 
wounds.
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And so I watched patiently while tomorrow crept in that 
“petty pace… to the last syllable of recorded time”; and the 
hours between waking up and going back to sleep stretched 
from 2 hours to three to �ve. When I could no longer blame 
my lack of sleep on jetlag and the spring equinox refused to 
usher me into the land of the sleeping, and when dawn seems 
to invariably �nd me alert and full of energy, with a mind 
knocking about in my head like a bee looking for a way out, 
I decided to do something about it. First came hot showers, 
milk and herbal-tea. Then cheese-strings, cranberry-juice, 
over-the-counter sleeping aids. I was so determined to do 
anything other than see a doctor and be told it was “some-
thing that comes with age” that I even took the advice of 
a post o�ce worker who noticed me rubbing my teary red 
eyes and asked if I was ok. Melatonin, she said, was what got 
her sleeping after she got hysterectomy a few years back. 
It would take a while to build up, but when it does, there 
would be nothing to stop me from getting my beauty sleep 
for 8 hours a day. I have thus far seen Melatonin as something 
my body was supposed to produce on its own. But I decided 
to give it a try if it means avoiding prescription medica-
tion followed by drug-dependency and weight-gain. Noth-
ing was worth that, not even my sanity.

Before it can take e�ect, however, there were weeks to be 
gone through. Weeks in which I walked around my room, 
like a zombie, trying to �nd something that would fool my 
body into thinking it was tired before it invariably surprises 
and disappointed me an hour, two hours, later by switching 
on the �ood light in my brain. Although I could get through 
my workday through sheer will power, my body was too 
weary for my evening walks. So I went directly home after 
work and sat on my bed trying to watch something while 
my head dropped to the left and right side of my neck, un-
able to carry its own weight. I stopped drinking co�ee after 
lunchtime. I avoided eating spicy food for dinner. I even 
tried meditating, although putting my mind to sleep was 
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even harder than putting my body to rest. I was not par-
ticularly depressed, save for the anxiety that sweeps over 
me when walking uphill or when someone talks so fast they 
make themselves unintelligible. So I hang around, bored and 
aimless, �nding no meaning in doing the things that I loved: 
neither the walk, nor the radio, nor even watching movies – 
except for the sitcoms I used to catch on ArabSat while back 
home.

My �nal resort, the tears I shed while asking God Why He 
forsake me must have been heeded to. For the night nau-
sea and migraine – which have become a part of my day-to-
day existence – made reading one more page unbearable, I 
stumbled across an audio book in LibriVox's public domain. 
I chose a chapter, set the timer and started listening to the 
droning voice of the man from another century. Next thing 
I heard was my alarm ripping into the silence of my room. I 
sat up, cold and totally terri�ed. There was no �re, no earth-
quick, and no intruder. Just a dingy light sneaking through 
the blinds of my window. I looked at the clock on the wall. 
I looked at the clock on my phone. 6.35. Am? Pm? It can-
not be... I can't have ... dear sweet mercy have I really slept 
for – what – 5 hours straight? I could not believe it. I got 
up, parted my window blind to make sure I was not dream-
ing or the world has not come to an end. Then I went into 
the shower room, looked at my swollen face and burst into 
tears. I have slept for nearly 5 hours, something that has not 
happened for four months now. And if I have not set my 
timer for 6:30, out of habit and nothing else, who knows 
how long I would have slept. For once I may arrive at work 
less than 45 minute early and make my colleagues wonder 
what was going on.

All about Will
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CHAPTER 3

The �rst thing I did when I get to work, after singing 
“I am walking on sunshine” all the way there, was 
Google the audio book and �nd out who the reader 

was.
Adrian Cli�ord, it said. AdrianCli�ord.me.uk.
I hit the play button, just in case it was another version re-

corded by another reader. Nope, it was he: the slightly stub-
born, detached voice of the mature observer one of whose 
many [female] fans said would make the phone book sound 
good. A voice that �ows like a steady stream wherever the 
narration maybe, as if the reader is the anchor [nay the ferry-
man] that leads the characters where they may. A deliberate, 
measured, unbiased voice that is more soothing than the na-
ture sounds I have been skipping through on the white-noise 
machine I paid 29.99 for.

Driven by the need to connect [to something, to any-
thing], I googled Adrian Cli�ord. There was a list of public-
domain classics he has his name attached to, a handful of 
intro/reviews he wrote on them, a death announcement for 
one Adrian S. Cli�ord and three addresses in Manchester, 
Ipswich, Liverpool for men with ages ranging from 57-71. 
Other than these, Mr. Cli�ord seems to have stayed out of the 
limelight.

Although sex and sleep have a lot in common [you can 
neither think about anything else, nor spend a day with-
out a bitter taste in your mouth when you aren't getting 
enough], my need to see what Mr. Cli�ord looks like has 
nothing to do with anything physical. Judging by how he 
sounds middle-aged on audio books recorded twelve or thir-
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teen years earlier, I know he was probably an old White man 
with whiskers growing out of his ear. Not �nding him on 
the inter-web created an obsession that only ebbed when I 
came across a grainy-old photo taken at a readers/writers/
Editors convention somewhere in Manchester, UK. The man 
whose name was tagged as Adrian Cli�ord was looking up at 
the camera with a smile [grayish hair swept to the side, big 
closed-mouth smile, a face that was not good looking but 
comforting – like a forgotten box of cold fries]. The other 
people in the photo, younger people of all ages and holiday 
attire [candy cane-scarves, reindeer-sweaters, red mittens 
with snow�ake motifs], have squeezed themselves into the 
frame with him at the center. There were smiles, thumbs up 
and a crocheted blanket where his knees should have been. 
A tall, digni�ed man surrounded by his young admirers/stu-
dents/celebrants - disabled from the knee down.

That night, while I listened to him narrating a Shakespear-
ean sonnet, I imagined the small studio he must have done 
the recording at. Him sitting, knees covered, in front of the 
sound-system [whatever it was] and going on and on for 
hours - absorbed in another world, lives far from his own. I 
wondered how he lost his legs, if he has ever been to Amer-
ica, and how he feels about black girls [for, sooner or later, 
one must choose sides. And my side, it has been amply made 
obvious to me, is with the black in America: with the chil-
dren of ex-slaves, A�rmative-Action-Jacksons, and welfare 
queens; with violent men, angry women, and kids whose 
eating habits is only paralleled by how badly they did in 
school].

Maybe I can go see him in England; ride a tube; visit West-
minster Abbey - that tower where they beheaded Anne Bo-
leyn; eat meat, �sh, vegetable, and pudding at a pub before 
partaking of an afternoon tea in the cottage of some old 
maid with sharp eyes and half a dozen cats.

Then I fall asleep and dreamed of pushing his wheelchair 
on a damp carpet while overly anxious that he does not 
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know what di�culty it presented me. Joe was standing 
behind the podium, wearing an ill-�tting suit and having 
brushed his hair in a way [I assumed] imitates Cli�ord’s. In 
a style unique to introducing someone famous, he begins to 
talk about his best friend and mentor Rob. And there I would 
stand, under the podium, looking up with embarrassment 
and confusion. “He is doing this on purpose”, I will fume “He 
is trying to make me look bad”. Then I would realize a fat 
woman in one of [singer] Adele’s carpet dresses was trying 
to push the wheelchair out of my hand and up the stairs. I 
would struggle and protest that it was not our turn, that Rob 
was another guy, that I – Adrian’s wedded wife - was the one 
who should wheel him on stage and not she, before the help-
less burden that was a younger version of Adrian Cli�ord 
starts to slip sideways on the wheelchair. When I woke up 
and realized it was just a dream, I tried to go back to it. Des-
pite the terror and anxiety of it, there was an intimacy in my 
care for that man that warmed my heart. Even the thought 
of how uninteresting and luckless Joe looked could dampen 
my eagerness. Why, I wondered, did Joe turn into who I as-
sumed Rob wanted to turn him into instead of the man I 
loved and – nearly – worshiped for the two years we were 
together? Was my subconscious, perhaps, trying to tell me 
something? That I have shed my past and was ready to spring 
a new leaf? That the art of loving, hoping and dreaming were 
not totally lost to me since the afternoon I walked out of 
a Planned Parenthood building with two pills that induced 
chills, fever and nausea for 24 hours before chunks of blood-
clots stopped the cramps and brought about merciful sleep? 
Was the walk-in-the-haze my life has become preparing for a 
lift o�? Was I ready for a man’s body again?

The answer was not completely in the a�rmative. Never-
theless, it was a fuzzy midpoint. I took comfort from that. 
Any step in the right direction - however small - was in�n-
itely better than being stuck where one was. Not to mention 
how it would give me something to do and maybe even lend 

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

10

meaning to my life if I were to follow [his] suit and volun-
teer to read books online; books that I grew up with that no 
one in America seems to care about. Say Pearl Buck’s “The 
Mother”, Ellen Wood’s “East Lynne”, even the autobiograph-
ical “metasebia”, memento, that I started working on while 
back home and was unable to sleep for more than 2 hours a 
night.

What better way to leave a mark, to �nd closure, and even 
stick it to Gina?, than with a detailed account of what and 
how it happened between he and I! To allow Joe to hold a 
child of mine, albeit a “brain child”, in lieu of the one whose 
progress I terminated that cold night in November.

All about Will
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CHAPTER 4

A lthough I was told my job would be waiting for me 
when I came back from my three-month unpaid 
leave, what awaited me was not exactly what is 

referred to as "conducive working-environment". There was 
nothing I can point to and say, “There! That is how I was 
made to feel I have burned bridges and broken the code of re-
liability I worked so hard to maintain by showing I had a life 
of my own or at least a problem I need to be away from work 
to deal with".

This would have been an interesting subject to ponder 
over if I wasn't the sort of person under whose mattresses a 
pea magically appears the afternoon she got a sly look from 
a coworker, and to whom a cold shoulder from the boss 
woman translates to loss of income and ending up in the 
street. Therefore, I made a habit of running home in panic 
and applying for every job I can get every time I came across 
an ill-meaning side-glance, a sarcastic remark, or the lack of 
backing I counted upon from my superiors for years. Amy’s 
fervent desire to change jobs, despite the attractive pack-
age she was o�ered, and accepted, and her not giving a toss 
what happens at the clinic may have added to my feeling of 
alienation. Instead of going to my cashiering job at the gar-
age after work, I went to job interviews around Washington 
State until an o�er from a hospital located 22 miles out of 
Seattle gave me a pause.

I have no objection to leaving Seattle. In fact, the further 
I was from all things that remind me of Joe, the better I am 
sure to feel. Indeed, what attracted me to the town of Fed-
eral Way, more than its cold weather, hiking trails, and sheer 
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number of trees was how it was as far from all those I know 
and knew me. However, I did hope to go someplace that has 
a transit system running after 6 pm on a Sunday. Or was not, 
alternatively, called “Felony Way” by those who know it 
best.

When con�ding this problem to the HR Manager – as a 
reason why I may have to decline their o�er, she laughed and 
said if that is what I was worried about, and if I have noth-
ing to hold me down to Seattle, she has a solution for me. 
Ashton, the person whose job I would be taking, lives in an 
apartment building that is a 4-minute drive away. If I gave 
him a call on this number, arrange time, and place to meet, 
she was sure he would show me something to my liking.

Ashton, whose full name reminds one of a bath town in 
a Victorian novel where delicate wives are sent to recover 
their ailing health after the birth of a child, was a curly-
hair blonde kid of 29. He took an early lunch to show me 
the place of his residence after taking me around my "hope-
fully" soon-to-be workplace, and introducing me to the two 
other women I would be sharing an o�ce with. Monique: a 
stubby, round and friendly black girl whose generous laugh 
becomes a little louder around those who dislike it most. 
And Kathy, one of those who dislikes it most [a tall, skinny, 
White woman who was perhaps bipolar, judging by how fast 
she lost interest in being friends with me and started seeing 
me as being in league with the enemy until I proved, by a per-
sistent even temperament, that I neither cared for Monique 
nor would allow her own nastiness to a�ect me not a month 
after my hire date].

I like walking?, he asked with delight, we will walk then, 
and time ourselves while at it, just for fun. And maybe grab 
a bite at the Teriyaki place down the street afterwards. I 
believed for a long time that Teriyaki was a kind of [Asian] 
chicken and not a sauce? Oh how funny!

So we walked, talking of this and that, until we found our-
selves in a graveled entrance to a compound that has six 3-
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�oor buildings of yellow/grayish color.
The amenities, he has told me, include a free parking lot, 

a swimming pool with a hot tub and an in-door gym that is 
open for 14 hours a day. It was a pet-friendly compound - full 
of cats, dogs and squirrels. [Raccoons show up from time to 
time, but that is as bad as it got.] You get free carpet clean-
ing upon resigning your lease, a pizza party around holidays, 
and the large-scale grocery store down the street, which is 
owned by its employees and requires no annual fee, is open 
24/7.

What he forgot to mention was how spacious the rooms 
were, the convenient combo of dishwasher and washer/drier 
in the unit, and a patio that overlooks a parking lot at the 
back. While peeling the orange I refused, he said he hopes I 
would still be around to attend the annual pie making class 
he gives a few days before Thanksgiving. And that I will 
join them in the gingerbread party he plans to throw at his 
�ancée’s place in Seattle. Really? Never built a gingerbread 
house before, or seen it being built in real life? Where was I 
from again? Tell him more.

The Manager of the apartment complex called me that 
very afternoon. She is willing to wait until I left work and 
met her in Federal Way the following evening, she said. Go 
ahead and park my car in the designated “Guest” spot. She 
will keep a look out, and be glad to take me around the hand-
ful available units.

The apartment complex was built on the edge of a park 
that has a biking-trail crossing it, she told me the next even-
ing when I arrived – in a cab – 42 minutes after our appointed 
time. She has been waiting for me in the o�ce with noth-
ing but the light from her computer screen for company – 
no doubt to avoid those tenants who would drop in every 
chance they got. On our left is a middle school which ranked 
147th of 197 Washington district schools, she added, and the 
public library is right behind it. Oh good, I like reading? The 
previous owners were not much of readers, she fears. They 
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have so trashed the place before they left [drilling holes into 
walls, painting a part of it with unauthorized color, dam-
aging the carpet with in-door smoking, children, and pets; as 
well as dislodging anything not nailed to the ground in the 
restroom] a re-�tting has to be done from the bottom up. 
Then she walked me, with nothing other than her heels to 
invade the darkness, to a third �oor apartment whose next-
door neighbor has left a note advising the UPS guys to leave 
his/her package at the o�ce.

The one-bedroom apartment, due to there not being any 
studio left to o�er, over-looks a hedge, which also func-
tioned as a fence for the wildlife sanctuary park behind it. 
On the left was a swimming pool, with a small fountain sur-
rounded by arti�cial "nature-looks" spewing milky waters. 
There were a couple of kids playing in the pool, along with 
two men sitting by, with their feet soaking in the hot tub. 
She told me my neighbors were a married couple, he works 
and she takes care of their little boy. They have a dog, but not 
a big one. And they have asked her to tell them when a two-
bedroom apartment is vacated; in anticipation of a second 
child.

When I admitted to liking the place but worrying it maybe 
too big for me, as I only have a handful things to put in it, she 
laughed and said she wishes she has my problem: after her 
soon-to-be husband's divorce was �nalized and he moved in 
with her, it can’t help but feel like ‘battle of the furniture' in 
the garage and every inch of her hallway. Maybe after I signed 
up and have time to settle, she can talk to him and see what 
items he was willing to part with.

This “charitable” action has shocked and embarrassed me 
so much that the minute I gave the two-week/twenty-day 
notice to my work and apartment, I rushed to take out 
my carefully laid aside tax return money to get things that 
won’t be carried in a plastic bag the day I moved in. Things 
such as a kitchen Island [that I carried up with the help of 
the Craigslist seller who brought his little boy and girl to 
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the drop, their competing attempt to assist making things 
more perilous than it needs to be], a �at-screen TV with 3-
year deal on basic cable [so I can watch Alex Trebek mispro-
nounce the Amharic word for King – Negus/nəgūś – as “Nig-
gas”], and a glass-top co�ee table with four matching chairs 
that I feel nicely compliments the World Map print above 
my �re-place [because Joe loved maps and I was a sucker for 
driftwood prints].

After tipping the Ikea driver away, too generously for a 
man who made me wait for four hours before calling to ask 
where I lived, I looked around and said, “I am going to let 
myself enjoy this”. More furniture may mean more things to 
carry out; but for a single girl who has not inherited a penny 
from neither a parent, nor a spouse, even I cannot say I have 
done badly for myself.
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CHAPTER 5

I did not keep the fact that I was moving out of Seattle 
from Fana a secret the way I did 5 years ago. Neverthe-
less, the announcement was met with as many accus-

ations and woes as I would if I had [Why was I trying to avoid 
my own family, she asked, why was I trying to cut myself 
o� from people who love me and care for me? How is she 
to know when something happens to me if I am not living 
where she can come see me every fortnight or so?]. When I 
mentioned somberly how leaving the city was a decision I 
made before I came back from home, and how it was import-
ant to me not to be here seeing the one man I associated with 
it was no longer in my life; she asked, in a quarrelsome voice, 
why I didn’t say that to begin with. She would have found me 
a nice little place in Renton where apartments were cheap 
and she can drop by to see me during her lunch break any day 
of the week. She hopes I will bring myself to buy a car now. 
If I had a car, she can let me take the kids to my place on 
those days none of her or Mulugeta's friends can watch them 
for her. In fact, she will ask the person who used to drive her 
kids to and from school if he knows anybody who can teach 
me how to drive. Why not? If she has not forced Mulugeta 
to go get him when his sponsor refused to pick him up from 
the airport [the same sponsor who was not too embarrassed 
to come pick up his care packages days later, a care-package 
Seyoum refused to bring her family when her mom asked 
him if he can] where would he be now? It is about time he re-
turned the favor.

Cars were the last thing on my mind that �rst month. Hav-
ing found myself an apartment that was on a 9 minutes’ walk 
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from where I work; I was only too happy to put my feet to 
use. This I did to go to the store, to discover the various 
parks around me, and sample the few eateries near me whose 
fair price was followed by an obscene amount of food. The 
City of Federal Way was unlike Seattle in many ways. It was 
much smaller and quieter. It did not have a downtown, so 
there were less homeless people hanging around bus stops 
asking for a change. And most of its inhabitants, who were 
neither strictly White nor as Asian as they were in Seattle, 
drove; so there were fewer pedestrians on the street. There 
would be the occasional black or Hispanic man or woman 
on foot, of course. But they were not �oating around with-
out de�ned purpose than leer at a girl or make her feel un-
welcome where they were. They were walking home with a 
WinCo bag in their hands, or waiting for the bus to Seattle.

Neither was my work place as droll as I thought it would 
be when confronted by Ashton’s burst of energy and positiv-
ism that �rst day. His desire to make friends and his thirst 
to please has almost convinced me my future co-workers 
would think they have drawn the short straw with me; until 
I learned not everyone was infatuated by Ashton’s positiv-
ism as I was. Yeah, he is a good kid, Kathy [a childless married 
woman of 45] has agreed. She personally does not know how 
he does it and – frankly – not sure if she wanted to know. But 
he was young and she expects life would simmer him down. 
Yes, it is true that he has a �ancée in Seattle, and yes, she 
was a girl. You won’t credit it seeing his love for baking, the 
color coordination in his attire and how most of his friends 
were girls [which can't probably be avoided, she guesses, see-
ing the majority of hospital workers being women, albeit 
women who can stand the sight of blood – unlike him] but 
it was for the love of that girl he gave up meat and became 
a vegetarian. Kathy remembers how once – at an o�ce func-
tion - a colleague of theirs asked Ash if his plus one has a 
boyfriend, and how Ash laughed and said “I should hope so, 
she’s been seeing me for about 3 years now”. She guesses she 
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must be an old-fart for failing to understand young people of 
nowadays. When people attack a gay kid, like that nice boy 
in Wyoming a while back, it breaks her heart. But all this 
war against gender labels, all this Metro-sexuality business, 
this masculine plucking of the eyebrow, waxing of body hair 
and painting of the nail; that she can’t understand. “Free to 
be you and me” is well and good. However, she worries free-
dom, like everything else, can be overdone sometimes. Oh? I 
think that way too? Well good for me!

My move, although light in weight, was not without doubt 
or an incident. My boiler, which is located at the back of the 
walk-in closet on the right of my bed, was making a gargling 
sound that comes and goes at the weirdest time of night, as if 
there was someone bound and gagged in it trying to escape. 
The very �rst time I turned my washer on, the water poured 
out into the living room - instead of being contained in the 
machine, making me give the Manager a call crying like a 
newborn babe. After being comforted by the on-site main-
tenance guy that this was not my fault, and laying all my 
towels on the �oor to soak up the hot water, I went to sleep, 
chilled to the bone by both the scare I received that evening 
and the blower-fan which went full speed all night long to 
dry all moisture out of my carpet.

For the two weeks I worked at the clinic, Donna [who has 
to work overtime to cover my half of the shift] has made me 
meet her at the garage and given me a ride to the Tukwila 
Park & Ride where I caught the A-Line to Federal Way transit 
center, and a smaller bus to my new place from there.

When I told her how I was called into the breakroom by 
the clinic people a little before 5, made to cut a cake and pre-
sented with a pop-up post-card decorated and adorned by 
signatures, lipsticks and well-wishes from my co-workers 
[even those I thought disliked me], she handed me a gift bag 
and told me not to open it until I got home. When I protested 
why she has to give me a gift, after all she did for me, she 
told me to shut up. This is the least she could do, she added, 
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for she thinks I was one of the reasons why she has not quit 
the garage until now. Having me there has not just made the 
job feel like an after-work activity she is paid for, but kept 
her feeling young - instead of the grandmother whose chil-
dren roll their eyes upon when she gets home. She is thinking 
about quitting the minute Roberto gave Toto a spot, which 
he promised to do as soon as one of the Valet boys quit. I 
mean who is she going to talk to now, Lupe?! Then she drove 
me all the way home, instead of the Park & Ride, and gave 
me a tearful hug. The gift was an arti�cial �sh lamp [a bigger 
and more expensive version of the kind I left at the bottom 
of the stairs in my old apartment with a ‘free’ smiley sign in 
an attempt to scrub Joe and his memory out of my life], that 
her grandkids picked out for me. When I called back to thank 
and assure her the minute I knew my surrounding and found 
a routine, we will hang out the way we used to and become 
"thick as thieves", she grunted and sang "Whatever!" as if she 
did not believe me.

The routine I had in mind run thus: work out, instead of 
putting my life in danger by walking at night. Watch sit-
coms, in place of listening to irritating news item on NPR 
over and over again. And deal less with the head-knocking-
around-in-skull feeling that is produced by listening to an 
audio book for hours by devoting my time to reading.
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CHAPTER 6

Only, humans are too much beasts of habit, straying 
away from custom [like making a New Year resolu-
tion and sticking to it] is like trying to slip out of 

one's skin and walk around in a di�erent person's body. The 
only comfort I can derive for living the same ole life in a new 
place is that, at least when it came to the workout routine, 
the fall-out was not entirely my fault.

The gym, located in the rental o�ce along with the mail-
boxes, and can be gained access to by anyone capable of 
turning a doorknob, has three types of cardio machines: a 
stationary-bike, a Stairmaster, and two treadmills - com-
plete with a towel rack, a cup holder and a charger for 
whatever gadget we care to bring along. In the daytime, say 
weekends, there would perhaps be one guy punching the air 
while also admiring his muscles in the full-length mirror. On 
weekdays, however, from 7:30-9:00 pm to be exact, two of 
the three machines seem consistently occupied by a multi-
racial couple the White half of which has made me lose my 
balance and almost do a back�ip from the treadmill when 
I caught her watching me from the stepladder thingy. It 
wasn't just her dislike to having me around that grated on 
my nerves; but the joy she seems to derive at the crafts fallen 
look my face assumes when opening the hallway door to see 
her log-like bottom moving up and down the machine. She 
must have taken me as personally as I tried to avoid being 
seen, for the one day I got there before them she threw her-
self on the bench, and sat hu�ng indignantly.

Neither was the hand of friendship I extended, by asking if 
she was waiting for the bicycle, met with the easy grace the 
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situation called for. "The exercise bike, yes!” she said point-
edly “There is a 30 minute a person limit on it, I believe?"

Although she hasn’t been there for 30 minutes and her at-
titude was still unpleasant, I got o� the bike apologizing, 
said I was ok when her husband vacated the treadmill so I do 
not have to leave on their account ["The minute I get on it, 
my bones lock up and I can't move a muscle" I said, smiling 
good-naturedly at both], then walked out wishing all a good-
night. Ooh, if I just wasn’t a lady, what wouldn’t I tell that 
bitch! On the other hand, if she went around being jealous 
of every dark-skinned female she came across, even those 
who showed no interest in her man and to whom he showed 
nothing more than a passing civility, wasn't she more to be 
pitied than censored? How long, indeed, before she came 
across the kind of black woman she seems to be asking for 
and received the bitch slap she richly deserves?

Postpone my attempt to learn how to ride a bicycle to the 
darker days of winter, I did. Sticking to my old routine was as 
easy as riding a bicycle [would be to some people]: I walked 
the two mile to and from Celebration Park after work before 
heading home, making popcorn, and going out on the patio 
to stretch full length on the foldable chair that I carried all 
the way from Fred Meyer so I can watch the setting sun mak-
ing its descent on the park, the hedges, and the swimming 
pool. As for the radio, every time I came across something 
that seems to contract my blood vessels and make breathing 
hard, I learned to turn it o� and listen to the nature sounds 
around me. Limiting my TV consumption to two hours an 
evening was not easy, but I managed to develop the habit of 
reading a chapter – at least a page - in the few minutes be-
fore falling asleep, thereby avoiding hearing any of Cli�ord’s 
characters talking in my sleep.

This [the walking, the listening, the stretching like a cat 
on the patio to watch the sunset] went on for a while 
until I noticed one of the men who stole out to smoke [al-
though smoking, not picking after one’s pets and the feeding 
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of “our furry friends” is strictly forbidden on the property] 
was standing at an angle and in a way that seems to serve 
no other purpose than giving him a full view of my patio. 
No amount of shape shifting or eye-aversion seems to make 
him self-conscious enough to stop watching me, however. 
So I withdrew myself earlier than I hoped that night, and 
changed the angle of my chair the next evening. It was not 
the fear of danger that made me walk back – bare feet – into 
my apartment. He was not on a distance from where I can 
discern his face, nor he mine. But the way he posed indicated 
not just a need to be seen and acknowledged but a sexual in-
tensity that woke up feelings I have been dead to, and would 
like to remain dead, for more than a year now.
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CHAPTER 7

Even if Fana did not make good on her threat to �nd 
me a driving instructor, I have made up my mind to 
learn how to drive the afternoon I stood baking in 

the sun at Federal Way transit center and noticed how 90% 
of those around [taking aimless strolls with arti�cial limps, 
carrying unsightly backpacks full of unsightly lives, push-
ing stroller full of fatherless babies] were black, and not the 
types who make the race commendable.

Sure, my apartment was about nine minutes’ walk from 
where I work. My work was not the type that needs me to 
"close". And I do enjoy the occasional 3-mile walk to my 
apartment if my bus was to be delayed by more than 45 
minutes. But if that means standing around, the way I did in 
Seattle, waiting for someone to see me for who I am while 
doing and being and carrying all those things those who look 
like me be, do, and carry; then I was willing to forego the 
walks, the savings, and the security that comes from know-
ing how incredibly thin the chance of becoming paralyzed 
from the neck down would be if one was to use public trans-
port for all one’s commuting needs. Not to mention how it 
would be winter someday and I would need to go to the 
store [Wal-Mart, Best Buy, or the Super-mall a town over] to 
buy stu� for the family near and far. And I will be damned 
if I allowed myself to stand outside a bus stop, �ghting rain 
using an umbrella threatening to �y out of my hands while 
bags over�owing with lower-priced items occupy the seats I 
should be sitting on.

It is about time I got on with the program and owned a 
car like every other suburban dweller! In a city �lled with 
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empty parks and quiet streets, driving should be much eas-
ier and safer.

I was, however, unwilling to take Fana’s suggestion due to 
Ethiopian men’s tendency to infuriate me with their arro-
gance or stupidity. So I googled and called a couple of driv-
ing-instructor schools �rst. Two of them were fully booked 
for the summer, what with school being out and all the teen-

agers wanting to get their license before their 16th birthday. 
The rest were either too uninterested in my money, too ex-
pensive for my budget, or scheduled at times when I should 
be earning a living. In the end, I resigned myself to giving 
Fina’s guy a try. If he sounds like the kind of guy who I 
can bear sitting in close quarters with, good. If not... then I 
would at least know I have tried.

A charming and light-hearted individual picked up, an-
swered to the name Seyoum, but said Wasihun was the guy 
I wanted to talk to. "He is, unfortunately, not here now" He 
said, bumming me out, "But I will make sure he got back to 
you when he comes from work tomorrow morning"

Yes, morning. Not at night.
At 3:30 pm the following day, my phone rang. “Wasihun 

negn” the man said in a quarrelsome voice. He said he has re-
ceived my number and information from Seyoum, who was 
too busy to undertake the position of a driver-trainer. Yes, 
he has been told he needs to drive to Federal Way 3 days a 
week [he lives in SEATAC, it is like 10 minutes on the high-
way]; yes, 400 dollars is ok as long as I know it all depends 
upon how fast I learn and how often I practiced afterwards. 
He will come in his car to my place; use my car for the session 
- from 6:00-7:00 pm? - then drop me and my car back at my 
place before heading to work.

When I asked, to his utter surprise, what car he was talking 
about - no, I did not have a car laying around; he seems to 
wobble between out-right mocking me and letting me down 
easily.
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"What were you planning to learn how to drive on if you 
didn't have a car?" he said with wonder.

"I don't know. I guess I thought you would bring the car"
"Nah... My car is ... I drive a stick shift. You need automatic, 

especially if you are a beginner"
"So what do I do?" I said, because hanging up at that time 

would feel like throwing a �t.
"I don’t know” he said absentmindedly “I guess you can use 

a rental car as long as you are willing to pay for the insur-
ance"

"Won't they be expensive?" I said, too humiliated to have 
the energy to ask.

"If you went to dealers, yeah. Plus they may not allow 
you to sit behind the wheel with just a driving permit. But 
I know some guys who rent cars by the day, Habesha guys. 
They will be �ne as long as I said I will take the responsibil-
ity for what happens. Do you want me to ask around?"

"Sure" I said, although I have already given up on learning 
how to drive. "How much would the insurance be, do you 
think? Because I don't think I can a�ord a car if I have to 
repay for crashing somebody else's car"

"Why would you crash their car?" he asked, in the dullest 
most annoying of voices. Like my assumptions were coming 
across quite ridiculous to him.

"When I learn! Aren’t you supposed to crash at least once 
when you learn?"

"I thought you learn so you don't have to crash your car"
"If you say so," I said, shrugging my shoulder. All I know is 

that I will be crashing some car and it had better not be his 
friends’.

"What is your price range, if I may ask?" he said in a sooth-
ing voice, as if he has �gured out I was pouting. "If I can in-
duce them to give you a one-time deal for the whole month 
that is?"

"I don't know. I haven't really thought about it"
"Yes but you do want to learn how to drive, right?"
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With an e�ort, I swallowed back the question "Why would 
I call you if I didn't?" "I meant because I assumed driver-in-
structors come with a car"

He laughed. "Ok" he said, seeming to give up trying to make 
a woman understand the inner-workings of what it takes to 
be able to drive. "I will ask around and give you a call back"

All about Will

27



CHAPTER 8

Our �rst meeting was supposed to be at a Star-
bucks near Southcenter mall. I have walked in, 
expecting my driver-instructor to be there be-

fore me. The only people around were White and female. I 
stood in line, listening to the chatty woman before me and 
studying the Day’s Special - envying the hand that wrote 
them. That is when the door opened and in came a guy in 
a buttoned-up jacket and slow feet – like he was wearing a 
back-brace that he was careful not to damage. Having heard 
enough of Seyoum from Fana [as the dandy who dressed “like 
an ambassador" despite his chosen profession], I have as-
sumed my guy would be a graceful easy-going kid from Addis 
who can slip into any situation with grace and a winning 
smile.

There was nothing easy about this guy. His whole attitude 
was that of a human male-cock, expecting strife wherever 
he goes and determined to make everyone and everything 
around him uncomfortable. I took a special dislike to the 
gauged-look underneath his eyes, where the skin looks like 
a half-burnt wood, as if something has sucked the �esh out 
and sealed the empty spot with a dark skin alien to the rest 
of the face. Who on earth but a pretentious poser walks to 
the extreme end of the wall and sits there without even giv-
ing the person he was here to meet a nod?

After politely dancing around the condiment bar with a 
fellow patron, wiping somebody else’s spill and throwing 
the napkin in with the garbage, I sent my eyes his way, pre-
tending to look for a chair. He was watching me, not as some-
one waiting for me, but as someone who was studying what I 
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was made from. I took my phone out and dialed his number. 
The small murmur from his phone seems to wake him up. He 
took his phone out, looked at it and smiled up at me.

“I thought you understood I was waiting for you” he said 
when I walked to where he sat.

It was not an unpleasant voice, despite the accusing tone 
in it.

“I wasn’t sure,” I said with an a�ected bashfulness, drag-
ging a chair across from him. “I am used to Habeshas just ask-
ing me who I was even when they weren’t here to meet me 
so…"

"Oh"
The �rst thing that impressed itself upon me was the sheer 

expanse of his face. I was not sure if that is because of his high 
forehead or the dents under his eyes that bespoke of a once 
much more-�eshy face. But it looks so wide and so desolate 
that his eyes, large, spaced out, and almost bulging out of 
their socket, appear to be framed to the two sides of his face 
by a wishbone extending from his nose. It was the kind of 
face one can draw easily without much artistic-�air [6 for 
the forehead and eye, four for the nose, three for the lips, and 
two for the chin] with a skin so spotted with large pores it re-
sembles that of an orange. From the stubble beard, to the big 
hair - which was full, despite the high-forehead, and brushed 
with what appears to be a metal comb, to the lack of fash-
ion sense [nor a sense of what �ts and what doesn't - judging 
by the almost comically oversized jacket]; everything feels 
designed to thwart any desire to approach. Which, for Habe-
sha men, spells bookish and an introvert. A kindred spirit, in 
short.

"I mean” I chuckled, stirring the already stirred decaf, “We 
are either giving each other bad looks or trying to get in-
volved in each other's business. That is the Habesha way, 
isn't it?”

He looked at me with interest, as if he could not make up 
his mind where to place me.
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"Yeah maybe"
So ‘no’ to bashing Habeshas?
“By the way,” I said, changing my tactics, “I am Mulugeta’s 

sister”
“Mulugeta?”
“‘Professor’!” I said smiling “That maybe the name you 

know him by, he used to work around SeaTac airport. He has 
gone back home now”

“I am not a cab driver, if that is what you’re thinking”
“Oh?” I said, wondering how he was going to teach me how 

to drive if he never drove a cab, "I thought Fana said you 
were"

“She was talking about Seyoum, the guy you talked to 
�rst” he explained, "Even he hardly does cab-driving now-
adays”

“But you do know how to – how to teach driving?”
“I am not licensed, if that is what you mean” he said “But 

I have driven cabs for two years here and for 4 years in Ger-
many; got a clean record, good vision, can read and write”

“Oh” I said, laughing at the joke. “So you lived in Germany?"
He smiled amusedly, "Well you gotta live in Germany to be 

able to drive in Germany"
Oh sarcasm. Nice.
"I was going to mention I have been to Frankfurt air-

port,” I said, making an e�ort for Fana's sake. Or maybe last 
year's episode has softened me considerably towards human 
frailty in general, and Habesha frailty in particular. Wajo 
could not understand why I was not freaking out over every 
little thing for the three months I was there. Not realizing 
how I was trying to learn, like a newborn babe, how to stand 
upright without falling face down into the mire of depres-
sion that I tried not to give into for my mother’s sake.

"Yes" He said dryly, “So has everybody else in the planet, I 
think. I was in Berlin though. It is…” he raised his eyes to the 
wall for a word better �tting than the one he had in mind. 
“Not exactly Frankfurt”
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I would have had a lot to say about that. But I checked my-
self in time. Even if his hiding in his woolen du�e coat [with 
wooden buttons I later learned were called "toggles"] was 
not meant to discourage unnecessary questions; I was good 
at reading subtle hints. And his was not even subtle. There 
is a big neon sign on his forehead that reads “nothing to see 
here".

"So – anyway - ..." I said, going back to the earlier discussion 
of how often and where to go about doing this. “Do you have 
any plan as to how to start?”

“I have checked out some ‘How-To’s on the internet,” he 
said, sitting himself fully on the chair. “And thought I should 
start you out easily, you know, review the rules, the hand-
book etcetera. Make you comfortable with the inside and 
outside of a car: seat belts, adjusting mirrors and seats, 
brakes, ignition, gear and all that. Discuss road hazards and 
what to do about them. We will then �nd an empty lot 
and do basics of controlling of the car. Windshield, wipers, 
headlights, turn signals and stu� like that. Acceleration and 
deceleration, gears and manual transmission. After that, we 
will touch on drive patterns, backing and parking, then how 
to maneuver tra�c. In short, get you ready for your driving 
test”

“And you think this would all be done in a month?” I asked 
eagerly “Because I am like a newborn babe when it comes 
to driving. Never really believed I would own a car so never 
bothered to learn even the most basic rules”

“You will be �ne as long as you approached it as someone 
who has no other choice,” he said, shrugging his shoulder, 
“Tell yourself you have to do it. That is how I conquered 
most of my fear, at home and abroad: by telling myself the 
sooner I got it out of the way, the sooner I will get to go 
home!”
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CHAPTER 9

A  cold �sh! That was the impression I got from my 
trainer-to-be. Meeting him was like stepping on 
the stomach of a frog when walking out of your 

tent, barefoot, in the middle of the night – as Joe described a 
scarring childhood incident once.

And it bothered me, as it always does with Habesha men 
who frown at the sight of a fellow countrywoman [or Afri-
can American men who think themselves too good for black 
girls]. I wondered what the distance meant, what he was 
trying to prove, and why he would think I would be roman-
tically interested in him without even knowing if I was at-
tached: because not knowing how to drive spells no man in 
one’s life? Because I was an unmarried woman in her 30’s? Or 
because there were precious few of him to go around for all 
the single and divorced Ethiopian women in America [single 
and divorced women who invariably resort to either dedi-
cating their lives to God, and in the service of their many 
relatives, or go back home to marry an old �ame whose “re-
member me?” letter produced many an amused laughter the 
�rst time they came to America?!]

I know myself enough to realize there will be no sleep to-
night with this on my mind. So I decided to call Fana and ask 
if she has anybody else for me.

“What is wrong with the guy I gave you?” was her response.
“Nothing really wrong except I was hoping it would be 

somebody who has actually taught how to drive before. 
Plus… he made downright fun of me when I told him I 
thought he would bring the car along with him"

“As for not having taught anyone,” she said, “None of us 
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were helped by professionals and I say we turned out ok. 
Those guys are expensive and they operate according to 
their schedule, not yours! When it comes to the car, he is 
right. You are the client and you should have your own car"

I sighed.
"What?" she asked aggravated.
"I was hoping I don't have to buy a car until I was sure I can 

drive it," I grumbled
"You will have to get one eventually" she said "But since I 

don’t want the absence of a car to provide you with an ex-
cuse not to learn how to drive, I will tell Seyoum to come 
get your brother's car. I trust him to take good care of it, so it 
will be alright"

I laughed, as Bertie Wooster would, from lazy eyelids nick-
ing a speck of dust from the irreproachable Mechlin lace at 
my wrists. So she thinks it is still Seyoum, does she?

"That is sweet, Fana" I said a�ectionately, "But Seyoum 
doesn’t have the time so it’s his room-mate who would be 
teaching me"

“What?!” She screamed, as if something was on �re “He told 
me he will teach you himself and he passes you o� to some-
body else without even telling me?!”

Can anybody blame him?
Later she called and said after yelling at him Seyoum has 

confessed to having made another commitment for the next 
3 months. Between that and his evening job, he was not sure 
he could have the time to help me out - no matter how much 
he wanted to. But the man he found for her was a competent 
person. He has worked as a driver for years in a much tougher 
environment and he was more skilled at teaching than any-
body he knows. If I have serious objection to him, Seyoum 
will look for someone else. He just does not think there 
would be many willing to go all the way to Federal Way – on 
my schedule, too – when they could be making the kind of 
money I can a�ord to pay them in an evening.

“I don’t know what he does but he works at night,” she 
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said, making me wonder if that was the source of the drained 
look. “But he said you would like him if you gave him a 
chance. He is educated and doesn’t like to talk much; which I 
told him was the kind of person you are”

Oh Jesus. Is she seriously thinking what I am thinking? 
That I would end up with the man?!

I grumbled I do not care if he was educated or not, so long 
as he was willing to answer my questions when I asked them.

“Just ask him what his problem is” she said, “He is not 
doing you charity. You are paying your hard-earned money. 
If not, you would give me his number and I will tell him what 
I think of him. He can disrespect other women, but not you”

I smiled, much more soothed than I thought any one of 
Fana's glib comments could soothe me.

"He wasn’t," I added in a generous tone, “exactly disres-
pectful to me. But the way he talks, it is as if everything I say 
annoys or exhausts him. As if …” Dare I? Should I? Must I? “As 
if he was trying to pre-shoot me in case I was interested”

“Interested?!” Fana said in disbelief. “Who asked him to be 
interested in you? Teach you how to drive, that is what I 
asked for!”

“I know. Right? Maybe,” I continued after a thoughtful con-
sideration, “he expects every woman to have that on her 
mind because that is all he has on his mind when leaving his 
house”

“I am calling Seyoum back,” Fana said, with a righteous in-
dignation that seems eager to consume whomsoever got in 
her way, “To emphasize how his friend would hear from me 
if he did not behave himself. That he can rest assured you 
won’t want him even if he was the last man on earth. And 
that he was there to teach you how to drive, not to marry 
you”

“And if he said ‘then I won’t teach her’?” I asked, a little 
anxious at having to go through this again with another 
Habesha man with a di�erent set of baggage.

What is more, although Wasihun tried to make me feel 
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bad about myself for no good reason, being found less than 
pretty by men from my country wasn’t new to me. I grew up, 
after all, being called all kind of names because I had a small 
nose, "googly eyes", and a skin that harbored some kind of 
mutant that changed names and sprouted in di�erent forms 
every half a decade. A man walking away without being con-
vinced that I make up with brains what I lacked in features, 
however, that was a �rst.

“Then we will �nd somebody else,” Fana answered with 
�ourish, “If not, it is only a few months before Mulugeta 
comes back. He will teach you, and for free”

I sighed. Oh well. At least now I can say “It is not for want 
of trying” when people ask how come I never learned how 
to drive. And if they know anybody who is willing to go 
through everything that Wasihun was willing to go through, 
for the sole purpose of teaching a countrywoman how to 
drive, to pray give him/her my number.

“Call me if there is any change” I said, suddenly feeling 
hopeless and fatigued, “If not, I will text him on Monday to 
see if we were still on”
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CHAPTER 10

Two evenings later, my phone rang. I did not expect 
my driving-instructor to call in peace so I let it 
go to my answering machine. To my surprise, the 

message was neither combatant nor accusative. “Hi... this is 
Wasihun” he said carefully. “My colleague asked me to stay a 
little late for her tomorrow, she has to take one of her kids 
to the doctor and doesn’t want to call out unless she has to. 
And I have told her I have to talk to you �rst. If I say yes, I 
won’t be able to leave work before 12; which would mean I 
would have to either make do with 4 hours of sleep; or can-
cel our Monday schedule and give you a makeup class some 
other day. Anyway call me when you get this. Otherwise, I’ll 
assume you want to keep our Monday schedule and be out-
side your work tomorrow at 6”

I could not believe it!
He is willing to give up a shift to appease me after what I said of 

him?!
Is this a form of repentance? A saying I am sorry for how 

I behaved the other day? Or did he not behave that way 
on purpose? Have I read him wrong, maybe? Was I a [bit-
ter, scheming, vengeful] spinster who thinks she is being 
spurned because she expects every man to have ‘a relation-
ship’ on his mind as that is all she has on hers when leaving 
the house?! Am I losing the one talent I thought I had, that of 
being able to read people?!

I was so embarrassed that I put o� calling back until it oc-
curred to me that I could send him a text. That would spare 
me the need to apologize, and him the necessity to say he 
forgave me.

36

Alas, the stars seem to have staunchly aligned themselves 
against me this particular night. The system warned me 
extra charges may apply for sending a text to this number; 
and then dropped my message as a bad job.

Oh well. Time to face the music.
“Hello?”
“Hello?” someone said in a whisper, when the phone was 

picked up at its seventh or eighth ring.
“Wasihun?” I asked, confusedly.
“Hold on”
A few minutes of quiet walking and doors opening/closing 

later, he came back on the phone. “Hey...”
“Hey.” I replied, swallowing a burning desire to ask where 

he was. “I’m sorry if I called at a bad time”
“Oh no, it’s �ne. I am at work,” He said.
“Shall I call back?”
“No it is ok. What’s up?”
“Oh I just called to say it is ok if you can’t make it tomor-

row. You will give me a make-up class some other day”
“Are you sure?” He asked, hesitantly
No I was not. Especially when he seems to will me to say 

no. But not-inconveniencing him was the least I could do 
after all the crimes I committed against him.

"Yes I am. Thank you for thinking of me"
“So what day is good for you for the makeup class?” he said, 

purposefully avoiding acknowledging my thanks "Seyoum 
has said he will bring your uncle's car around tomorrow so 
we can begin any time after that"

“I don’t know. Do you work Sundays?”
“Sunday?” he said, thinking aloud. “No but I can’t do Sun-

day. I gotta ... I gotta catch up on a lot of things”
“Oh ok” I said, quickly giving up. “Maybe next week?”
“Sure. We can do two hours instead of one on one of the 

days we meet too, if you want”
“Of course!” I said quickly, not to forget to ask my question 

“By the way, your phone told me service charges may apply 
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when I tried to send a text. Is there a good number where I 
can text you while at work?”

“This is a phone paid for by my employer" he said, "I am the 
Night Manager here so I have to have it on me in case of emer-
gency. I can give you my private cell phone number for texts. 
But… that phone is an out of state number so it maybe even 
more expensive"

"Oh ok" I said, still confused what to do
"But most of my waking hours, at least on weekdays, re-

volves around my job so if you have to call me, it is better to 
call me at night on this number. Will ask our technician how 
to turn on the text feature. It's... it is like a walkie-talkie so it 
may need additional permissions"

“Ok” I said, comforted that he was much nicer on the 
phone than he was in real life. “Well I hope I will see you on 
Wednesday?”

“Sure” he answered, then added “Seyoum told me who 
your aunt is by the way”

My aunt? Oh Fana. So he has heard what I said.
“You mean Fana?”
“Yeah, she used to go to Renton Tech, right?”
“Yes!!” I said surprised, “You know her?”
“By sight” he said, “We took a couple of courses the �rst 

Semester, then she dropped out – I think she got pregnant or 
went for a funeral back home?”

“Oh yeah” I said, remembering how she got inspired to go 
to school - albeit for a few months - right after my gradu-
ation. “She took the courses but never become certi�ed. So 
you are an MA then?”

“Not exactly, but when Seyoum said she works at Sam’s 
Club I remembered her”

“Oh cool”
“She is pretty” he chuckled, surprising the heck out of me, 

“like classic beauty, or a ‘teyim qonjo’ as we say back home. 
Back when ‘teyim’ used to be ‘Qonjo’”

Oh my God, I thought in panic, I think I am going to like this 
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guy after all.
Maybe he knew that last time.
Maybe that is why he was so disdainful of me. Because I 

can’t help wearing my personality on my sleeve. Because I 
can’t help being that girl.

“Yes she is,” I said in a voice that felt unlike my own, “The 
whole family is, all the three sisters”

“And you said you are related to her?”
Ok. So that was the whole purpose of this conversation and 

of delaying me on the phone. He has heard what I said of him 
and was trying to make me feel bad about myself.

Considering the bitterness and sarcasm I noticed in him 
at our �rst meeting, this pettiness should not have come 
as a surprise. Disappointing though, especially after I had a 
glimpse into his soul and found something to my liking. But 
I decided to be the bigger person. Not all of us can bounce 
back with grace and integrity after being snubbed by those 
we tried to pre-snub. The African American men who could 
pass o� for ‘decent-looking’ go further than turning that 
frown upside down when realizing this black girl was so not 
interested she won’t even look them in the eye when asking 
if they need help: they become overly-talkative, they make 
jokes, and they laugh generously [in a way that begs not 
to embarrass them in front of those others]. Aren’t we, they 
seem to say, brothers and sisters after all?!

“No. Mulugeta is my relative,” I said, putting courage back 
into my voice, “not blood relative but, you know the kind!”

“Yeah... I didn’t see the resemblance. Anyway…” he said, as 
if he has said more than enough, “I have to go back to work. 
See you tomorrow, then?”

Fucker!
“You mean Wednesday?!”
“Yes Wednesday” he laughed, “Days merging into one an-

other – grave-yard work, right?”
I agreed, silently. But was still too bruised to be chatty. 

Maybe that is where he works. In a graveyard. It explains 
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many things.
“Goodnight” I said and hung up without waiting for his 

response.
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CHAPTER 11

A ll the six apartments on my building were occu-
pied. Next door to mine were the couple with the 
little boy who opens the door every time he heard 

somebody coming up. The boy scout down on the right 
with the most muscular and hairy legs I have ever seen. The 
two women, lesbians?, who seem to leave something behind 
while cleaning after their dog next door to him, and the two 
apartments in the basement, one of which seems to have a 
stroller and a pink sketchers shoe of a teenager, or a woman 
with very tiny feet, permanently parked outside its door. 
The last person, who lives in the apartment under the stairs, 
and was a tall hapless man of anywhere between 35-55 was 
a Russian man with a big Adam's apple who once asked me if 
my mother does not live in one of the buildings across ours.

My next-door neighbors' kid was the cutest thing in the 
world. He has a small quarrelsome-looking dog he drags 
everywhere he goes and the most adorable sense of entitle-
ment. Although he has kicked my door and run back into 
his own the �rst two days after I moved, my real face-to-
face meeting with him did not come until Fana’s unexpected 
visit one Sunday afternoon. When Betsu �nished climbing 
the stairs, with me holding Hagere's hand, he snuck his neck 
out of his door and asked him "Are you coming into my 
house?"

"Hi" I said, half bending and half kneeling, when Betsu 
passed by him into my apartment with a look that said he 
was not going to lower himself to answer that question. 
"What is your name?"

He looked up at me, with apparent alarm and took a step 
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back into his apartment colliding - as he did so - with a 
generic-looking Asian woman with a �esh-full face that was 
shaped like a nickel. "Hi" I said, smiling more broadly than 
necessary - to show I was a non-threatening black person. 
[There be the smile. There be the child. We aren't all that 
bad, you see?]. She smiled, bowed her head twice, touched 
her chest and murmured something about her kid being 
rude and let her eyes wonder to where Fana was climbing the 
stairs dragging little Babi by the arm, as if there was a spring 
that helps his arms extend while his legs struggled to keep 
up with the strides of a grown up.

"This is my ‘cousin’ Fana," I said, just so she knows we were 
not all moving together. She bowed and sprinted from our 
view in an apparent need to chase her kid around the room.

For the next week and a half, I did not see as much as 
heard them: the high-pitched optimistic tone of a children 
TV being played louder than it needs be, the brat throwing 
a �t in the middle of the night or asking a dumb question 
while climbing up and down the stairs [why do the squirrels 
run when he wants to pet them?] and being given an answer 
in a hushed tone. I was leaving for work, when I next saw her, 
pushing a stroller from which the feet of a boy too old for a 
stroller were sticking out. "What on earth is she doing out so 
early?" I said, waving my hand in a neighborly fashion. I was 
not surprised when, instead of waving back, or acknowledg-
ing me with a smile the way she did once before - she turned 
her head and continued shaking the stroller as if it was a pop-
corn machine failing to spread the salt.

No surprises there. No surprise, either, in the way she 
sprang to life at the sight of a man who came out of the o�ce. 
A tall white man to whom I took an instant disliking despite 
his slender �gure and Jewfro that was curled in the most-
nerdy of styles. After she got to him - as if he was the truth, 
the way, and the life – and whispered something into his ear, 
he looked up and smiled my way.

For a minute, I was almost convinced he was going to ac-
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cost me and introduce himself. His wife seems to have made 
him change his mind. They quietly walked to his car, he 
going through the mail and she entertaining herself and the 
child by bouncing the stroller up and down the edge of the 
asphalt, talked a little outside it before he kissed her good-
bye and got into his car. While passing me, the male part of 
my neighbor smiled, bowed, and waved his hand. I waved 
back with as much enthusiasm as I can master. For I could 
not help but acknowledge the pretty �gure those two cut 
outside their car; and how that picture of domestic bliss 
would have been mine too if Gina, like some siren of the 
deep, has not lured my beloved away and held onto him fast.

Or maybe, I pondered, while carefully avoiding my neigh-
bor’s stroller which was suddenly very determined to head 
my way, that was a picture I would have never belonged to. 
Because if Joe has gone wife-shopping all the way to Asia, and 
picked me out because I looked cleaner and came cheaper, I 
would have had the decency and self-awareness not to look 
like a child prostitute – or the girl I saw on the #14 bus - 
gloating over a visit from her John.

I was living in Seattle back then, and heading home 
from Kiddi’s after having my hair done and my eyebrows 
threaded. I did not see them coming in for I have found a sit 
earlier and was listening to my radio while also texting Amy 
on my phone. There was a step next to my chair, and I have 
felt the girl standing next to me swinging back and forth 
onto the leg of the person behind her. I knew it was a girl for 
I have felt her long hair swinging back and forth with her ac-
tion. But I did not look up until the back and forth seems to 
get a little personal and a tad inappropriate. I looked around 
and was stunned, simply stunned, by the face I saw. It is very 
hard for me to know how old White people are, although 
I know enough to realize most are much younger in age 
than they would have been if they were black. ["Black don't 
crack", as Donna would say, a comment that shocked me as 
being disrespectful when I heard it �rst. What am I, a pot?!].
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The girl I beheld now was 11-13 years old. She was wear-
ing an old - shapeless - brown dress which reminds one of 
the eight orphan children the nuns go into the village once 
a week to feed. She was a brunette with a pretty mousy-
face and a �ip-�op that was of such a cheap quality not even 
an Ethiopian kid would wear it to school nowadays. Yet she 
was not as wretched or unhappy with her sandal and attire 
as one would suppose of a girl her age. She looked happy, 
con�ding, and playful with the man standing on the higher 
�oor behind her. A man, 45-58 years old, who was trimmed 
out in a tight jeans and a shirt. His face was shaved cleanly, 
and not being moisturized enough, looks vomit-inducingly 
ashen. Due to his hair being extremely black, no doubt from 
shoe polish, his face looks like it has been stretched up with 
cloth-liners in an attempt to make him look younger. An 
uncle? A long lost father? A friend of the family? Why, how-
ever, such �irtation? Why the meaningful laugh every time 
she hit her back against his penis - for it was his dick she was 
slamming against.

I did not need the look of alarm on her face or the way 
she stole cautious looks at me to know that. I was so hotly, 
fearfully, and disgustedly interested in them that the girl - 
who did not seem to mind attention earlier, in fact to crave 
it - became less and less bouncy as the trip got nearer to 
destination's end. By the time they got o�, after he took 
the vacated seat by her shoulder, and she whispered some 
words into his ear while looking at me behind the hand that 
covered half her mouth, I did not know what to do. I wanted 
to confront him. I wanted to ask her to run away with me 
so I can shield and defend her from whatever this uncle/ab-
ductor/abuser was doing to her or making her think for her? 
I wanted to call the cops while following them stealthy. But 
I felt so con�icted and miserable that I stayed put in the bus 
while they melt into the downtown Seattle crowd and dis-
appeared from my eyes. It has so printed its horror in my 
mental retina; I woke up in the middle of the night and cried 
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as if my heart would break.
I wasn’t about to cry for my neighbor’s wife. She was a 

grown up and have made her choice, maybe even proud of 
that choice judging by how she saw herself equal to facing 
me after having exhibited this husband of hers. But I could 
not help holding it against him.

Society may choose to play the pimp and make whores of 
women. That does not mean men, young educated men who 
have the option to choose, ought to hop, skip, and jump to 
take advantage of it.
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CHAPTER 12

I did not sit behind the wheel for another week. By the 
time Wasihun brought Mulugeta's car, I have con-
fessed to not having my learner's permit or of know-

ing I needed one just for practicing. That information has 
exasperated him, making him wonder if I was ever serious 
about learning. This has upset me and I have said maybe it 
was not such a good idea – this learning to drive business. For 
which he has looked at me calmly and asked what the prob-
lem seems to be.

“I don’t know” I grumbled, acutely aware I was acting like 
a pissy-child but unable to help it “First the car, now this. I 
feel like it wasn’t meant to be”

“What do you mean it wasn’t meant to be?” he said, aggra-
vating me further, “This isn’t something you need signs from 
God for. You can go get the permit from DMV any days of the 
week”

“It’s not like I would even drive a car after I knew how to” I 
continued grumbling “And if I don’t get to drive, I will forget 
how to. It just feels like a waste of time”

"Is this something you have been feeling all along or some-
thing that just occurred to you because you don’t like going 
to the DMV?" he said, with a smile.

I sighed.
"I have done this before" I said upset at both him and my-

self. He was suddenly a grown up and I was acting like the 
kid I was never "The �rst year I came. I went there and they 
gave me a booklet, and told me I have to pass the exam be-
fore I could get my permit. I ask you, how am I expected to 
know what a U-turn means when I haven’t seen – out there 
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in the real life – what a U-turn is? At the risk of sounding like 
a cliché, I suck at directions too. In fact, the only ‘C’ I got on 
my ESLCE exam, Geography, is due to Map-reading. So I asked 
Mulugeta just to teach me how to drive and I will get the li-
cense later"

"I am sorry" he said adamantly “you are my responsibility 
and I can't let you sit behind the wheel of a car without a 
learner’s permit. Learning how to drive is all about follow-
ing rules. If you aren't willing to study the rules and answer 
a handful questions from the booklet, how are you expected 
to survive on the road? This isn't just about getting into 
trouble; it's about making it home safe"

I groaned and held my head in my hand. If I have not had 
the fear of God, I would have asked him to just drive me 
home now.

“What are you afraid of?” he said, looking at me as if I was 
a bomb about to explode “Studying or not passing? Because 
you can take the exam up to like 5 times if you didn’t make it 
the �rst time”

“When I read about car fear,” I answered, near to tears, “It 
said the one way to avoid it is associating cars with happy 
thoughts. Like being able to get somewhere, thinking about 
driving with the wind on your back etc. This” I pointed to 
the booklet, “isn’t exactly a happy thought, in fact it is an 
overwhelming thought. The minute I started reading it, I 
will know I can’t remember any of this in time of panic. How 
badly some people drive, mostly women, and how people 
honk at them and yell at them. It is” another sigh “very dis-
couraging”

“You are talking about yourself in 3rd person,” he said, 
looking amused “Like you worry you have no control over 
her. As I said last time, tell yourself this is something you 
have to do and do it. If you let fear and doubt stop you from 
doing things, you won’t be able to do anything in this coun-
try, especially driving”

“Exactly” I said, purposefully misunderstanding his ad-
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vice
He sighed. I was almost sure his next words would be “Ok, 

let us drop you home and never hear from you again”. In-
stead, he looked out the window and turned to me. "What if 
I helped you?" He asked, "Study the book at home, and mark 
the part you didn't understand or feel like you need a literal 
lesson for. Then, next time I come, I will literally take you on 
the road and show you what those things mean. I won’t ask 
you to take the exam until you have become an expert on 
the road. How about that?”

It was impossible to continue being di�cult when he 
seems sincerely willing to help.

“It is good,” I admitted, “But won’t that make the actual 
driving lesson longer than we planned?”

“Not unless you are planning to be able to drive by a cer-
tain time” he said “Are you hoping to �t into a car by your 
wedding day or something?”

“No” I laughed, warmed up by the attempt more than the 
awkward way the joke was put in.

“There you go. I am willing to do it for as long as it took. 
And won’t even charge you for it if we have to go over a 
month because of that”

"Good, thank you," I said taking the booklet unwillingly. 
"Sorry if I sound like a brat. My ex used to say I was the kind 
of person who - when she gets stu� to put together - opens 
the box, throws away the manual, try to put it together then 
cry when she can't. I hate reading manuals"

"I can see that" he said, suddenly �ashing his teeth, which I 
realized were lined in the middle by a stain that used to fas-
cinate me as a young girl before learning they were a mark of 
Sugar-cane country, where the water has high level of �uor-
ide. "I thought you were about to cry back there. So study 
this, ask me whatever question you have and we will start it 
from there. Once you felt ready, take the sample tests online. 
I can print them for you if you don't have internet at home"

"No it is alright," I said, embarrassed. "Thank you for under-
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standing"
"Of course" he said, looking so soft and so touched, as if he 

would pat my hand if he could. "You aren’t the �rst person 
I came across who is deathly afraid of cars. We had this old 
Mazda when I was a kid. When I say old, I mean old like the 
100-year old trains at Legahar whose roofs are so leaky pas-
sengers have to hold umbrellas when in them. Anyway, this 
Mazda was so full of smoke the neighborhood kids do not 
have to see it to stop their soccer game in the middle of the 
street. The doors were literally put together by 'Amir Glue' 
before I made my dad give it up. Ever heard of ‘Amir Glue’?”

"Quite by accident” I said, smiling “A colleague of mine has 
to go to the hospital to detach his �ngers after getting Amir-
glue between them"

“Which is why they call Amir-glue 'the steadfast lover’" he 
said, smiling sweetly, "because it won't let go. Anyway, my 
mom was around that car all her life, but never even touched 
the wheel before she died. Was always accusing my dad that 
he was attempting to kill her kids when he told us to come 
out with him so he can show us how to drive”

A car put together with glue may not tell a casual by-
stander much. But it told me a few things about my trainer: 
that he was from a well to do family, which explains not just 
his almost impertinent self-dependence but the dark circles 
around his eyes [life abroad would be extra hard for some-
one whose father owned a car in Ethiopia]. And if his mother 
was the sort who can talk to his dad like that, then he must 
have had one of those rare of Ethiopian childhoods: a happy 
one. Still, I did not like being compared to a woman who was 
perhaps twice my age and, more likely than not, from the 
country [with all its connotation of illiteracy and/or un-so-
phistication]. I made a decision on the spot.

“You know what” I said, “You are right. This is not rocket 
science. I will read the book and take the test �rst. How long 
do you think it would take to take the exam at the DMV?"

"Oh about �ve minutes" he said pleased "Apply for the per-
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mit online so you don't have to do everything in the o�ce. 
After passing the exam, they will give you a temporary 
paper and send you the actual one through the mail. Then 
you have 2 years before it expires"

"Ok" I said, bravely shaking my head "I would do it. I mean 
you can do much worse in America than wait in line at the 
DMV, right?"

His eyes scrunched with mischief “You are scared, aren’t 
you?”

I laughed. “Yes…”
He bit his lip as if to hold back a laughter. They were full 

lips, full and �rm. Kissable.
“Would you feel better if I were to come with you when 

you go to take the exam?"
Maybe it was our �rst meeting, or this tendency to aggra-

vate one another we seem to have. But I almost broke down 
in tears when he said that.

“Really?!”
"Of course”
“But coming all the way to Federal Way when you should 

be sleeping …”
"It is alright" he said, "They all close at 5 so I will be done 

way before I need to go to work. And if it comes to the worst, 
I will ask Maurice to switch with me on Saturday. People 
don't like working on Saturdays in America, even when they 
haven't got much of a life. So it will be �ne"
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CHAPTER 13

I used to look at Joe every time something funny, stu-
pid, or annoying happened to me and he was far from 
ear-shot.

Although much better friends after our discussion, 
Wasihun and I were not on that emotional wave length. But 
I kept looking at him every time something stirred me, even 
if every time I looked his way he seems to be studying one of 
the booklets he found on the shelf; or watching those com-
ing in and going out. If he has not told me what tolerance 
he developed for boredom from his life in Germany, I would 
have been stunned at his immovability. The one time he got 
up to look at something on the wall, it has felt like he did it 
to make a point of not sitting, not for a particular need to 
exercise.

After taking the test and passing with �ying-colors, we 
walked to his car, which has surprised me earlier by turning 
out to be the kind with two-doors that you have to get out to 
let the back sit passengers in.

“Actually...” he said, when I commented how I haven’t been 
in one of these cars since I came to America and how it 
makes sense for him to choose a German-car after having 
lived there for years “When I was in Ethiopia, I had a co-
worker who made her boyfriend park his Volkswagen like a 
mile away, because she was ashamed of it. I used to think 
that was the perfect test for a girl I like. Show up in my 
father’s Mazda and see if she would still want to be with me 
or tell me to hide it from her colleagues. When I moved to 
San Francisco, I got a ‘nice’ car because driving cars was what 
I did for a living. After living in America for two years, I guess 
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I lost the need to impress anyone. I said ‘if I am going to 
lose her over a car, then she wasn’t worth keeping in the �rst 
place’. So I got this car that is not just economical and a�ord-
able, but a chick-magnet - only in reverse”

“Smart” I said giving credit where credit is due. "I like cars 
that look like frogs. They have a comforting look to them, 
right? like going somewhere with a friend who is much big-
ger than you”

“I have heard women do that, yes” he said after hesitantly 
looking at me, as if I have gotten more personal than I need 
to “When it comes to men, or me at any rate, over-dressing is 
my biggest worry. I would play wingman to anybody rather 
than feeling like I was standing out”

The word ‘wingman’ made me suddenly nostalgic for my 
cashiering days and Tony. After registering names on our 
“walkie-talkies” [handheld two-way digital radios] proved 
too much work due to high sta� turnover, each valet was 
given a nickname from an assortment of baseball positions 
[hitter, pitcher, catcher, baseman, �elder, reliever, and run-
ner]. This would be his name for arrivals, pick-up requests, 
and deliveries until he was �red, he resigned or – in Jan’s case 
– got killed. Temporary valets, hired from Sta�ng-agencies 
for events, were indiscriminately referred to as ‘Batman’, 
and Cashiers went by either Lupe or ‘Home base’.

“Me too” I said and fastened my seat belt.
The inside of the car was much cleaner than cars that 

belong to single men. There was a 'black ice' air-freshener 
tree which has lost its smell years ago, an Ethiopian �ag and 
some Amharic newspapers - the half-commercial, half-pol-
itics, half-baked kind that made me despise not just those 
who wrote them, but those who read them. After answering 
all his questions with regards to the things he ought to check 
before starting the car, I told him he can drop me on the way 
to wherever he goes so I can take a bus back to Federal Way. 
No need to go out of his way for my sake, I added. His re-
sponse was a simple "No, it's alright. I don't get to work until 
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8 so it will kill time for me to actually drop you home"
That surprised me. "You are going to work after this?" I 

said, with emphasis.
He smiled up quietly. Yes. That is what he said, the look 

seems to say, he will not have said it if it was not true.
I decided to press-on anyway. Considering what he did for 

me, crossing boundaries was called for. Moreover, I was no 
longer intimidated or o�ended by his silence, seeing it as 
just a tough-front [like his car] meant to repel the wrong 
women "I mean... didn't you say you just got up from sleep 
and drove here?"

"Yes, I work from 9pm to 6am �ve days a week which 
means I can sleep from 7am to 3 or 5pm six days a week, then 
go back to work in the evening"

I looked at my phone. It was almost six.
"So you are going directly to work from here without a 

dinner?"
"I can eat there if I want," he said, tuning his car radio. 

He was listening to some sports-casters calling people name 
earlier. "They have some food that is not nearly as bad as the 
food I used to have at my previous job. Or I can always pack 
something quick from home. I have two hours to spare"

He seems in no hurry to start driving so I braved it.
"Why won't you have dinner with me?" I said, avoiding his 

startled look "I mean you gave up your sleep to come all the 
way here to emotionally support me. Buying you dinner is 
the least I could do"

"No" he smiled. "Thank you but if I ate now, I will be hungry 
�rst thing in the morning. Moreover, I don't do breakfast – 
this being my breakfast time. A cup of co�ee and I am good 
to go"

"Well... let us have co�ee then" I said cheerfully. Really, 
what I wanted was to hang out with him until he has to go 
to work. Because I have been watching him all afternoon and 
have discovered the things I disliked so much about him at 
�rst, his aloofness, the superior way he walks into a room 
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and the dark-circle under his eyes were just covers to some-
thing deeper – insecurity, fear, shyness.

“You really are feeling bad about making me come here, 
huh?" He said, smiling much more warmly than before. "I 
wouldn't have come if I didn't want to so you don't really 
have to buy me co�ee to make up for a guilt you should not 
feel"

"I am not feeling guilty" I stumbled. What I was feeling was 
amoral-sexual. An emotion his uncalled-for kind gesture, 
and gentleness during this whole business, awakened. I want 
to know who he was back home and why it was hard for him 
to warm up to me – despite my best e�ort. "I just don't have 
many people to hang out with; which is something I never 
cared for before I went back home last year. But now… I don’t 
know. If you want, we can go somewhere, sit and talk"

He looked up, again, his eyes dissolving with emotion like 
milk being poured into water. He bit his bottom lip, as if try-
ing to hold back something. "Sure" he said �nally, and settled 
on the channel he got. "Where do you want to go?”
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CHAPTER 14

The best thing about America is there is always a 
Starbucks around the corner. It is what I felt the 
�rst time I went to Fremont for my �rst job inter-

view. I have been shaken at realizing I was in white-people 
land. Polite white people who obviously found my "inva-
sion" too acute not to give me a look, then smile rather too 
cheerfully before quickening their steps from me. So I have 
walked, like a bloodied and bruised survivor, looking this 
way and that, trying to �nd somebody who looks like me. 
Walked for what felt like miles and miles, when - out of 
the fog that surrounded me, a light brightly shone eliminat-
ing my way. This light was surrounding an all-too familiar 
image of a Starbucks store. Starbucks! My friend. My family, 
full of smiling waiters, hippy liberals and the smell of co�ee 
and warmth. I have run to that Starbucks, as if my very sur-
vival depends on it. Run to it, burst into the door, and been 
enveloped into its bosom.

Wasihun has parked his car in front of the cafe. He has 
walked out, jingling his keys, and we have walked in, he 
treading heavily on his leather shoes and me �dgeting with 
my purse strap - like a couple on a very self-conscious very 
awkward �rst date. We sat, avoiding looking at one another 
[acutely aware of the sexual tension I have managed to pro-
duce] then talked of this and that meaningless thing until 
our order [in my name] was called out. I sprung up and got 
our order while he watched me with a long steady smile. 
I ate the strawberry scone, while he sipped his cappuccino 
with satisfaction.

“Hmm… this is nice,” he said, after remarking the last Star-
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bucks we met at was rather noisy. He cannot understand 
why White people �nd it necessary to be loud to be heard. 
It is like there is a war going on against silence in this coun-
try. Have I noticed? A war against silence, individuality and 
being an introvert. Every time he went out to eat, they have 
this breakfast thingy at work once a month on Saturday, he 
and Maurice, his Haitian coworker and friend. So every time 
they went out, he wants to tell the “fucking” waitress to just 
leave him alone to eat his food. They keep coming asking 
you if you need anything else. Christ. Never had to deal with 
that sort in Germany. It is so annoying. No, he is afraid he 
is one of those Ethiopians who do not like eating out. Not 
because he cares about the money – or because he was an ‘I 
don’t like it rather than I don’t know it’ person. Good ob-
servation, by the way. He was not always so poor, if I would 
believe it. He has seen money in his days. Has got around 
12 thousand Euro from his relocation retirement 6 months 
after moving here. The only thing valuable he did with it is 
put a few galvanized steel roofs on the ‘house’ he left half 
done at Legedadi - a town on the outskirts of Addis – so 
the whole edi�ce can stay intact until he can do something 
about it. And the rest he spent on beer and burying his dead.

“Anyway…” he said, when I interrupted to ask what he 
meant by ‘burying his dead’. Of course, it has taught him a 
lesson: that extravagance, as money inevitably tends to. It 
has taught him who his real friends were and that it was 
ok to say “no” to his sister-in-law, who does not seem to 
wrap her head around the idea that 14 dollars an hour only 
has the spending power of 14 dollars and not the 238-birr 
it is exchanged for in Ethiopia [which is the exchange rate 
nowadays. Can you believe how depreciated our birr has be-
come? He remembers when it was 10 birr a dollar – and when 
a kilo of meat was sold for 7 bucks, when coca cola cost 0.35/
cents a bottle, etc.]. But ... he has lived on German food for so 
long that he can't help but try to make up for lost time by 
gobbling all the Ethiopian food he can get.
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The only downside to eating Ethiopian food every day, as 
I well know, is potbelly – especially when you are working 
at night. And if you have a roommate who is also Ethiopian, 
there is no guarantee your spices would be left intact in your 
compartment. It is not like he minds sharing, or cooking for 
two and leaving it in the fridge for all to eat. But he has al-
ways been protective of his space and his things – especially 
now that he hasn’t got a mother to prepare and send them 
to him every six months. So it bothers him – the liberty his 
roommate takes with his stu� without bothering to ask for 
permission. But privacy, he guesses, is the price you pay for 
being part of a community in the person of an Ethiopian 
roommate.

"Really?" he said, looking surprised when I shared my grief 
of having shared a house with a less-than-favorable roomie 
"Didn't you live with whatwashername's family?"

"Fana? Oh yes" I said, taken aback by the reminder that he 
actually knew her, and his roommate literally worked for 
her.

"I thought Seyoum said she was a nice person” he said, 
looking grieved, “She took people in who were in trouble; 
and is so well known at the community that she is voted for 
every committee, from what I heard"

"Oh yeah" I said, trying to cover my tracks with lies, "Fana 
is a good person, almost like an Ethiopian-mother, despite 
her age. The person I am talking about is this .. this room-
mate that I lived with after I left Fana’s place"

"You lived with an Ethiopian?" he said, looking suspicious 
"A guy or a girl?"

"A girl" I said, settling comfortably in my ability to fabri-
cate stories. It is not like he will check on me. And if the 
worst comes and Fana found out I was about to bad-mouth 
her, I can always say I lived with an Ethiopian girl in the 
short interval between leaving their house and moving into 
my Columbia City apartment – long before she and I made 
our peace. Even Fana cannot refute that. "Kidist, her name 
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was. She does hair for a living"
"At least it wasn't a guy" Wasihun said, relieved, "A friend 

of mine… not here … in San Francisco, used to live with this 
Ethiopian girl. He said he was mad every time she brought 
her boyfriend around, although she never gave him a sign she 
would end up with him if she was single. And she was bang-
ing doors every time he had a girl over. It was very awkward 
being around one another with all that – sexual – tension"

"Oh" I said, happy to know he has friends he talks about 
women to. "Yeah... I remember my-friend – my ex-boyfriend 
telling me how single guys and girls can't be friends because 
one of them always wanted to sleep with the other one"

His eyelids �uttered like a bird's wings as he looked up at 
me. There was a clear and de�ned smile in them. This was a 
subject he was interested in pursuing.

"Was he Habesha or foreigner, this guy?"
Foreigner?
"He was actually White" I admitted, slightly embarrassed 

for God knows why "How did you know?"
"How did I know what?"
"That he may not be a Habesha” I answered, “Everyone 

from black people to White people - they assume it must be 
a black guy when a black girl talks about her boyfriend"

"I guess you have that..." he sized me up while searching 
for words �t for his observation “That air women who think 
they are too good for Habesha men do"

OK. He is de�nitely insulting me.
"How do you mean?" I said frowning
"Ok Seyoum told me", he said, breaking into a smile
"Oh?” I said, still unamused, “How did he know?"
"He drives cars for a living!” he said, raising his hands in des-

pair “Those guys know everything that goes on in this town. 
That is the very reason I gave up driving cabs in America, the 
gossip. They are worse than women"

Dude!
"What else do you think they are doing when they gather 
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outside their cab? They are either making fun of passers-by, 
poll-parroting the same tired wisdom they held since age 
seven, or gossiping who is doing what to whom”

“Oh ok ..." I said, my curiosity getting the better of me, "So 
what else did they say about me?"

He looked up at me and gave me a half smile, as if to say if 
they talked about me, then it was nothing I would want to 
be told about.

"I mean,” I continued, using the opportunity of his looking 
away to assemble his features into a coherent narrative. Put-
ting together his puzzle piece of a face that one has to stand 
back from to appreciate fully, “I don't think 'she used to date 
this white guy' is a subject that comes up casually"

“It is actually the �rst thing that comes up, when girls are 
concerned” he observed, “‘Is she single? Is she hot? Would I 
have a shot were I thus inclined?’ 'Because I need that validation 
from every woman around me, whether I would be interested in 
her or not'. In your case, I think some friend of your uncle 
wanted to pursue you and someone told him he has seen you 
with a White guy, or that you don’t do Habesha guys, one of 
those. 'She has obviously not been around White people for 
long', I said”

Before he uttered the last sentence, I was shaking my head 
in a way that said “Some people”. My need to be a good com-
panion, however, disappeared with it. 'She has obviously not 
been around White people for long'.

Can he be more dismissive, more patronizing?
“Yeah. Maybe” I said sourly.
I stewed in resentment over his last statement even after 

we walked out of the cafe, got into his car, and he kept him-
self busy with changing channels. If he has not done some-
thing good for me, I would have said something stinging 
back. He would just have to know me better, I decided. The 
reason why I sneered upon Habeshas was not because I had a 
favorable bias towards White people, but because I haven’t 
met a Habesha man with anything I wanted.
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I would not have said another word until we got home if 
he has not started playing a dark and foreboding music. I 
asked who they were and he told me they were a band called 
Rammstein. Before he came to America, he wasn’t into Ger-
man music at all. In fact, and he hopes I will not judge him for 
it, his favorite band was Nickelback – which he got hooked 
on because he assumed it was “Niclebach” and German. It 
was an unpleasant surprise to �nd they seem universally 
hated here. “Silver Side Up” has some decent songs. I should 
Google “How you remind me” and listen to the song – not the 
video – the video is annoying. What?! How can I say I don’t like 
music? Not even “Green Day”?!

After he drove into my compound, refusing to drop me 
outside, the way he always does, [did not like the looks of 
those three Samoan kids who were smoking by the entrance] 
he turned to me and said something that showed me he re-
gretted stinging me earlier "This was fun,” he said “thank 
you”

It was the �rst time I heard him speak English. It was not 
bad, just a tad self-conscious … maybe.

"Yeah, me too, thanks" I said, stopping �dgeting with my 
purse.

"I think it's been like 4 years since I sat and talked to a girl 
like this," he said, thoughtfully. "That is weird, huh?"

"If you are interested in girls, I would say" I joked, getting a 
dreamy-look and a smile from him.

"Are there many gay Habesha men in Seattle?" he asked, 
looking into the darkness outside his car with interest 
"Maybe there are, I just haven’t come across them yet"

"Neither have I," I said, happy to have a con�rmation on 
his heterosexuality. No matter what chance there is for us, 
it was always refreshing to come across another guy who 
likes girls in Seattle; that another one hasn’t bitten the dust 
on the cause of Single women in America "It is actually very 
touching how being perceived as gay is the furthest thing 
from Habesha men's mind when they get together. My ex-
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boyfriend’s life was ruled by that fear – as most of the men 
who were deployed with him. It is rather comforting"

"Yeah US military is like a cult here" he said thoughtfully 
"Not just because those who aren't in it can never know what 
it is like; but because of the loyalty it commands. We were 
in this small town called Escondido in San Diego a few years 
back. They have a Vintage Auto show in the summer where 
you get to watch classic American-made cars from the 
post-1970s era cruising the streets. Anyway, we were there, 
eating, drinking and waiting for the awards to be given when 
these marines showed up. They were walking through, giv-
ing pamphlets or something, recruiting - I think. That is 
when my friend Nega stepped forward, shook hands with 
some of them and thanked them for their service. Some of 
our guys laughed, because - well - it isn't us. Even if you were 
an American citizen, you don't get choked when they sing 
the national anthem, or when they talk about their ‘fore-
fathers’, whathaveyou. But I think I respected him a little bit 
more that night. It took a lot of guts to stand out like that 
and do what you think is right. Yeah" he said, still dreamily 
looking out "This is a nice place. Must be pretty expensive 
living here"

"Oh no... It’s like 950 for a one-bedroom apartment," I said 
in an apologetic tone, "Two hundred more than what I paid 
for a Columbia-city studio apartment while I was in Seattle. 
That one didn't even have a swimming pool"

"A swimming pool?" he laughed bitterly, "If you see where 
I live, you won't talk about swimming pools. My landlady 
used to drum her chopping board, and come knocking at my 
door - three hours after I went to sleep - to ask me for the stu-
pidest thing like 'can you have lunch with me, I am not used 
to eating alone’. [We call her "Maazu" and try to protect her 
feelings, despite how annoying she is.] But I just couldn’t let 
her go on doing it, knowing how it was a�ecting my sleep – 
and my health. One day, I got up and yelled at her to never 
bother me when I was asleep"
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"Ouch" I said, wondering if I should prepare to leave or stay. 
"That must have been devastating, especially to a ‘motherly’ 
Ethiopian �gure"

He laughed. "Yeah, she called Seyoum to tell him she wants 
us to quit the house in three days. Not even the hope that 
one of us would someday go home and marry her daughter 
would make her change her mind. Maybe our disinterest in 
the girl added to the frustration. I doubt she would have 
come around if he hasn’t gone in there and told her what 
happened to my brother. Never came near my door in the 
day time since then despite having made up long time ago"

By his brother, he must mean the husband of the sister-in-
law he was talking about earlier. I wondered what happened 
to the brother, and why he should be helping the wife of his 
brother instead of the said brother. Of course, I will not have 
asked if it kills me. Therefore, I changed the subject.

“Well..." I said, "I am sure if you moved to Federal Way you 
would get a much better deal. If not, you can always give 
me a call when you feel like swimming. I don't know how to 
swim myself but I am sure there is no rule against letting a 
friend use the pool"

"Nah" he said, following the treads of an East-Indian girl 
walking across the light of his car "I am not big on swimming 
either. There was a river near our village and we used to go 
down to swim in the winter. It was stinky in the summer, 
because they used to dump gauze pads, used needles, and all 
that from a hospital nearby. We were told there was an evil 
spirit in the deeper side, so we just played around in the 
shallow part until some kid from another village swam too 
far and drowned. After that, none of us really wanted to go 
swimming. I mean I can dog-paddle, but I just never devel-
oped an interest in it"

"Well, at least you'd get to save yourself if the state of 
Washington is covered in water as they say it may" I said, not 
wanting to leave the warmth of his car but knowing full well 
he would have to start moving if he was to make it to his 
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work on time "That used to worry me when I was in Seattle. 
But it obviously didn't worry me enough to make me learn 
how to swim"

"I must say" He observed, "You worry about the weirdest 
thing. Is that the result of coming to this country or is it be-
cause you have too much time in your hands?"

"I do have a lot of time in my hands" I admitted, grabbing 
my purse resolutely "But I was a worrier back home too. 
Only, it was worse there. I worried about the �sh in the sea 
and the foul in the air because I was told they were dying 
because of my inequities. Hurricanes and earthquakes used 
to induce me to tears. Worrying about my own skin, I assure 
you, is quite an improvement"

He examined me for a second then smiled. "Maybe..." he 
said, starting his engine "Once you learned how to drive, you 
will �nd the courage to conquer your other fears"

"We will see," I said, through the open window, “Thank you 
and have a good time at work”
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CHAPTER 15

Despite the many dreams of accidents I had, causing 
temporary muscle shutting down every time they 
slipped into my imagination, I started my driving-

lesson slowly but surely. After Wasihun picked me outside 
my work, we would drive to the supermall in Auburn, the 
various parks in Federal Way and/or the school athletic �eld 
behind Fred Meyer where we would have plenty of space 
to practice. On one of these evenings, I have proposed we 
step out and watch a girls' soccer game that seems to give 
him plenty of amusement. He was shaking his head, disap-
pointed at the girls’ lack of stamina, wondering if they were 
playing for grades. And I was saying how they should be 
pardoned for soccer is not really an American sport when 
the ball strayed our way. I would have run impulsively to get 
it, kicked it back and �nd out just how heavy the ball was if 
Wasihun hasn’t stopped it, juggled it with both his right and 
left feet, before bouncing it on his knee, his chest and head-
butting it to the girl standing with her arms on her side, not 
knowing how to react.

Before I embarrassed him by being too impressed and 
homesick for the Sunday morning soccer match in my vil-
lage [and the young men who washed their bare chest by 
the communal tap before heading to the local "tea house" to 
eat "foul", “dulet” or “tripa” from a big plate while pushing, 
pulling, and play-�ghting with one another. A custom that 
came to an end when the soccer �eld was bought by some 
government o�cial who built his house on it and put a guard 
outside the gate to shoo away anybody trying to look over 
into the compound and throw rocks at the lemon tree], I 
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have learned two things about my trainer: 1. That his legs, 
proportionately shorter than his torso, were bow-legged 
and muscular. 2. When in his element, Wasihun can relax 
and have fun.

When it comes to the actual lesson, he was a patient in-
structor, encouraging, decisive, and impersonal. The only 
time he becomes discouraging, hesitant and personal was 
when he has to touch my hand, or tell me where to place 
my leg. He goes out of his way to teach by example, then, 
the way Salieri’s character in the movie “Amadeus” did when 
teaching the Emperor how to play the piano. As if he, too, 
worried touching me would put his life in mortal danger.

I have no doubt I proved a frustrating student at �rst, as 
I intend to freak out over everything. But even that didn't 
make the pain of hearing what he said next less painful. "I 
understand now what you mean by wasting your money on 
learning how to drive", he started "after all, owning a car 
isn't like renting one where you pay by the hour used. You 
need to pay for insurance, license and yearly inspection. In 
addition, cars get rusty from non-use. It is not good to keep 
them if you aren’t using them"

"Yes but can’t I rent it out until I need it?” I said, a little lost.
“Can you?” he looked back at me, “What if they crushed 

it? What if they run over somebody using your car? What if 
they never came back?”

“I just want to do something with my life” I said frustrated, 
“Learn something – anything. Didn’t I tell you how people 
ask my mom if I haven’t got a car yet, and how I am con-
stantly teased for not knowing how to drive in America?"

"Who cares what people think?" He said, throwing his head 
back, "Cars aren’t a sign of privilege here. It is a necessity 
every one of us would prefer to do without if we can. I mean 
the one thing I miss about Europe, other than people not 
being as stupid as they are here; is the fact that you can rely 
on mass transit. Is there anything more stressful than sitting 
in tra�c for an hour? Two hours? Don’t get me wrong, I don’t 
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mind taking money from you. But you are better o� without 
a car and that is the truth for anybody without kids in this 
country"

“Maybe in Tukwila,” I grumbled. Does he not realize how 
hurtful his suggesting I was wasting my money by hanging 
out with him would be?! Does he not care for my feelings, 
at all? [Maybe he was dressed up not to go to the main o�ce 
after getting o� work tomorrow, but to go on a date. He has 
said his red-and-white polo shirt was his lucky shirt when I 
complimented him on it upon entering his car. That people 
seem to respond better to him when he wears Polo than any 
other cloth. It is Abiye Lemma and the suit all over again!] 
“but when it comes to Federal Way, you gotta wait for at 
least 45 minutes for the next bus to come if you missed the 
one home”

“So what?” he said, shrugging his shoulder, “We used to 
wait for the bus for 2 to 3 hours a trip when I was in Addis. 
What is the hurry if all you are going to do is go home and go 
to sleep?”

Wow.
“I used to have this friend” he continued, appearing more 

annoyed at himself than the hurt look my face must be 
sporting, “who used to get a boyfriend just to have someone 
chau�er her around. Her license was suspended for speeding 
and all kinds of tra�c violation. So, instead of taking the 
bus, like every other decent human being would, she made 
the poor sucker wait in the car while she has her hair done, 
or … her feet waxed for three four hours a day. I mean … I 
don’t get it, did we come all the way to America to be pam-
pered, or because of the opportunities it a�orded that we 
didn’t have back home?”

“I don’t think not wanting to stand at the bus stop along 
with drug addicts and the homeless, being growled at by 
black men who took o�ense you didn’t return their interest, 
can be called ‘pampered’. Especially considering how a�ord-
able riding in minibuses is back home. But” I added, because 
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letting it go was much easier than having him get a heart 
attack on the spot. He has mentioned once, while explaining 
why he doesn’t drink co�ee as often as he used to, how it 
makes him sweaty and a little dizzy for a few seconds. It may 
be his heart. [Oh no, it is not something he needs to worry 
about until he was in his 70s. But his doctor has told him 
he may have been born with it, millions of people do appar-
ently, and go on to live a long and fruitful life]. But he person-
ally believes it is from his love of salt, and all the spicy food 
he consumed as a kid. That is how you proved your man-
hood at their house!! “Even Donna doesn’t think I should buy 
a car. She has often told me I should get the license then ask 
my friends to let me drive their car when they don’t want or 
have to "

With an obvious e�ort, he let whatever he was about to 
say go, "So Donna is your colleague?" he asked, watching me 
�ip through the National Geographic magazine I found at 
the back sit.

"And friend from the garage" I answered, "She and her 
daughter live in Bothell, so we met last week at Renton Park 
& Ride because I felt like getting drunk"

"You drink?"
"Yes?" I said, irritated at the surprised note in his voice “Is 

that very strange?”
"I don't know. You don't look like the partying type"
I do not know if he meant it as a compliment, but this as-

sumption of me not ever having a life has started rubbing me 
o� the wrong way ever since the girls I grew up with tried to 
give me pointers on how to not push guys away the last time 
I was there. The damned idiots think I am a virgin!

"I don't party" I said, �rmly, "But I do drink. I love drinking. 
I hope to do more of it in the future"

Instead of taking o�ense at my obviously angry tone, he 
laughed. "So what do you drink?" he asked "Beer or whisky?"

"Vodka" I said, hoping to surprise him.
"Oh really?"
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"Why not?”
"I don't know. I would have thought it would be too strong 

for a woman"
“You have some really wrong ideas about women” I said, 

breathing like I have the narrow blood vessel.
He smiled. “I have been told that”
“Yeah, if I didn’t know better I would say you are quite a 

misogynist”
“I don’t think you can help being a little misogynistic, or 

racist, or homophobic if you were raised where I was. But 
the science says women have high concentration of body fat 
than men. So they tend to get drunk easily. That is the gen-
eral idea I was referring to”

“Oh” I said, hot words dying from the tip of my tongue. "I 
guess you have a point. Vodka gets me drunk faster than any-
thing else and I don't even know I like the taste sometimes, 
because I prefer sweet drinks when o�ered cocktails. But I 
grew up reading Russian books, and vodka was something I 
have always wanted to try before I came to America"

"Russian books like 'Enat' and 'Ikhtiandr'?"
"Yes!!” I said happily, "You have read them!”
“I have” he said, looking at the road in front of him with 

a smile that shined, despite the rusty �uoride markers on 
his teeth, “Especially ‘Ikhtiandr’, because it sounds like my – 
what my name used to be when I was a kid. It was also new 
to an Ethiopian kid not used to ET and Star Wars, this idea of 
being an amphibian man, living where you will and become 
what you want. So limitless… so invincible”

“I loved the romance more” I admitted, “But yes… I liked 
the idea of being able to get away. What other book do you 
remember?”

“Aren’t they all kind of the same?” He wrinkled his brow 
“They always have a Pavel and a Masha, someone making tea 
in a 'Samovar', eating boiled potato with salt, and/or drink-
ing vodka to keep them warm?"

"While somebody plays a harmonica outside, right?"
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He laughed “Right”
"Oh my God” I whispered, euphoric, “I feel like I was back 

home talking to one of the guys I grew up with"
"You do?"
"Yes, before they hit 27 and realized they don't need books 

to get girls"
He laughed so hard that he was almost choking.
"Are you saying men grow more stupid as they age?"
"Just like women become more radicalized," I answered, 

"There is so much injustice you can take, after all, and we be-
come emotionally violent - �ghters of the tongue - the pro-
verbial angry-spinster"

"Wow" he said, in a voice that could both be admiration or 
mockery "That is deep stu�"

I was about to protest, as it sounds like a mockery. How-
ever, he continued, "I used to have friends like you" He said, 
"And maybe because I was sold into a life of servitude at a 
young age, they were still talking about books when I left. I 
still have not lost my taste for reading; just don't have the en-
ergy or the patience for them, is all. I think that is why I read 
magazines and browse blogs when I get time, to fool myself 
into thinking I was still kicking if not completely alive. The 
minute I pick up a book, however, my whole body seems to 
cave in. A paragraph and I am out like a lamp"

"That happens"
"Before we travel further from the subject we started," he 

said, �xing the mirror in his car so he can look into the car 
behind him “If you ever decided to date an Ethiopian guy, 
don’t tell him you can hold your drink. Most Habesha men 
do not like to be out-ate or out-drunk by a woman. It really 
hurts their pride so they break up with her and spread ru-
mors about her”

Hm. ‘Habesha men’. So we are not sanctimonious assholes 
anymore?

“But again that maybe why you don’t date Habesha men” 
he said, looking at me sideways with a smile. “Right?”
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“I have dated Habesha men” I protested
“When you were back home!” he answered dismissively
“No, here" I said with vengeance "He used to come pick 

me up after school, and we would drive to the terminal - he 
was a bus driver - then we will make out in his car before he 
dropped me outside my ‘cousin's’ house. ‘Pure love’ stu�. I 
let all my guards down and fall absolutely in love with him 
before I found out he was oiling me up because his wife was 
pregnant”

"Really?", he laughed, "How long was this pregnancy, 
exactly?"

My look must have showed I did not �nd the joke funny; 
he ironed out the smile and asked. "And you didn't suspect 
anything?"

"I did. But he was this really nice guy - real Ethiopian ... like 
Johnny – Yohannes – who was like an older brother to all of 
us kids where I grew up, I couldn't bring myself to believe 
he will knowingly try to hurt me, a sister, in a foreign land. 
I was this... this..." tears �lled up my eyes and chocked my 
voice "This innocent girl, this idealist person who believed 
anybody who saw the world the way I do was as honest and 
forthcoming as I was. Plus, I was having such a hard time 
adjusting to this country that meeting him felt like a God-
send, a sanctuary from life's tribulations. When I asked, in 
a roundabout way, why he only calls me at a certain time, 
he disappeared. After that, I couldn't bring myself to trust 
Habesha men. It's like if he, with all those good qualities, 
cannot be trusted, who can"

“I am sorry" he said quietly, uncomfortably "It is weird 
how I heard so many Habesha men say almost the same thing 
about Habesha women. I guess it is easier to swear o� one 
another, because we expect so much more from our kind – 
as if we were Ethiopian �rst and a person second. Anyway..." 
he said a while later "I was about to mention I was more of a 
Bourbon guy before I got lost into a subject of my own doing"

"Bourbon is a kind of whiskey, right?" I said, after sni�ng 
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into a napkin
"Oh yeah, American. They call it 'liquid sunshine'. Give it a 

try when you go out with your friend next time. If they don’t 
have it – and they may not – give me a call and I will bring 
you some. You would love it"

"Thank you" I said, uncommonly touched.
"Oh it will be my pleasure," he said, smiling "I actually love 

experimenting with alcohol. The �rst thing I would do when 
I win that lottery that we all hope we would, is build my-
self a bar. A whole wall made of precious stone dedicated to 
alcohols of all kinds, with an opening in the middle, where 
would be a drip-candle bottle made in the shape of a naked 
woman that I would light up on the 19th of the Month. Are 
you Orthodox Christian?” he said, suddenly interrupting his 
reminiscence

“Yeah…” I said hesitating. “When I was a kid anyway. I be-
came a ‘Pente’ while in college”

"Which makes you still a 'Pente', right?" he observed, “Un-
less I was told wrong”

"I guess," I said, suspiciously
"Don't worry, I am not judging" he said "I used to have a pen-

pal I met on Ethio-Love a year or so after I went to Germany. 
We used to send one another love letters and gifts and I was 
hoping to visit her when I go back home, but she became a 
'Pente' in the meantime and started going on all these guilt-
trips because she couldn't make up her mind on whether to 
save me or marry me. It was quite painful to watch"

"Oh"
"Yeah she was barely 25 yet freaking out about not getting 

married. A year later, she gave me an ultimatum: to become 
a born again Christian or to say no so she could pray for God 
to save me instead of let her marry me. I didn't mind reading 
the bible, and liked quite a few of Lily's songs. But I did not 
think I should be forced to change my religion just to please 
a girl so said 'no'. She married a pastor in like six months and 
became the kind of ‘Pente’ who says 'BeYesus Sim!' if you jok-
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ingly asked her if she was lying"
"I see" I said, impressed by the amicable break up and his 

keeping in touch with an ex.
“Why I mentioned that is," he said, playing with his wind-

wiper "because the 19th of Tahisas is... was... quite import-
ant to my family. It is a day dedicated to...”

“St. Gabriel?” I said, quick as a �ash
He laughed “Yeah. ‘Qulubi’ Gabriel. He was my mom's fa-

vorite angel. If she swore by 'Qulubi Gabriel', she won't 
change her mind, not even for us. She says He has followed 
her everywhere she went, from Debre Birhan, to Metehara to 
Shashemene to Addis. She used to have an older sister who 
inherited their mother’s pagan gods and was besotted by an 
evil spirit until they took her to ‘Qulubi’ and she got ‘healed’ 
- although I was always slightly scared of her. Anyway, that 
"healing" and the promise that went before it prompted my 
mother’s family to slaughter a lamb or chicken for Him on 
His annual celebration and feed those near and far. So I kept 
that tradition even after she died, as her only remaining son. 
Burned a wax candle on the 19th of the month, Ethiopian 
calendar of course, got drunk in its light and went to sleep"

“I am sorry to hear that” I said, imagining him in that tragic 
and romantic place.

"Yeah” he said dissatis�ed “If she saw how drunk I got, she 
would have probably not approved”

I smiled.
“I wasn’t much of a drinker when I was in Addis” he con-

tinued, “Draft Beer is the most I got. But I have always been 
fascinated with alcohol. I think it is because the �rst time I 
saw my dad really happy - like child-happy - was when the 
daughter of one of his friends brought him a bottle of whis-
key from one of her trips abroad as a Hostess. It was just so 
weird, seeing my dad like that. He was a very quiet and sens-
ible man otherwise. That night, it was as if he was drunk 
with happiness. So proud of that whiskey he didn't break the 
seal until like I graduated from Commerce. So after I went 
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abroad, I would stop by a duty-free shop and browse through 
their collections. Get one for my dad and one for myself, just 
so I know what it would taste like for him. Read the labels, 
check out the colors, and enjoy the jokes. BevMo in Cali and 
Total Wine to me are what Barnes & Noble is to you. I can 
spend a whole day there studying bottles and reading �avor 
mixtures. A bartender was what I fantasized I would become 
when planning to move to America. I would read all about 
mixology: how to garnish a glass, how to stir, shake and add 
ice; what tools to use. What aperitifs go with what. Then 
something happened that made alcohol a necessary evil to 
go to sleep. That day alcohol ceased being art and became 
a commodity. It is like a cook becoming a glut. You no 
longer care what gets you there, as much as the getting does. 
But even after I lost my interest in becoming a bartender, I 
couldn't let go of my bottles. I have one or two Eiswein bot-
tles I brought with me from Germany. They aren't that old 
but it is the only sweet drink I enjoy. Have you ever had ice 
wine?”

"No” I said, embarrassedly "Gin and tonic, Whiskey and 
Vodka – and oh yeah ‘cosmopolitan’ is as far as I got”

“You have a long way to go lady” he joked, “If it is your 
dream being an alcoholic, better work on that alcohol”

I laughed, and sensing he was done talking, I asked “But you 
can still do the bartender thingy. Right?"

"Yes but the kind I have in mind isn't the kind they have 
to o�er here. What I need is a small joint with like �ve or 
six chairs in it, kind of like a tasting room. There is an ala-
carte for the day. You have a long table between you and the 
customers. They can pick their choices and you mix it for 
them, while explaining what goes into what. People drink-
ing the way they go into a gallery to admire art, not to get 
drunk. Then they buy a bottle or tip and leave. I have come 
across one of them in Portland, a whiskey distillery. No fuss, 
no mass, just a spot where you can read what you want while 
waiting for a client"
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"Um... sounds like a good idea," I said, trying to imagine 
him in a Hawaiian shirt behind a counter. "But it doesn’t feel 
like you can make a living on that"

"No" he said smiling bitterly, "Then again, not many things 
you would love to do for the rest of your life pay a lot, 
do they? The di�erence between a job and career, ala Chris 
Rock!"

"Yeah" I said, vaguely remembering having seen the bit 
with Joe

"Was there anything you wanted to be when you were a 
kid?" he asked dreamily

"An Editor"
"Really?"
"Yeah, I found out I wasn't good at writing so I thought 

'those who can't do, edit'"
"My dream was to study Library Science," he said smiling "I 

grew up reading newspapers because that is how my dad dis-
ciplined his kids. Not by whipping them the way other dads 
do or taking their 'privileges' - which we didn't have. When 
you do wrong, he tells you what you did, and forces you to 
read a propaganda newspaper from end to end - the type 
butchers use for wrapping meat - and tell him what it was all 
about. I was the "clever" one, the trusted one – so I was al-
lowed to read novels when I am done with my studies. But it 
was a trial even for me, reading political newspapers. In the 
winter, unlike other kids who just spend it playing in the 
mud, we get sent to the handful of schools who o�ered 
make-up classes for the Grade we will be going to next year. 
Until Andy, Andinet - my brother, was like 12 and one of his 
teachers observed how talented he seems in drawing, our job 
– we are repeatedly told – was “being students”. He wouldn't 
even let us drink co�ee until we �nished high school, so our 
senses would stay sharp. The day I took my 12 grade ESLCE 
exam, I came directly home and asked my mother to give me 
co�ee. My dad laughed and said "well... you heard the man". I 
went straight to college, so didn't have to hang around the 
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house for more than 6 months and get bored. Andy didn't go 
to college, although no one doubted he would get some-
where, so he did. Made friends with lots of ‘artists’ from Art-
school; a lot of pretentious posers and �atterers. Beardos 
who aren’t above spending an afternoon debating politics 
and spirituality over a bundle of 'chaat' - as long as some-
body else was paying for the 'chaat'. A lot of girls, a lot of 
nonsense and experimenting. He was his mother's son: al-
ways fragile and easily dissuaded. Before long, he was bor-
rowing money from mom to support his friends - always 
promising he would pay her back when he has sold his art. He 
would go disappearing for months on end, and me and my 
mom would be walking the whole length of Addis at night, 
looking for him despite dad saying to leave him be. I don’t 
know if that would have helped. But my mom - my mom 
could never turn away from her little boy. Even when she 
was putting a tough-front on it, I can hear her walking up and 
down the kitchen praying to Gabriel to bring back her son. I 
never blamed my brother for this but it is what led to her 
death – eventually; the problem that was Andy. And to his, 
afterwards. I was in Berlin then. My brother was living at 
home with my parents, they have a service room we used to 
rent out when my dad was in prison, they let them have that 
when his girlfriend got pregnant. It was the only property 
they have, the only income other than my dad's retirement 
cheque, which is ridiculously small – not just compared to 
what he used to get. But they knew Andy wasn't headed any-
where good, so they tried to do what they can. He was still a 
kid at heart, would carry his little boy into the room on his 
head, and have breakfast with my parents. Then spend the 
whole day at home aimlessly walking around, because his 
friends don’t need him when he was broke. When mom died, 
he completely lost it. Not even the knowledge he has gotta 
be strong for his two kids would comfort him. He stopped 
drawing and started applying for jobs he won’t have con-
sidered before: security guard, o�ce boy, whathaveyou. But 
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really bitterly, like he hated this world for treating him so 
badly. My dad, the tough-egg that he was, tried to �nd him 
employment with friends and family. Paint jobs, and the 
like. But Andy just never became whatever it was we all 
thought he would be. The last time I went back home, he was 
laughing while telling me how he was seeing demons enter-
ing a dog or a rat on his way home at night. Voices talking to 
him. People who have been dead and buried years ago. All 
these creepy stu�. In the end, there was nothing anybody can 
do so my dad gave up on him, and then I – because trying to 
help him wasn’t really helping him. Anyway..." he shook 
himself one more time. "Where was I?"

"The bar you wanted to build"
"Yeah..." he smiled, "That is why I buy one Mega-Lottery a 

week for about 6 years now. Do you play lotteries?"
"Scratchers mainly" I said, my mind still on his brother 

"But again I am not as lucky as you so I try to avoid it when I 
can"

"Lucky" he said meditatively "I have always been told I 
was lucky. I went to Germany when no one could leave the 
country. Made some money. Then was able to come here. But 
most of my luck has to do with patience and hard work. Even 
the DV lottery, I �lled the form every year, without tiring - 
while my friends mocked me, for about 7 years before my 
name was picked up. But you may be right, I do get some-
thing back even when we go to the casino with my friends 
once a month or so"

"Maybe I will go to the Casino with you guys someday" I 
said, half joking, half �irting, "To see if I can turn my luck 
around"

“Nah” he said, “If you aren’t into gambling, then you are 
better o�. Even I was getting obsessed with it until I told my-
self to stop it. Then I started playing for fun – not money. It is 
really not worth the su�ering it follows”

There is no winning with this guy.
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CHAPTER 16

That Friday was going to be my last attempt at mak-
ing friends with Wasihun. I have told Fana I would 
take the kids o� her hands for a few hours, and 

although I do not mind paying the cab-fare, I was not so 
sure leading three kids by the hand in a place teeming with 
grown-ups would make for an easy, fun day.

So when I handed Wasihun the envelope containing the 
400 hundred dollars promised for my teaching [with a thank 
you card that made him sentimental, my handwriting re-
minds him of Tsigereda, this neighborhood girl who used 
to swap books with him on Winter breaks - oh how much 
he tried to show her he loved her, covering her books with 
paper and writing word art that he learned from his brother 
on it - underlining the word 'love' in every paragraph he 
came across], and he took it embarrassedly - saying I could 
have given him some of it now and the rest some other time, 
I asked him if he has ever been to the Seattle Aquarium.

"No" he said, "Neither do I like going to the Zoo. I hate see-
ing anyone in captivity, least of all innocent animals. What 
other beast does that? Tie up a fellow living thing and watch 
it for sport. It is the same with women wanting �owers from 
you. How about you walk your lazy ass out into the garden, 
and see it as nature intended it – alive?"

But ‘why did I ask’, he later wondered.
"Oh you know..." I said, trying to sound casual "I was plan-

ning to take my ‘cousin's’ kids to the Aquarium this week-
end. I love 'Seafood' - as Hagere calls it - to mean '�sh'. And 
plan to get an aquarium someday. You know the one you 
have at home…"
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"Yeah yeah," he said, looking slightly annoyed at being 
treated like a stupid person

"Yes. I think it would make me very happy until I have the 
guts to get a dog. Dogs can be annoyingly dependent, but you 
don't feel so lonely when you have them around – I have been 
told"

"We had a dog when I was a kid" he said, "Rosie – which was 
originally ‘Rocinante’ from Don Quixote, you know? My dad 
loved that book, not just because he would have to put a lot 
of travel in the country on horses and donkey- he used to in-
spect Electric poles for ‘Mebrat Hayil’. But because he had vi-
sions for that country that preceded his limited resources 
and the misery and poverty he saw around him. Which is 
also the reason why he took to the revolution the minute it 
came his way. Hoping to assist in the peaceful transfer of 
power. So anyway… he called his dog, his best friend – his 
travelling companion ‘Rocinante”. There were too many 
dogs named ‘Sancho’, I am guessing. But you can’t make a 
name like ‘Rocinante’ �y in Ethiopia. It became ‘Rosie Enate’, 
and then ‘Rosie” - with everyone wondering why it looked so 
masculine for a female dog. When we moved to Addis, Rosie 
went a little crazy. Just crying, barking, depressed. He con-
tinued being unhappy despite the bits my dad gets wrapped 
for him whenever he comes home with the weekly meat 
from the butcher. We were one of those Ethiopians who 
could a�ord to have meat on Saturday and a lamb on holi-
days – although we were not rich by any stretch of the word. 
We had a black and White TV when I was young and a car 
that was so plastered not even the ‘dd-mascha’ kids want to 
steal from it. Anyway... I don't know who forgot to lock the 
dog house one night, most likely Andy, but we couldn't �nd 
Rosie however much we searched. Dad was like "my enemies 
have killed him" "they must have poisoned him" etc. My dad 
had a lot more enemies in his head than in real life" he smiled 
a little patronizingly. Maybe the �rst time I saw Wasihun 
looking the wiser about his dad "– he worried people held his 
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service to Dergue against him and would harm his family if 
they can. He used to even think it was to punish him that the 
young kids of the neighborhood draw Andy out and intro-
duced him to drugs and women. Stu� only a parent living in 
denial about his kids and a mortal fear of being punished by 
outsiders thinks. If he apologized to any of the people who 
felt wronged by him or his party, he would have probably 
felt better about it. But my dad worried his authority would 
be questioned if he admitted to making a mistake so he 
never did. Fortunately, or unfortunately, my mom died and 
everybody came together to be there for him and he re-
pented his mistakes. Anywho... days later, some kids found 
Rosie lying on the side of the street and – discovering who it 
belonged to - brought him around in their arm. Apparently, 
he has missed home and tried to run all the way to Metehara, 
where we lived, before he was hit by a car - blinding him in 
one eye and breaking his leg. My dad wept for hours when he 
came and saw Rosie. Me and Andy were planning to take care 
of him and nurse him back to health, however long it took. 
We loved the poor mongrel and we were at that age where 
any project that would be a distraction from school was wel-
come. But dad would just not hear of it. When we wake up 
the next morning, we found out that not only was Rosie 
gone, but his dog house has been demolished and swept 
clean. We asked what happened to him, for even we can't be-
lieve he would try to run away in his condition. And my dad 
was like ‘go out and play’. It was our mother who later told 
us Rosie has been put to death. I cried, because I was kind of 
sad for the poor dog. Andy was too young to understand 
what death means. But he didn’t want to appear cruel in the 
face of his older brother’s vulnerability – he was 3 years 
younger. So went to the back of the house, drew some saliva 
down his cheeks and came back with his face really 
scrunched up. It would have been so funny if it didn’t piss me 
o� and embarrassed my mom" There it was, that dreamy 
watered-down milk-look in his eyes again. A look that 
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would eat at my heart when I no longer see him "After that, 
no one brought up the subject of owning a 'dog', even if Andy 
kept bringing a stray one from the street almost every 
month. After I went to Germany" he chuckled "I was one of 
the cleaning crew that were contracted out – to gyms, cir-
cuses, zoos. Anyway, I was looking through drawers for 
something to eat and this guy - Hanka - came and said I could 
have these biscuits that were in a tin can. I have no sooner 
started eating them before he run out and called the others 
to come watch me. When they started pointing and laugh-
ing, I was like 'what's up'. It was then that Nadia told me they 
were dog biscuits. I said they tasted �ne, and �nished it but it 
sort of made me feel bad afterwards. I wasn't sure if he did it 
to just be silly, or because he meant to insult me. That is the 
kind of feeling that is constantly at the back of your head 
until you �gured racism is a reality of life and learn to �ip 
them o�. Anyway..." He said looking up, and appearing a lit-
tle confused by the rapt attention I was giving him, "You are 
going to the Aquarium on a Saturday? Tra�c is horrible over 
the weekend in that area"

"It will be �ne" I said, "I actually like walking on the Water-
front so I will just grab a cab from there. It is so romantic, 
isn't it, the waterfront?"

"Not the last time I saw it" he said, "Too many tourists. I 
hate tourists, don't you? Taking pictures of everything, as if 
a million other people haven't taken those same pictures be-
fore them. I am like 'watch where you are going idiot'"

I suddenly felt sorry for Joe. This must be what it must 
have been like – trying to interest me in anything.

"Anyway…" he said, "If you are still there by late afternoon, 
like 5, you can call me and I will come pick you up. Then 
we can go to PetSmart and check out your options for when-
ever you get an Aquarium. Unless you mean to buy one right 
then. Aquariums are not easy to transport so better use the 
chance of a free-ride when you buy them"

"I would like that very much" I said, "Are you sure you want 
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to come all the way to Seattle, a place you hate, just for that 
though?"

He looked at me as if he wished I was above false modesty 
"Am I sure I want to do what I just said I would do, yes. Am 
I going all the way to Seattle for you? Nope. I actually have 
some errands to run there. But it has gotta be after 5 and 
de�nitely before 7"

After 5 pm that Saturday, he came to pick us up from the 
Seattle Aquarium. It was such a relief seeing his car for I have 
discovered I have chosen the worst of times to play an aunt. 
Babi was at that age in which he holds onto the neck of what-
ever grown up he knows has his best interest at heart every 
time he came across a stranger. Hagere was easily lead-able 
and Betsu liked to show his independence by trying to dodge 
his sister in a way that could inconvenience grown-ups.

When I came out of the building with two kids holding 
onto my skirt and one crushing on my shoulder in a way that 
made turning my neck di�cult the next morning, Wasihun 
came out and opened the door of his car.

"Tra�c is fucking monstrous,” he said, while I slipped in 
the seat next to him with Babi making a crying noise at 
being disturbed from his sleep; he then brushed Betsu’s hair, 
asked what her name was of Hagere and helped them in the 
back seat.

He was wearing another Polo shirt, a dark blue and white 
one – this time – making my heart beat fast and my mind for-
getting for a moment that he was not my boyfriend.

He talked, cursed and wished to run down a bicycle-driver 
or two [assholes! they think they can do whatever they 
want on the road just because it is more ‘environmentally 
friendly’ to ride a bike to work. The planet is fucked already, 
get over it!] as I cringed and looked over my shoulder at 
Betsu and Hagere, who looked amused and sleepy – respect-
ively.

By the time we waded through the Saturday night tra�c 
and got to South-Seattle, Hagere's head was leaning heavy on 
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her brother, who kept pushing her back, and Babi was drool-
ing on my neck.

Despite having the whole afternoon for herself, Fana seems 
to have spent half of it by anxiously waiting for her children 
to come home. The minute she heard a car park outside her 
door, she came out and stood watching us get out and walk 
up the stairs. Alas, was it “How was your day?” or “Did you 
have fun”, that came out of her suspicious looking-mouth.

“Who is that?" she said, following me into her living room, 
while I transferred the burden that was her youngest child 
on the couch.

"Wasihun... you know" I said, "We have an hour of training 
after this, so he picked us up"

"Invite him in” she said, heading to the kitchen with the 
oldest of her boys holding onto her waist while her daughter 
showered her with big wet resounding kisses from her sit on 
her arm “I haven’t had anything to eat while waiting for you 
guys to come back”

"No, Fana, please no" I said in an exasperated voice "We 
gotta go. It would get dark soon and I don’t want him to 
think I am pushing it"

"Pushing it? What are you talking about?" she said, frown-
ing “He brought my kids all the way home and you want me 
to send him with an empty stomach. What would Seyoum 
think of me?”

“But…”
"Do you want me to go ask him in?” she said, heading to the 

door “I will ask him if you are afraid"
“Ok, I will ask him” I said and walked down the steps. “Fana 

wants me to invite you in” I said, not hiding my frustration 
“Is that something …?”

“Are you kidding me!” he said, looking more terri�ed than 
upset, “We gotta drive out or tra�c is gonne get worse”

“I told her” I groaned dispiritedly and went back to tell 
Fana he has gotta be somewhere.
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CHAPTER 17

Our drive to South center, and PetSmart, was much 
quieter than our drive to Beacon Avenue has been. 
Wasihun – who was clearly feeling guilty for snub-

bing my aunt - walked the length of the store with me, ad-
vised on price and convenience, then said I should buy that 
one if I was so determined an aquarium would add to my 
happiness.

“If money is the problem” he said almost twisting my arm 
“I can pay it for you and you will pay me back when you have 
money”

Of course there was no way I can walk out without buying 
it now.

A glass case, three golden �sh, and a �sh-food purchase 
later, we headed back to Federal Way. We did not say much 
on the trip back, although I couldn't help but notice him get-
ting two calls - one from a woman who turned out to be a 
coworker [They have asked her if she wanted to have break-
fast with them this morning, he explained, hanging up after 
‘yesyesyes’ and ‘nonono’. He and his male co-worker/friend 
go to Denny’s on the �rst Saturday of the month – and she 
has declined saying she would have to go home and make 
her husband an oatmeal for breakfast so he does not go to 
work on empty stomach. Yeah, an oatmeal! Like the asshole 
hasn’t got a hand. “I actually asked her how old her husband 
was before I noticed she was embarrassed” he said smiling 
“Called to apologize because Maurice said maybe it is a cul-
tural thing. She is from Lebanon. Now she is calling back to 
say she wasn’t hurt at all and that it was very kind of us to 
invite her]. And another call from one of his friends asking 
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where he was. Yes, he answered, he did go to Supercuts. That 
chick wasn’t there though, so decided to check back next 
week. He knows him, right? He knows his likes and dislikes. 
Yeah. Whatever, whatever. See them later.

When we reached my apartment, he carried my aquarium 
up the stairs, ignoring my protest. My neighbor, who must 
have been waiting for a delivery of some kind, opened her 
door a smidgen when we reached the top stair. "Hi" I said, 
smiling broadly.

"Hi" she said bowing and smiling while she closed the door 
gently.

"Come on in, for Godssakes," I said, when he stopped to peel 
his shoes o� his feet while still carrying my burden. "You 
don't have to do that, not at my place!"

He walked in, appearing bewildered by the vastness of the 
room.

"Wow" he said, looking around after putting the tank on 
my kitchen island. "This must be the �rst-Habesha apart-
ment that I came across without a ‘sofa’ set in it. Ooh, a �re-
place"

"Yes" I smiled embarrassedly, "But I never use it, neither 
did the previous owner, I don’t think. There is a heater in the 
room ,so I never really needed a �re place"

"But a �re place is more about luxury and 'romance' than 
providing heat anyway" he said, kneeling in front of it to 
examine the insides. "The one thing I hate where I live is its 
seeming to condition itself to the exact opposite of what 
it needs to be. It gets too hot in the summer, and cold in 
the winter. Not even KING 5's weather guy can get it more 
wrong, and that guy is so bad at his job he’d have been in 
chains if he was in South-Africa” he said, getting up and shak-
ing his trouser leg, “I tried to buy a heater, but my land-
lady freaked out because some Habesha lady has apparently 
burned down her whole house while drying some cloth on 
her heater and lost 3 or 4 kids in the process. Man, I can't wait 
until I made some money and moved to San Francisco. My 
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very bone is tired of the weather in this place"
I was enjoying his freedom – his seeming lack of self-con-

sciousness around me these days – to a point I was not really 
listening to what he was saying. When he mentioned the 
move, I woke up with a start "Oh?" I said, trying not to show 
how crafts fallen I was by the news, "I didn't know you plan 
to move to San Francisco"

“For 4 years now!” he said thoughtfully inspecting the 
painting of a peacock I have on my wall “My buddy Nega, 
who lives there and works at Bank of America, is the one who 
told me to come to San Francisco when I got the diversity 
lottery. The idea was to get me a Teller job there. Unfortu-
nately, being a novice to the country and not working for 
more than a decade in the �eld made me a very unattractive 
candidate. Anyway, after watching me going to interviews 
and coming empty handed, he said ‘I love you man and there 
is nothing I would like than to have you here. But I feel you 
would have a better chance of succeeding anywhere other 
than here'”

“Oh good” I said, my heart sinking the way it always does 
when about to lose those people I liked, “I have heard it is 
very glamorous but I have never been there”

“Oh I love San Francisco” He said, “It is like living in Eur-
ope, without the bigotry. The old town, Oakland, it reminds 
me of ‘Jegol’. Have you been to Harar?”

“No” I said, embarrassedly “I have always loved and 
wanted to visit it but never got to when I was back home”

“Neither did I! But I did the whole ‘know your country’ 
trip after I came here and was able to travel. Helps you put 
things in perspective – travelling Ethiopia’s historic route– 
especially if you are grieving a loved one, the way I was. So?” 
he said ripping his eye o� the painting “Do you want me to 
�ll up the tank for you before I go? I have noticed how you 
almost changed your mind when the guy talked about all the 
maintenance it would take"

"Sure" I said, looking around my apartment and realizing 
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how half-empty it still looks. He started transporting water 
using a jug while I scrambled to make something he can eat 
before leaving.

By the time he was done �xing the water, transferring the 
�sh and making sure the �sh were able to swim and breathe; 
I have heat up some oil on a pan.

"Watchu doing there?" he said, after washing his hand in 
the toilet room and coming back.

"I thought I would heat up some ‘tibs’ I made last night” I 
said, "I remember you saying you don't like eating immedi-
ately after you wake up. But you have been up for a while and 
if you eat here, you won’t have to pack dinner for work "

"Actually, I am not going to work tonight" He said, smiling
"Really?" I said, looking up from the pan, "I thought you 

sometimes picked up a shift on Saturday nights"
"Well I didn't tonight because my friends and I are going to 

the casino. It is Getu's birthday"
"Oh..." I said, turning down the stove. "I didn't know - I am 

sorry"
"Why sorry?" he laughed, "It was nice, what you tried to 

do. But it’s a bu�et. And not eating until you are sick is like 
throwing money away"

"I see" I said, a little �ushed "I was hoping you would get to 
eat at my place at least once before we �nished our session"

"Oh yeah?" He asked, running his hands over the edge of 
my kitchen island, "But that doesn't mean we can't hang out, 
right?"

"How are we going to hang out?" I said, pouting, "You have 
to sleep until 3:30 �ve days a week, except for Saturday - 
which is a day I usually work - and you got stu� to do on 
Sundays"

"Yes but I can do my stu� in the morning and have the 
afternoon o�" he said in a conciliatory tone "Like today"

"I guess," I said, shrugging my shoulder.
"You guess?"
"Yeah, 'I guess'” I said, feeling a tension building at the bot-
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tom of my gut. It was like breaking up. Only I have not dated 
this man yet. Seeing he is only available every other Sun-
day, and will not be in Washington State a year - two years 
– henceforth, I may not even get to. “Was I supposed to say 
something else?"

"I don't know" he said and laughed. "I mean if you want us 
to hang out - I can still manage it. I just have to do doubles on 
Tuesday or Thursday”

"You don't have to do anything you don't want to for my 
sake"

He sighed and rolled his eyes.
"What?" I said, looking back at him.
"Ok" he said, as if he was tired of my drama. "I will see you 

on Tuesday"
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CHAPTER 18

That night, a call came. It was almost 11 and I was lis-
tening to my audio book when the buzzing from 
my phone started making my bed feel like a vibrat-

ing chair.
"Hello?" I said, before even answering it
"Hello," said Wasihun, "I didn't wake you up, did I?"
"I don't fall asleep this early," I said, sitting up on my bed
"Why not, I thought you were a righteous person!"
I can tell he meant it as a joke. I did not �nd it funny.
"Ok. So what's up?"
"I just got home and thought I would say goodnight before 

I turn in"
"Cool," that is strange – and pleasant, if I am allowed to add 

– “Thank you, goodnight"
"Hold on,” he chuckled nervously,. “I did not call just to say 

goodnight”
Ok?
“I wanted to say I am sorry I didn't invite you to come with 

me earlier,” he started, “I felt like shit about it afterwards, 
leaving you alone in an empty room. But I wasn't ... I didn't ... 
we aren't the most 'cultured' bunch when we get together, 
the guys"

"Oh it's alright," I said, "I would have probably said 'no' 
anyway"

"Perhaps" he said, "But I should have asked instead of 
worrying how uncomfortable having you there would make 
me, or how complicated things would be if one of the guys 
liked you. I don't always say the right thing, Metasebia, I 
know that about myself. I know that even while I am saying 
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it. But I try to do the right thing, and this is the �rst time 
I knowingly stopped myself from doing the right thing to 
serve my own purpose. That is why I was unable to gather 
my thought enough to enjoy myself"

It has occurred to me to protest how he was over-thinking 
it and should not feel guilty over such a tri�e. But I kept my 
peace. It was obvious a confession was a-coming.

"I like hanging out with you too, Metasebia" He continued 
passionately, "I like it so much that I wake up way before 3 
and just walk around like a Zombie until it was 4:30 and I 
can leave home to see you. I want to be the kind of guy you 
can relax around and call up when you need to be driven 
somewhere. Someone you can con�de in and be intimate 
with. It kills me how you are like a snail, quietly - uncom-
plainingly - carrying your home - your life, your business - 
on your back. How you are, although perhaps through your 
own doing, what I was in Germany. But I know, the more we 
hang out, the more I would want you to be mine. Then we 
would either quarrel and become enemies. Or not quarrel 
and become lovers; in which case I would have to make an 
e�ort to turn my life around just to accommodate your life 
because you are that kind of a person. You are the sun around 
whom the guy has to orbit. And that is hard for me right now, 
being a slave to a woman's every whim. Someday, I would go 
home and marry some girl and have kids. I am totally willing 
to forego love to have that kind of stability. But having an 
emotional relationship, it would be good for neither of us. 
It would delay me from getting where I intend to go. And it 
would make you plain unhappy"

"If you say so" I said, because I was always intimidated by 
those who can follow their reason, and not their groin, when 
it comes to matters of the heart.

"I can't ask any woman, let alone one who has her act to-
gether like you, to wait around as I �x everything that has 
gone wrong with my life” he pleaded “I am sure you have 
been told this a thousand times by your American friends, 
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your white friends at any rate, but you ‘deserve better’"
That does it!
"Are you done?” I asked, hot under the collar.
“Huh?”
“Are you through with what you called to say?”
“Yes Ma’am”
“Good! Thank you for calling and telling me how you can’t 

be with me. It would have been the same if you haven’t 
called me and let the friendship die a natural death. But I 
appreciate your doing so because it would save me time and 
unnecessary anguish. That, however, doesn’t mean you have 
the right to insult me by assuming you know what I think 
and feel. Because you don’t. You don’t know the �rst thing 
about me. Ok? Goodnight”

"Goodnight?!" he said, exploding with laughter "What are 
you, F-16? You drop a bomb like that and take o�?"

"I thought that was it," I said, still hu�y.
“Not it is not,” He said laughing, “Even if it was, you must 

judge a word by its intention and not by what it sounds like. 
I remember how this Ethiopian guy got pissed o� at me the 
�rst year I came here. I asked ‘you don’t happen to have a pen, 
do you?’ I said it in Amharic, but it was the exact transla-
tion from the English. He looked o�ended and walked away. 
Later, Nega told me what the guy heard was ‘you won’t have 
a pen as all those who know how to read and write do, right?’ 
Something gets lost in translation”

I could not help but chuckle at that. “Maybe” I said giving 
ground, “I guess since you didn’t say anything that is particu-
larly new to me, I assumed you must be trying to insult me 
again by implying I was a dumb idiot who looks for others 
to tell her what she deserves and don’t deserve. That is more 
o�ensive to me than you calling my ‘cousin’ pretty and say-
ing I don't look like her the �rst – or second – day I met you"

"What?!” he said in surprise “If I said that, I am sure I was 
not referring to her looks. I am sure I meant you aren’t like 
her in that you don’t live for other people’s approval or to 
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win a popularity contest"
I did not think so. But I said "Oh ok"
"I think you are fucking beautiful" he said and laughed, 

"I don't know how you make it work, but whenever I am 
around you, I am scared to even look at your face like I would 
sprain something. 'As majestic as an army with banners'. 
Does that sound like someone who isn't attracted to you?"

No it doesn't. And I savored it quietly; the compliment, the 
expression, the biblical reference.

"In fact I have been wondering what you saw in a guy like 
me"

"What I saw in a guy like you?!" I asked, teasing, "Who said I 
did?"

"Yourself" he said, "Earlier, when you asked how we are 
supposed to hang out when I am never around. It felt like a 
couple �ghting, so I have to leave. Because if I stayed, I would 
have end up kissing you and who knows what else"

I smiled "Ok"
"Ok what?"
"Ok you aren't bad either"
"Yeah when I am wearing Polo," he said and laughed, "Do 

you know my married Eritrean boss hit on me the �rst day I 
wore polo?"

"You look good in it," I pointed out.
"Yeah, I had an interview at the o�ce, for the Manager 

position that I have now, me and Maurice" he said "She said 
she does not remember seeing me before - of course she has 
- then followed me out and gave me her number. ‘Call me if 
you have a question or whatever’"

"Oh my God! What did you do?"
"I threw it out. I wanted pussy; I was going crazy from lack 

of pussy. But I would rather go fuck prostitutes than be tan-
gled in something like that. If I got the position, it will mean 
nepotism. Not to mention how her old man would shoot me 
when he �nds out"

"So... did you?" I said, slightly taken aback. "Go to prosti-
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tutes?"
"I don't need to" he laughed, "They come, if you are willing 

to pay enough"
The underage girls from the Columbia city store passed 

before me. Little skinny girls in itsy-bitsy cloth waiting for 
some old ugly guy to get money from the ATM to pay them.

"Wow"
"What seriously?!" he said, sounding disappointed "You 

think I could live alone without sex all these years? Why 
go insane while Aurora Avenue caters to every one of your 
needs?"

"It's just..." I said, trying to hide my disgust "the prostitutes 
I saw when I was working in Columbia City were mostly 
underage. That is why"

"I don't go after underage girls" he said defensively "I can’t 
even look at girls under 20 without thinking of Yiftu. I have 
my preference but it is not under-age girls"

"Preference like what?"
And who the hell is Yiftu?
"Are you seriously asking me what I fantasize about?" he 

laughed
"Why not, I mean... we've gotten this far. What is the 

harm?"
"Ok, if you must know" he said, and breathed, "I like tall 

girls with big boobs and natural hair"
“Everything that I am not” I grumbled.
"I have yet to see your breasts” he joked, “Although I have 

a feeling I would like them, very much. But you do have nat-
ural hair, although you always tie it at the back”

“Yeah, I have heard somewhere doing your hair up means 
‘I am trying’” I joked, almost tempted to say how much 
longer it used to be and how I sometimes miss the nest that 
was permanently parked at the back of my head. But mostly 
how simpler life becomes when all you gotta worry about 
is which hair bow or barrette goes with what item on your 
attire.
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“And men like to know that” he said grudgingly, “to be 
worth trying for. That is why I wore the polo earlier, because 
I would feel like shit anyway. But at least I won't remind you 
of a bum while doing it”

"You don't look like a bum," I said, "Just somebody who has 
given up on life"

"I actually have all my life before me" he joked, "At least, 
that is how I feel"

"It is a good way to feel", I agreed "so tall, big breasts, nat-
ural hair. I am assuming black girls?"

"Ethiopian girls actually" he said.
“C’mon!”
“No, it is not xenophobia” he pleaded, "I would take what 

I can get if I have to. But if it is up to me, I would rather she 
be Ethiopian. You know why? Only an Ethiopian girl can tell 
me to fuck her in Amharic. Is that weird?"

"No" I laughed, "It is not"
"I am serious," he said, "You won’t believe the power those 

words have on me. I remember the only time I was whipped 
when I was a kid. I had this cousin who lived with us - we 
were not the same age but we went to the same class be-
cause he was held back before coming to Addis from Debre 
Birhan, where my mom's families were. And we used to com-
pete and �ght all the time. One night, we were exchanging 
insults on a piece of paper because we would get into trouble 
if my dad or mom heard, and my little bro - the tattle-tale 
that he was - grabbed one and run to show it to my mom 
when we wouldn't let him read what we were writing. She 
looked at it, told Andy to go to bed and showed it to my dad. 
My dad called me to him and asked me to read each word 
out loud. I was shaking and dizzy from fear. I tried to wiggle 
out of it, you know, said 'tebela' for 'tebeda'. He said calmly 
"no. That is not what it says, read what it says". When I was 
done he said he hopes I know I had it coming, took o� his 
belt and told Million to hold me down. Then he whopped 
my ass like nobody's business. I think I was more embar-
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rassed than hurt, although it hurt like hell for days. Didn't 
even scream out. Million didn't get a whopping, because he 
was related to us through my mom. My dad made him hold 
his ear from behind his leg for half a night and told his fam-
ily not to send him back when he went home for the winter. 
He said he is not going to let that boy [this country urchin 
who grew up watching shepherds have their way with their 
sheep] ruin his kids. I didn't go anywhere near where the 
word is breathed for years. And when I did, it was like a spell 
that would turn me on just like that. I mean... there is really 
no di�erence between pussy, when you are horny. I have had 
my share of white girls while in San Francisco. But when an 
Ethiopian woman is whispering those words to you in your 
ear, nothing comes close to the erotica of that"

I coughed and laughed. Boy, don't I know that?
"What?", he chuckled, "You are thinking I am 'balege', aren't 

you?"
"No," I laughed, "I think it is actually cute"
“Yemir?”
“Really! You don’t come o� as someone with vulnerabil-

ities. It makes you human, more relatable”
“Well I hope this doesn’t come o� as bragging,” he con-

tinued, “but, and despite what you have heard of Habesha 
men, I actually am good in bed. I studied the whole Kama 
Sutra, and everything ever written on sex, when I went to 
Germany. That is, in fact, how I spent most of my spare time - 
watching porn and jerking o�. Hoping to perform well when 
�nally given a chance because I was a pussy in Addis. I re-
member how I followed this girl who used to go to school 
with me for like an hour because I couldn't bring myself to 
talk to her. This was two years after graduation, and while 
I was working at Abyssinia bank. And this was a girl who 
scoured the length of Commercial College of Addis Ababa in 
her gown, with her friends and family in tow, just to �nd me 
and say "Congratulations”. A girl who looked so pretty and 
brave that I could not stop thinking of her that afternoon, 
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even though our house was full of people there to congratu-
late me; and I was getting more money and gifts than I have 
seen in my life.

Despite being introduced to the prostitutes of 'Wube 
Bereha' by my colleagues, I was still a virgin to actual love 
making that time I followed her home; just looking at girls 
like my mother's Injera while they passed me up saying, no 
doubt, 'gutless worm'. It was my brother who was the brave 
one," he continued "But you know how you don't appreciate 
it when you have got it. Girls were the last thing on his mind. 
His obsession were his art and spirituality. He had this thirst 
for God nothing could ful�ll. Just a yearning. 'You know your 
problem Eskinder,' he would say 'you have too much respect 
for women, you practically fear them. And they can sense it 
o� you. What you should do is show them you know you 
have what it takes to have them. That is how you get laid"

Good to know he was following his dead brother's lead 
when he made me feel like shit.

"Was that your pet-name?" I asked, locating a point of 
interest, "Eskinder?"

"No. It was my name-name," he said, and sighed. "I told you, 
there are so many things you don't know about me. Frankly, 
you are better o� without it. You would thank me someday"

"Ok" I said laughing
"I am serious" He protested, "When a guy tells you to run 

from him, it's time to hit the road"
I smiled and yawned. Sleep was making my bones cave into 

themselves. "Good" I said, "I am still seeing you on Tuesday 
though right?"

"If you want" he said and hung up.
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CHAPTER 19

While Wasihun was narrating his missed oppor-
tunity for love, I was remembering how 13 or 
so years ago, I have failed to “cease” my carpe 

diem. I have seen a young man "coming up from the wilder-
ness like clouds of smoke" and turned willingly away from 
what might have, could have, should have been. In a wilder-
ness known as “Merkato” [which, in the guidebooks, is listed 
as "the biggest open-air market in Africa" - which was made 
even bigger that afternoon by the fact that there were thou-
sands, if not millions, of people trudging its muddy grounds 
doing their last minute shopping] I have looked potential in 
the eye and let it pass me by.

It was a little after 5 o'clock, when work and school lets 
out, men & women bustled about to procure whatever ma-
terial good they looked forward to 'receive' the New Year 
with. It has rained a few days before - for our New Year is 
the o�cial end of the three-month Winter break for teachers 
and students - and although the sun was shining brightly, 
there was chill in the air and a lot of mud on the ground; mud 
made elastic and cushiony by the remnants of the smelly 
grass that was brought to town by farmers to cover carpet-
less houses for holidays. Half a dozen of the yellow and black 
�ower that adorns the countryside, as if to announce the end 
of winter and the beginning of summer, were stuck in be-
tween the bundle of grasses standing for sale, decorating the 
green of the grass like the black hair of a pretty maiden in a 
Thomas Hardy novel.

I was sited in a minivan, listening to the 'Woyala' [the guy 
who summons patrons and collects the fair on behalf of the 
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driver] calling out destinations in no particular order; skip-
ping A to get to B before going to D and then coming back to 
C. There was a song playing on the radio, one of those new 
releases that become earworm very quickly, due to being 
played everywhere one went.

In an attempt to avoid the entrance [through which hu-
mans, sheep and chickens would be bustled in with the 
'Woyala' asking for all to "make room, make room, be more 
neighborly; it was a holiday after all", while trying to stu� 
every inch of the vehicle with as many people, domestic 
animals, and goods he can manage], I have chosen a chair by 
the window. And I was, just then, enjoying the ever famil-
iar holiday hub-hub [daydreaming of nothing in particular, 
warmed by the coziness of the chair, the happiness whatever 
item I have on my lap would bring my family, and the melo-
diousness or catchy tune of the song] when I was startled by 
a tall and exceptionally well dressed young man slamming 
against my head - or at least the side of the minivan I have 
been supporting my head on.

This being the area where cabs lined up to pick up and drop 
clientele, there was a considerable amount of foot-tra�c 
near the 9-16 capacity ‘bus’ I was sitting in. Cab shortage, 
lack of infrastructure, population boom makes for a rough 
ride in Addis any time of the year. But on this particular 
afternoon, it was made even harder by the wet ground and so 
many carrying so much that hindered their progress.

When his side crushed to the side of the cab and I felt a 
small jolt, I looked up. He saw me and smiled apologetically 
as if he has hurt me, then brushed his hand the length of my 
face - mouthing some word I cannot hear. I was neither hurt 
nor indignant, as there was a glass between us and he has not 
so much as rocked the van. But the way he was looking at me, 
and the very foolish gesture of caressing a mirror in place of 
my face, could not stop me from bursting into laughter.

This laughter, honest - amused and unexpected, must have 
presented a pretty picture. Because he smiled, waved his 
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hand and walked away. But not for long. He turned his 
head around to see me and, �nding me still watching him, 
he seemed to hesitate. He stood irresolutely, as though he 
could not make up his mind whether to continue on his way 
or come back. A call from a young man carrying somebody 
else's burden to clear out of the way shortly distracted him. 
But not for long. He kept walking and pausing to look at me 
where I sat, begging/promising/daring with my eyes for him 
to return, to get in the cab and sit beside me. [Start a conver-
sation, swap phone numbers, say goodbye with a meaningful 
squeeze of the hand - almost certain this shall not be the last 
we would lay eyes on one another]. He could be anything at 
that time. A patron coming to shop, a business owner get-
ting back to work from a lunch break in one of the restaur-
ants behind the many shops that populated that part of the 
market, a man passing through to get to the other side. All of 
which is likely to discourage tarrying from destination's end 
- especially on a late afternoon like that. But the coincidence 
of it, the anticipation in my shoulders, and the promise of 
a new love in a new year must have made trudging through 
man and mud very hard. For, although he has been forced to 
cross the street, he was standing there, passionately looking 
back at my unbroken gaze, as if wondering why I wouldn't 
take the all too obvious next step to get o� and �y to him. 
[It was much easier for a guy-pursuer to be frowned upon 
and turned down than it was for a girl doing same. He can-
not really get into a cab without knowing where it was des-
tined - especially when he was meant to be here and not 
elsewhere. We can always �nd another cab to send me home 
in after we talked, swapped numbers, and squeezed hands 
meaningfully]. But I didn't, I sat there holding his gaze, and 
my breath, not caring how I was being pushed and pulled 
by those descending on the sit next to me – pleading with 
him to please understand, I wasn’t the kind of girl who could 
go after men. That I was, in fact, the exact opposite – the 
kind who runs [in the hope of being sought, captured, and 
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arrested].
Not long after, something seems to pull at him from des-

tination's end [some knowledge - some promise - some com-
mitment]. He lifted his hand - as if to say goodbye- and 
walked out of my sight.

I have looked for that man for years to come; wondering 
what would have happened if anyone of us decided to stop 
for fate. What love, what joy, what contentment would have 
awaited us!

I have seen him, and dreamed of him [although he is but a 
shadow now; a form-changing thing whose only de�ned fea-
ture I remember is how he stood above most men, wearing a 
bluish sweater on top of a white shirt - judging by the collar] 
whenever I dream of a soulmate, a love at �rst sight, the one 
minute seizing the day would have made all the di�erence in 
my life.

I have wondered who I would have become, if we had: 
A single woman with a neglected love child? A wife and a 
mother? Or a fat and happy proprietress of a store in the 
middle of Merkato that sold either kitchen or bathroom 
supply & hardware?

[Who knows if the roads we did not take would have 
landed us somewhere else or changed the course of history, 
the shape of the universe, the �ap of the wings of a butter�y.]

I was not sure. But I was sure this was a road I was very 
much interested in taking: this man Wasihun. And how can I 
not when all the pieces seem, �nally, to be falling into place? 
When it appears that I have met the one I can talk to without 
talking? The one who can read my face, understand my logic, 
be party to my disgust without me having to explain or de-
fend myself. One to whom I will be not a trophy; but a treas-
ure. My very own instructor. The Bezabih of my dreams.
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CHAPTER 20

So when I left for work Tuesday morning, after a 
sleepless Monday night, I made sure I looked my 
best. I wore a brown leather jacket with tight jeans 

that showed my “butt-crease”, to use Joe’s expression, and a 
pair of short black boots I have been meaning to wear with 
a skirt. I neither did my hair up, nor wore makeup. But I did 
something I have not done before, an icing on the cake - to 
say, in the shape of a shawl in American �ag colors that I 
found at the airport on my trip back from home. An acces-
sory I did not have the courage to wear outside my shower-
room mirror, however much Wajo approved and encouraged 
the wearing of it from the photos I took, due to its tendency 
to look bunched up around my neck, and my discomfort at 
wearing anything I feel would make me stand out.

I planned to mock him, laugh at him, and �irt with him 
[wound him up like a clock, charge him as one charges hair 
using a balloon and make him hotter than an uphill walk 
on a Sunny Seattle afternoon] until he gave up the �ght 
and made love to me. Because I have missed sex, and being 
kissed, and was full of the energy that comes from hav-
ing managed to make a man [an honorable, intelligent and 
not bad-looking man made from the same ingredients I was 
mixed from; organic and Ethiopian like my mother’s Injera] 
fall in love with me. I meant to bend him to my will and 
make him sing, the way Julie Andrews sang in "Victor/Vic-
toria", until the high notes shattered a glass.

Alas, as my 30 something year career in pessimism should 
have taught me, nothing goes as you planned; especially 
when you start to feel life cannot be more perfect than it is 
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now. I have crossed the parking lot to Wasihun’s car, heart 
�uttering with anticipation and hand tagging at purse as it 
usually does when I am nervous, to get a glimpse, then a 
closer view of an eager-looking dark-skinned guy sitting at 
the back of his car.

“Hi?” I said, asking – with my eyes – who the hell that was 
and what he was doing there.

“Selam” Wasihun said, in that strained way he has “This is 
my friend Maurice. Have told you about him, right?”

“Oh yeah…” I said, turning my head towards him. “Hello”
Two wide front teeth, with a gap in between them, smiled 

back at me. He looked happy and alive, although not as tall 
as I thought he would be. “Oh” I said, noticing only too late 
that he has stretched his hand and was taking it back. “Nice 
to meet you, Maurice” I said forcing myself to stretch and 
shake his hands “You are from – what – Brundi?”

“Oh no” Maurice said, his eyes shining on me in a manner 
that made it very obvious I have won an admirer “I am from 
Haiti”

“Awesome”
I turned to Wasihun and cleared my throat pointedly. So 

what is happening here?
“Maurice has got Tuesdays o�” Wasihun said, avoiding my 

eyes, “And he wanted to hang out, so I brought him along – to 
hang out after we are done with you”

Maurice’s eyes were eagerly following his words, as if he 
had something more he wanted said. When Wasihun did not, 
he added. “Yes, I have been asking my fwend to introduce 
me to some pretty bwetifool garls. He said he was to see you 
totay, and I say please let us meet ha”

“Well it is good to meet you too” I sighed pointedly avoid-
ing Wasihun’s eyes. So he was not only rejecting me, but he 
was passing me o� to somebody else.

“Habasha garls, konjo” Maurice declared happily “We say 
'yon joli bebe' in Creole, zat eez Haitian language”

I swallowed and smiled at him in the mirror; and patiently 
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answered all the questions/comments/suggestions he threw 
my way [some invited/some uninvited] until we were done 
with our training. When I was saying my goodbyes, Maurice 
has jumped out and opened the door for me. Then he has 
held my hand and kissed it before begging me to not forget 
his o�er to have a compatriot of his, a car salesman by trade, 
take me around to show me cars. He was a Christian, this 
man, and knowing I was a friend of Maurice’s he was sure to 
get me a better deal.

“I really appreciate your help” I said, embarrassed by the 
image we presented outside Wasihun’s door – who I know 
was simply enjoying this – “I will tell Wasihun when I �nally 
decided to buy a car”

“Or you can give me yo namber” the man said, grabbing 
what looks like an address book from his pocket. Who uses 
address books anymore? “That way I can call you wheneva I 
need to call you”

Grrr.
“Ok” I said, giving up. “Sure. You got a pen?”
The minute I got home, I have wanted to call Wasihun and 

say, “How dare you!” I have thought about calling him ‘im-
mature’, ‘stupid’, and disrespectful. But I know he will deny 
the accusation and nothing good would come out of it than 
making me look bad [as a racist, as a scorned woman, as a 
sore loser]. So I decided to be the bigger person and let it go. 
And tell him to please change the subject next time he tried 
to make excuses for his action.

But I didn’t need to think about it much. That very even-
ing, a phone call came.

“Who is this?” I said, in a quarrelsome way, almost certain 
whose "other" number it could be.

“Getaneh negn,” said somebody in an accent only too fa-
miliar to me “Wasihun gave me this number and said you 
want to buy a car”

Oh!
“Really?” I said, feeling slightly better. “That was quick”
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“Huh?”
“It was just – I was - did he say anything else?”
“Like what?”
“As in that I have also talked to somebody else?"
"Somebody else?"
"A car salesperson”
“Oh?” said the man surprised, “No, he didn’t tell me any-

thing about that. So where did you get the o�er from, maybe 
I can match it!”

“I meant I am working with a di�erent person” I said, “I 
have promised to work with them… and maybe I should see 
how that turns out before going somewhere else”

The guy took time to think. “Is this a professional car sales 
person from a car company you are talking to?” he said, “Be-
cause I actually get cars from people – Habeshas like you and 
I. I do not take cars from those I can’t trust and won’t charge 
you an arm and a leg the way they do. I am an honest middle-
man, not a professional swindler”

Well… you do sound deceivingly good at it.
“I understand,” I said, “And please thank Wasihun for me. 

But I would rather give that other person a chance before 
talking to you”

“Whatever” the Habesha man said, �ying into rage “You 
would regret it”

I would have come up with a better response than "I am 
sure" if given enough time, especially as I could hear him 
telling whoever was next to him that he has been wast-
ing his time on another 'shermuta' [the Arabic word for a 
halot] who doesn't appear interested to buy a car. However, 
I wasn't given the chance. So I stood watching another 'har-
lot', in the body of my neighbor, pushing a stroller in a very 
determined and angry way around the parking lot. It was 
not a cold day, but what she was wearing was obviously not 
�t for a Federal Way evening. Her tiny stomach was visible 
with the button sticking out. I turned my head from the ugly 
sight before I threw up the pop-corn I had for dinner.
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CHAPTER 21

When the second late night call from Wasihun 
came a little after 11, I have just hung up with 
the guy who did my taxes at H&R Block.

He has called earlier in the day, while I was at work, saying 
he was checking on me and to give him a call back.

I have not received any notice from the IRS - which I have 
begun to dread after the hour or so wait on the phone I had to 
put up with the last time they sent me a notice over a faulty 
school refund �ling - so I have been curious and interested to 
know what he has to say.

When I called back, at his private number – as it turned 
out, he became more excited and breathless than is profes-
sionally necessary. He asked if I got my returns properly, 
which I said I did, months ago, and thanked him for all the 
services he rendered me. He said he was glad to hear it then 
told me, as he has before, that they would be there for me if 
I needed it. Not just at tax season, but in the low season as 
well. I said good to know and thanked him again. He seems 
to run out of subjects to talk over at this juncture, then asked 
if I was still in Seattle. I said I have changed a job and moved 
to Federal Way. He said he had taken his sister's son to the 
Water Park in Federal Way, and liked it. I said I am sure I 
would, too, if I have gone there. That surprised him and he 
tried to give me directions as to where to �nd it. Then laugh-
ingly suggested that if it comes to the worst, I can always ask 
him to take me. Alright, I said, realizing this to be a social 
call and feeling more embarrassed for him than myself. Find-
ing no encouragement from me, he said he was glad to hear 
from me, to keep his number 'even if it was just to say hi' and 

104

hung up.
For a few minutes after hanging up the phone, I could not 

stop laughing with both disgust and �attery. Flattery be-
cause I seem to have managed to attract somebody at a time 
in my life I felt I was fading - like an invisible ink. Disgust 
because even before asking if I was waiting for anyone in par-
ticular that far away afternoon, while stealing furtive looks 
at me [and making the girl at the reception roll her eyes into 
her forehead], I have known he had designs on me that went 
beyond doing my taxes.

When the girl replied on my behalf saying I have a 2 o'clock 
appointment with Gretchen, and I protested it does not 
have to be Gretchen [I just remembered her from last time], 
he has introduced himself as Michael, making my eyes lin-
ger on his big nose in an attempt to decipher which East-
European country his ancestors run for their lives from. 
After waiting for me to gather my documents, the recep-
tionist looking almost unwillingly at us, he has whisked me 
into his o�ce with his hand at the small of my back. The 
con�dence with which we walked into his o�ce, however, 
seemed to desert him when I sat behind the table across him. 
He bustled around his table for something he seems to have 
misplaced, but forgotten what was, mistyped his pass code 
and skipped a few necessary steps in the �ling of my paper - 
making the system give him a repeated error message - two 
of which needed the consulting of 'the big wigs' upstairs.

While he was out consulting with the 'big wigs', I have 
looked around the table and seen a photo of a dog, two old 
couple celebrating an anniversary, and he in a swimsuit next 
to a water surface that was so shiny it made his double chin 
appear more pronounced than it actually is.

He wasn't a bad looking guy, although much more clumsy-
looking than the neatness of his o�ce dictated due to the 
arm of his suit jacket [which seems to �t everywhere else] 
being too long and interfering with his typing. But there was 
a conceited look in his eyes, an excessive desire to appear 
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both easy-going and professional, that remind one of a very 
unpleasant clown. The questions he directed at me, his de-
light at hearing I was not married, his sympathy over my di-
vorce of years ago and uncalled for advice on furthering my 
education has made me worry about the security of my in-
formation, and wonder if I was dealing with a genuine creep 
or a desperate poser. After we had everything thoroughly 
covered, with him invading my private space for every bit 
of signature I have to press on the pad - the receptionist, 
who was no doubt aware of the private and unnecessary na-
ture of our conversation, has walked in to remind him he has 
that other appointment. At which point he has regretted he 
could not talk to me longer, maybe next year, yeah, then said 
'let us get your payment processed'. An expression which 
didn't get less invasive by its overuse ["We are trying to get 
you all the deduction we can, here", "we will be there for you 
when you need us", "we love you and we are happy you came 
in but if you have any reason not to love us back please give 
us �ve on the survey anyway"]. After I swiped my card and 
shook hands with him, he has reminded me - one more time 
- to give him a call on any question I might have and I have 
promised to do so feeling a little uncomfortable at being 
walked to the door and having him hold it open for me.

"Hey..." said Wasihun when I picked up, my heart aching 
with the same dull throbbing pain I visited H&R block with 
back in April. "I got a call from Getaneh,” he continued, 
sounding worn out “You told him you were working with 
somebody else?"

“Yes” I said, suddenly irritated by the accusative note in 
his voice, “I have promised Maurice I will let his friend show 
me the cars, so I would contact him when I have made my 
mind. Isn’t that why you brought him along?”

“I brought him along because he insisted on coming along” 
he said, after a heavy sigh, “I didn't know you would tell him 
about the car and he would insist on getting involved. But at 
least… I thought with Getaneh, you can tell him somebody 
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else has given you an o�er and you no longer need his help”
“No, I would rather take my business to somebody who 

doesn’t think I am obligated to go to him just because we are 
from the same country” I said lazily, “Someone who won’t 
call me a name before even meeting me”

"Called you a name? What name?"
"It was a general comment about women," I said, unwilling 

to have myself insulted twice, "Still..."
“Yeah, he called and yelled at me for wasting his time, too.” 

he added, “The guy has a good heard, but I admit  he can be a 
jerk sometimes”

“He is a jerk because people like you let him get away with 
being a jerk” I thundered, “You make excuses every time he 
yelled at you or treated you bad because that is what ‘a fam-
ily’ does: it spoils. Fana used to treat every one of Mulugeta’s 
friends like shit, driving them away and then calling to ask 
why they weren’t coming to visit anymore, until he stopped 
having them over and just let her friends be his friends: 
friends who don’t mind being insulted as long as they are 
being fed. Do you think your friend would act like that in 
front of his White customers?”

“I don’t think he has any” Wasihun chuckled, “But I see 
what you mean. I will call him and tell him o�, I promise. 
People like him become lambs when chastised, especially if 
I made him believe you were my girlfriend instead of some 
girl I know. He would beg to call you back and o�er you a 
much better price”

“Anyway…” I said, not wanting to continue a subject that 
seems to bring the worst out of me. Maybe I should have told 
my uncle-in-law what I thought of him back when I could, 
“How come you got tonight o�? I thought you worked Tues-
day nights"

“I did” he answered, “But Lubaba had a child sick last week 
and she needed some more hours. So I gave her my shift just 
to hang out with you – or Maurice, as it turned out”

“You had a plan to hang out with me?” I said, “I thought you 
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said you did not want to”
“I made the plan before talking to you and telling you 

how I feel Sunday night" he said, still sounding discouraged 
"There is this place in Belltown, The Whisky Bar, and they 
have the kind of set up I hope to work with someday and 
the kind of atmosphere you would love. A lot of wood. Wide 
space. Very relaxing. I thought we would go there, have some 
food, try some alcohol and hang out. Instead I have to go to 
Qdoba with Maurice, eat 'booritto', as he calls it and get a 
heart-burn for my pain”

I swallowed hard.
“I did not know that”
“Of course,” he said, “And I have no one else but myself to 

blame for it. If I haven't mentioned I was meeting you, be-
cause I thought having him there would stop us from dis-
cussing what I said Sunday night, at least from facing you 
after saying all that shit I should have kept to myself, he 
won't have been encouraged to go after you”

“Is that what he was doing?" I said, smiling bitterly. "Going 
after me?"

“Yes. I mean Maurice is one of those people who probably 
has a 'founding father' ancestor in America. He really thinks 
all he needs to achieve something is putting his mind to it. 
The church he goes to, they talk a lot about 'the power of 
positive thinking'; which he applies to his life, his job, and 
women. Frankly, I can't say it hasn't worked for him. The last 
girl he went out with is this very pretty girl from Guatemala. 
He was singing 'tonight is tonight' all evening; I am assuming 
the original song was ‘tonight is the night’, before going out 
and scoring with her. I envy his bravado sometimes”

“Well God bless him," I said, "But I have no intention of 
being won by him or anybody like him"

"Just for my peace of mind," Wasihun said, after taking a 
minute to consider, "You don't mean that because he is …"

"I have dated somebody from Kenya," I said, cutting him 
short "He was almost as dark-skinned as him"
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"Oh good. So what happened?"
I swallowed. Tony, as always, refused to go down. "He 

broke up with me," I said, "He said I shouldn't date anybody 
until I have gotten over my ex"

"This ex is the ..."
"The guy your friend or their friend saw me with"
"The White one!"
"Yes," I answered, feeling the stab of guilt – of being a mer-

cenary – that I feel every time Wasihun referred to my ex-
boyfriend as “White”.

[Were you betraying your own race by being with a white 
guy? Did you choose a white guy over a black guy? Are you 
still in love with a white guy?]

"And did you?"
"Did I what?"
"Get over him?"
"Would I encourage you if I hadn't?"
"I don't remember being encouraged," he said, chuckling
"Well... you weren't discouraged" I said, "I can be very un-

pleasant when I mean to discourage people"
“Hm" he sighed, in a contented way "Well I am glad you 

didn't �nd it necessary to be unpleasant to me because I am 
one of those people who can't help but take things person-
ally. There have been half a dozen girls I never made a move 
on, even when the feeling appeared mutual, because I would 
rather go without than ask and be denied. Not to mention 
how I have yet to be in a relationship that didn't come back 
to haunt me”

“I am sorry to hear that", I said a little jealous of those who 
dared lay their eyes on him before he was unearthed by me, 
“See you on Thursday, then?”

“Sure,” he said dissatis�ed, “But can you do me a favor?”
“What?”
“I know it is too much to ask but can you go with Maurice 

to this guy’s dealership? It would mean a lot to me that he 
knows I wasn’t standing in his way. He knows I like you, God 
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only knows how but he does”
“Sure” I said, humbled by his apparent respect for a co-

worker I would have thought should be the butt of every 
joke, “I will call him tomorrow and tell him I would see it”

“Awesome. He works graveyard tomorrow so he won't 
bother you to have dinner with him, or whatever”

“And when I have made up my mind" I continued, ignoring 
the micromanagement "We will go to your asshole friend’s 
place and see the cars”

“Good,” he said, relieved, “Thank you for doing that, and 
for not judging me by the company I keep”

“I know not all of us can a�ord to cut ourselves o� our 
community” I said philosophically, “What is more, the fact 
that you live with them, while refusing to act like them, 
makes you look mature than you appear at �rst. So it is not 
all bad news”
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CHAPTER 22

I was getting calls every evening now, or so it seems. 
Being checked on as if I cannot be trusted to be left 
alone now that I was unearthed by someone. Someone 

to whom I was the image that comes into zoom while every-
thing else fades into the background. Being loved seems to 
surround you with a halo that a�ects even those men who 
weren’t into you, or were aware of you, before he dug you 
out and polished the despair o� your surface.

“How was the car shopping ‘date’?” Wasihun joked, when I 
picked the phone the next evening.

"It was good” I said, listening with my other ear to my 
neighbor's wife yelling and screaming in a language I can't 
quite make out - although her husband seems to be speaking 
English. "He really tried to help me but the choices feel like 
either really new big cars, or small and expensive old cars. 
He actually told me the older cars are more expensive than 
the newer ones, did you know that?”

“Yeah… mileage is a bitch. You would spend more money 
maintaining an old car than paying for a new one”

“Yeah” I said dissatis�ed “I can’t really get a big car. I have 
no place to park it in. And the color! Jesus!! They immedi-
ately took me to a red-car because that is what I should like 
- as a woman, apparently. Then Maurice tried to take me out 
to dinner. I told him I don’t eat dinner. Then, out of the blue, 
he started talking about you. How he hopes to �nd a nice 
Ethiopian girl, the way you did, and make her his wife"

"Holdonholdonholdon" he said, breaking into laughter "He 
told you I will or I have found an Ethiopian girl to settle 
with?"
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"No, that you already have" I said bitterly, because it has 
hurt - that information - even though it made his rejection 
a little more palatable. "And that was news to me because I 
didn’t know you had your wife already picked out when you 
said you are going home to marry some girl someday. I as-
sumed it was a future thing”

“It is a future thing” he said, “The girl he is talking about is 
Zemen, my brother’s wife”

“You are marrying your brother’s wife?” I said, uncon-
vinced

“Yes, to bring her to America! If I had a woman waiting for 
me, I won’t have called you and told you I loved you – even if 
I was drunk”

Hm.
“Yes but why would he think your brother’s wife is your 

intended?”
“Because I don’t see any reason why I need to tell him 

otherwise” He said, “I keep my secrets close to my bosom, 
where they are guaranteed to stay safe. Not to mention, the 
more people you involved in any kind of immigration fraud, 
the less control you have over it. These people do indeed spy 
on their citizens, believe it or not”

Was he that paranoid with his secrets or still trying to 
skunk out of a lie he may have told me? I was not sure. But, 
whatever the reason, he has tried to warn me about this 
being complicated and I should be grateful for that, I sup-
pose. “So...” I said, after breathing a heavy one “How did your 
evening go, Maurice told me he was assuming he would close 
with you but found out – at the last minute – that you have 
taken the Saturday day shift instead?”

“Yes I have” he said non-committal “They don’t need both 
of us as much as they need one of us to close with the girls. So 
I switched with Jaz to work Saturday for her”

“And you work in a group home for mentally ill-people?” I 
asked, “I don’t know why I thought it was something Secur-
ity related”
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"Group home or ‘Assisted Living’ – as we call it” he said 
yawning.

“Yeah, he said I should ask you why you waste your time 
with them when you can easily �nd work in a hospital. That 
you are the only professional next to the health care pro-
viders there!”

“That guy” he said, in a way that made it obvious a shaking 
of the head has followed the comment “I have already told 
him working with mentally-ill people is a passion of mine. 
My little brother hang himself in the house he was build-
ing me immediately after calling to say he was sorry for the 
disappointment he turned out to be. A few days earlier, I 
have called to yell at him for spending some money I sent. 
I was very antsy back then, have just lost my mom and was 
secretly blaming him for it. And he has already called drunk 
and apologized. I was with a customer when this second call 
came, so I ignored it. If I had any inkling what he planned to 
do and didn’t think he was spoiled or too touched by the art-
istic temperament like everybody else did, he would have 
been alive by now"

Oh my God.
"I am sorry," I said, quietly. "I didn't know that"
"Of course you don't" he said, sounding pissed o�. "Sorry I 

started yelling. I just hate people telling me what to do with 
my life as if I don't know what I want to do at 37"

37. Well at least he wasn't younger.
"Ok"
"As for your question” he continued, “I needed to get a hair-

cut in Seattle, so got a haircut. Then I realized I have a lot of 
time in my hand so stopped by the Pet Store to get you that 
aquarium castle you said you would buy some other day. 
Stopped by your place to drop it then felt weird for coming 
so late so I am driving back to SEATAC now"

"You came here to see me and are leaving now?” I said in 
disbelief.

“Left now” he corrected me “It was kind of stupid to begin 
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with. But I have this problem of being too eager to give gifts. 
Even when I send Yiftu something, I call her immediately 
and give her the detail and bug her to go check the mail every 
day. Then when she emails me saying she has got the pack-
age, I call again and ask to hear the details from her. Like 
every little thing - because I worry they would steal it at the 
post o�ce and she won't get everything I planned to send. It 
is pathetic”

“How far are you?” I said, barely able to contain myself 
until he was done talking

“Parked outside the building of where I live” he said 
“Why?!”

“Because I want you to come back. Can you do that? It is 
not that far, right?”

“Nah” he declined, “Like I said, it was a stupid impulsive 
idea. I guess – I don’t know – I guess I felt fucking terrible for 
letting you go alone with Maurice. Not because I don’t trust 
him or anything but because you deserve better than games 
from me"

"Wasihun?" I said, for once taking a stern tone.
"Eskinder" he corrected me
"Eskinder?" I said, "Please"
"Please what?"
“Come back"
"But why…” he whined. “I told you I am out in the parking 

lot of our place”
I breathed, shaking to my bone. “Because I want to see you. 

Is that ok?”
“You would see me tomorrow” he said stubbornly “and 

you saw me yesterday. C’mon, if I came by, I don’t know if I 
could keep to my resolution”

“What if I don’t want you to keep to your resolution?”
“Mh’ti, please” he begged in a shaky voice “Don’t make me 

do this”
“But there must have been a good reason why you came 

here, right?” I said, “I don’t think it is just to drop a gift. 
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So why would you go back to your place without seeing it 
through?”

“Because I am fucking pussy,” he said, “Because I have this 
little worm called a dick and this other little worm called 
consciousness. I thought ‘I would go! If Maurice can have the 
boldness to ask the number o� a girl who showed no inter-
est in him and giggle about her all evening, I should be able 
to kiss the girl I love and who I know loves – or at least likes 
– me. But I got there and I was like ‘What the fuck are you 
doing? You have already told her you cannot be with her. So 
why are you tri�ing with her emotion and trying to hurt her 
in the process?’”

"You know what would hurt me?” I asked
“What?”
“You not coming back!”
“Mh’ti?”
“Yes” I said, “If you have ever cared for me, you would drive 

back”
“But you know what will happen if I come, right?"
“Well then let it" I said, "It isn’t something that I haven’t 

hoped would happen ever since you took me to the DMV"
"The DMV?"
"Yes"
"I didn't know that" He said, "I started thinking maybe you 

liked me after you insisted that girl who dropped her mp3 
while crossing the street was my type"

"What?!" I said surprised, "But she was 'teyim' and pretty!"
"I know" he agreed "But just as I was trying to show you a 

girl doesn't have to be 'teyim' to get my attention, you seem 
determined to believe that she needs to. It maybe the old 
adage about the lady protesting too much, but it made me 
think maybe you were trying to throw me o� a scent"

"Oh my God" I said humiliated "I feel so deceitful"
"On the contrary," he said, "Your humility made me respect 

you more besides giving me hope that perhaps you liked me"
"I do," I said, smiling tearfully, "The idea of being yours 

All about Will

115



makes me tremble allover"
“Oh my darling,” he groaned. “You won’t believe how often 

I heard you say that to me in my dream. How often I mastur-
bated to an image of you saying you want me”

“So why are you making me beg?” I asked, grabbing a towel 
and sandals in preparation of a quick shower.

“I don’t know” he laughed “It may be just cold feet. You 
know what they say about things being too good to be true. 
Plus I bragged how good I was in bed last time, when I didn’t 
think I would be tested on it. It just makes you want to just 
avoid it and stay home”

“Or … you can refuse to let the fear stop you from doing 
what you want, the way I did with driving”

He laughed.
“Ok” he said �nally, “if you are sure, I will stop by 7/11 and 

get some condom. Do you want me to get you anything?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know… alcohol? Chocolate? Flower? What do guys 

bring a woman on their �rst – date?”
“Themselves, I think”
"You won't judge me coming empty handed when I am 

about to get laid?"
I laughed. "What a silly question" I said, "You have been 

around way too many prostitutes"
"Let us not talk about that" he said, suddenly serious "It 

kind of turns me o�"

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

116

CHAPTER 23

The dark-color of his freshly cut-hair has given him a 
strange, albeit much younger, look. His cheeks 
were hot. His eyes lazy and sleepy, the burnt look 

under them giving them a haunting quality.
I opened the door for him in my towel when he pressed 

the bell a few minutes after I remind him what apartment 
number to come to. And took his hand when the sight of the 
aquarium reminded him of the gift he left in his car. "You 
will get it later," I said, "It is too cold now, come in"

Then he tried to apologize for ringing the bell, as if he can-
not be content with just letting things follow their course 
[He tried to knock, he added, like four times, but I wasn’t an-
swering. And he has almost turned around and walked back 
– thinking I had a change of heart – when he noticed the 
small brown button jutted out of my dark brown mahog-
any frame]. "Shh" I said, and led him - by the hand - to the 
couch, sat him and made out with him [consuming his lips, 
tasting his tongue – which has a distinctive beer-like �avor 
– and brushing my tongue against his teeth. Joe used to like 
that]. When I �nally untied my towel and let him touch my 
breasts, like it was a holy relic, a tremor run through his 
frame. He stood up, then, fumbling with his pocket for a con-
dom-pack he said was a favorite of his, although he has read 
some women react badly to the Latex.

"It is �ne," I said, pulling him down "Sit down and kiss me"
He �xed his pants and sat next to me, hot and feverish.
"I can't believe you can be so calm," he said with a nervous 

laughter "I am freaking out"
"I am not freaking out because I knew it was a matter of 
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time before we end up..." I whispered a word in his ear [the 
Amharic word for when a guy takes a woman and inserts a 
part of his body into hers].

He closed his eyes and groaned, "Please Mh’ti" he begged 
me “You don’t really have to…”

"Why? Don't you want to..." another stretch, another whis-
per of a word describing the act of a man stu�ng his penis 
into a woman as one stu�s a burrito.

Next thing I know I was whisked o� the ground [protesting 
and shrieking with laughter, the way I did every time Joe 
tried to prove that he can carry me if he wants], thrown on 
the bed, and crushed under his body with the full force of his 
erection.

He has asked me if it was "being fucked" that I wanted. 
That he will fuck me, he will plough me all night long. And 
those whispered threats have brought to my mind the erotic 
image of a farmer under a straw hat and in the traditional 
white short leading his ox into fertile land, his bare feet 
deep in mire. Breaking earth, ploughing earth, making earth 
ready for sowing. A dark room whose only source of light is a 
thatched hole in the wall. A straw bed, a thin blanket, a man 
lowering his pants to pull himself into a woman’s thighs for a 
love making that is as silent as it is intense.

“I knew something has to happen,” Wasihun was saying 
from the depth of my thighs where he kept himself busy 
with the study and digital exploration of my ins and outs, 
"Not today but sometime soon, or I would go crazy earlier 
than I feared. Do you know how it feels, listening to Maurice 
talking about you, his hopes, his dreams, his fear? Trying to 
see fate in the fact that both your names starts with 'M’; ask-
ing if Ethiopian women take their husband's last name. On 
and on about this girl who should be mine in all accounts? To 
simply shut up and take it?"

“I am glad he did,” I laughed, desperately trying to keep 
body and reason together, and panting from the e�ort, 
“Serves you right!"
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"Good to know you are so heartless" He joked, making me 
lie face down and getting into a sweaty push-up position 
over me, "Or I would have felt bad for not giving in when you 
beg me to stop later”

“We will see who will do the begging” I teased, propping a 
pillow underneath my hips to raise my backside closer to his 
body. “I am known to make grown men cry”

There were no tears. Not while he milked my breasts from 
behind. Not while he teased my G-Spot with the tip of his 
penis. Not while he pumped his hips forward and backward 
until the bed, with its 8 inch memory foam, stirred to life. 
The eruption came after he pulled out his penis, and locked 
lips with me without realizing he was rubbing against an 
organ that was as raw as it was ripe. An explosion of ecstasy 
and grief shattered my ribs, like an alien-child tearing itself 
out of my chest. He held me, then, and begged me to stop 
crying and tell him what was wrong. It was after I swore 
on my mother's soul that I cry when I come - really come - 
that he mastered enough enthusiasm to work himself to an 
orgasm.
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CHAPTER 24

A  few hours later, I was woken up from a deep sleep, 
not by my old inability to stay asleep, but by 
a sound I recognized as an act of violence being 

perpetrated against someone. Wasihun was lying beside me, 
his bare chest heaving up and down with his breath. Before 
I could determine what the noise that woke me up was, I 
heard a thud, a startled voice as one made when something is 
about to fall and a door yanked closed. A woman was crying 
and a man was begging her to calm down. A little kid weep-
ing in his sleep. My neighbors seem to be having an emo-
tional breakdown. I got up, told Wasihun to go back to sleep, 
and walked barefoot to the door. Despite the yanked closed-
door, a drama seems to be unfolding in view of my keyhole.

"What is it?" Wasihun said when he startled me from 
my watchfulness. He was in his green and black plaid �an-
nel boxers - the kind that reminds one of Scottish bagpipe 
players – and one that showed his bow legs- which he mis-
takenly worried were shaped like a girl’s when he was young 
- and his adorably chubby thighs.

"Shh" I said, putting my �nger on my lips "I think they are 
�ghting"

"Come back to the bed" he said, holding my frame in his and 
dragging me to himself. "I have more stories to tell you"

I laughed and told him I need to see the end of this. While 
he went back to bed, I watched my neighbor, looking wild 
with tears and �yaway hair, tearing her face with a �sted-
hand. Then, as if I was being punished for my eavesdropping, 
she started knocking on my door. I run into my bedroom to 
grab a robe, came back, and opened the door saying, "Who is 
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it?"
"Please ignore her," the husband said, dragging her by the 

arm while she struggled to get away from him
"Hold on, please let her go" I said, suddenly pissed o�, 

"What is wrong?" I said to her.
As if that was the question that burst all the dams, she 

threw her arms around my waist and started crying. That, 
it seems, was as high as she can go. She held on to my stom-
ach and wailed while I dragged her into the room and closed 
the door behind her, telling her husband to give us a minute. 
Then I sat her on the couch, told a Wasihun who came out 
when I raised my voice at the husband to go back to sleep, 
and gave her a glass of water - the way I saw people do in 
movies. A few minutes later, the door was knocked again 
and a crying child was brought around by his dad - refusing 
to sleep without his mom. 10 minutes after I left a warm 
bed, I was shaking on the living room couch that also served 
as my bed once, comforting a crying woman and a sleepy 
child.

"Just tell her to get back to her husband" Wasihun was 
saying in Amharic from my bedroom "Don't get involved in 
people's drama. Are you kidding me? Just tell her to get back 
to her apartment and work it out with him. She can leave 
him tomorrow if she wants"

I held the woman's shoulder softly "Do you want me to give 
you a blanket?" I said, "You can sleep here if you want"

Just when she tired herself from crying and seems to nod to 
sleep on my couch, her feet still on the ground, her husband 
knocked on my door gently and asked if he can come in. "I am 
sorry, I don't think this is a good time" I said, standing up for 
the small-guy.

"I just want to talk to her" He said, eyes full of tears, "Just 
want her to hear me"

"I don't think she wants to see you right now," I said, will-
ing to play the martyr, "I will let her crash on my couch and 
maybe tomorrow..."
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Before I was done talking, she sidled up to me and stood 
by my side. It was a pathetic picture, a sleeping child on her 
little pregnant stomach. "Are you sure?" I said, after she said 
it was ok and she will go with him. "You know you can spend 
the night here"

"No, is ok" she said, looking back at Wasihun. "Is ok. Is �ne. 
Thank you"

"Jesus" Wasihun said, after the couple walked out, with the 
child in their arms "What on earth was that about?"

"I don't know but she either found him watching porn or 
cheating on her"

He rolled his eyes. "You won't think such a small woman 
would have so much �re in her. Anyway what I advise you is 
not to get involved next time she came. You don’t want to 
get dragged to the police station if something happened"

I smiled. If I needed more evidence that we were meant 
to be together, here it was: his mind, like mine, seems de-
termined to jump to the worst conclusion as if he, too, 
has found the ground beneath his feet shaky one too many 
times.
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CHAPTER 25

There was an envelope on my door mat when I came 
from work that evening.

The envelope has been kept in place with a small 
bag of gummy bears from Trader Joe’s. [Great! Now I have to 
give up TJ’s too.] Inside the card, and scribbled in the tiniest 
most careful [girly?!] letters I have seen, was a sweet apolo-
getic note from my neighbor, the husband.

I grabbed the card, the candy, unlocked my door and shut 
myself in.

The room was warm and sti�ing. After opening all the 
doors and changing into my pajama, I sat on the edge of my 
couch painting my nails. This was not the most productive 
thing I could do with my time. But as far as pre-slumber re-
laxation techniques went, one can do much worse than ex-
periment with various shades of acrylic.

Most of my thought was on Wasihun. First, why he neither 
called nor texted to tell me what time he was going to come 
pick me up for the training. Then, worrying if something has 
happened after I kissed him good day by his car this morn-
ing. Then... about last night. How his was not a quiet sex 
where the man silently attacks the woman’s nether areas. 
His was involved, verbal and creative. It was a wrestling 
match where all avenues were explored while words were 
whispered, scenarios drawn, compliments given and taken. 
A vulnerability that makes the heart-tender and squishy - 
like a sponge.

When we were preparing to leave this morning, he to his 
apartment, I to my work, I have asked if he wants to spend 
the day there. "When I come from work later, we can go to 
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the park, drive around it and then maybe we will go eat some 
food" I have added. He did not bother thinking about it. He 
said he fears he will not be able to sleep at my place with all 
the light streaming through the windows. The reason why 
he took the windowless room at their place was because he 
can't go to sleep while there is still light out. And his sleep 
is something he has learned not to mess around with after 
su�ering from insomnia for years after his mom's death. He 
is not 17 anymore; can’t stay up for half the night talking 
to me, then hope to function well when he goes to work 
tonight.

I assumed he must have gone to sleep immediately and 
waken up a little before he has to go to work. That is why he 
neither called nor texted. It cannot be because he was one 
of the boys I was warned about when young, the “dine and 
dash” type men who would run away after getting what they 
wanted.

True, last night was purely about sex – with no strings 
attached.

True, and despite the experience he accumulated in the 
�eld, he was too eager to please and a little naive as to how 
a woman cannot arrive at an orgasm without the persistent 
repetitive action of her man. He has changed positions rad-
ically, held me or twisted himself in ways that induced pain 
and asked me - more than once - to look into his eyes while 
he was going in and out: that was the only way he knows he 
was really there, inside me, and not just in the wet dream he 
has been having ever since he heard my voice on the phone 
and fall in love with it.

After we kept at it for at least 20 minutes [doggy, side-
ways, good old missionary] and I came and he did not, he 
has wanted to turn around and go to sleep. Because the 
main thing was that I came. It is very important for the 
girl to come as a guy can get himself there any time he 
wanted. When I protested how that was supposed to make 
me feel, he has got on top of me, reintroduced himself and 
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asked me to upgrade the dirty language by adding naughty 
details. Years of masturbating alone has made him prone to 
storytelling. So I have started, awkwardly, to tell a story [of 
a Secretary in love with her married boss. A female prisoner 
attracted to her jailer. A single mother paying rent in sex 
while her baby slept in a cot by the wall]. And he has groaned 
and wretched and squeezed so hard I felt he was past �esh 
and started hitting a tailbone somewhere back there.

However injudicious it maybe to call before he does, it 
felt equally hard for me to see him as this person whose 
chess-moves I have to watch and act accordingly. Whatever 
last night meant to him, and whatever places this relation-
ship isn't going, he was someone I got naked with. A person 
whose mouth I explored with my tongue and whose saliva 
and bacteria I partook of. A man whose eager vulnerability I 
soothed with a whole hearted approval when he showed me 
his penis and asked if it was to my liking.

At around 10, I decided to do the brave thing and give him 
a call. I had a good excuse for it, too, as my neighbor's thank 
you card has remind me of an invitation I was going to take 
Donna to that Saturday.

"Hey" I said, feeling a little silly when he picked up "Do you 
want to go to an o�ce function with me?"

"Selam” he said back, as usual, in Amharic. Not too dis-
tant, yet not very intimate “An o�ce function? Like, what, a 
party?"

"You know, snacks, free drink stamps and some ru�es, 
games"

When he would not respond, I added, "I can ask Donna to 
come with me if you don't want to. In fact, that is what I was 
planning to do but if you want..."

"When is it?" he said
"Saturday night. It is at my work. I haven't been there be-

fore but I have been told they hire caterers and they decorate 
the whole room. Give out prizes for those people who have 
either proved exceptional this year or have hit 10, 15, 25 
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and 30 years respectively"
"You said you can take your friend though, right?"
"Of course" I replied, slightly put o�.
"Cool" he answered
Alright then. Maybe he was the dine-and-dash type. What 

else have I got to learn about men yet?
"So" I heard him say, "What are you doing?"
"My nails" I replied "You know... trim them, paint them and 

remove the paint..."
"But you don't wear open-toed shoes” he observed
"No. But I can" I said, deciding to rebel.
"It feels like a lot of work for nothing"
"It is not a vanity project” I protested, a little stung, “It is – 

it was recommended to me as a way of relaxation. Plus, I like 
the smell. It’s like a sharpie – only stronger. It must be the 
wanna-be alcoholic in me”

"I don't know if you have seen this movie with Eddy Mur-
phy" he said, after chuckling "He falls in love with this girl - 
wait he is a player, sleeps with women and dumps them for 
the smallest imperfection. Then he meets this girl who he 
thinks is perfect and falls in love with her. Of course, she is 
the one girl who doesn't fall in love with him, but actually 
treats him exactly the way he treated other women. Anyway 
there is this scene where he drags the sheet o� her feet and 
looks at her nails and goes 'yeah'"

"Because it is perfect?"
"Yeah"
Ok?
"I love Eddy Murphy's movies" he added stupidly "I had 

'Coming to America' on my laptop for like 10 years. Watched 
that over and over again when I got bored. There are a few 
movies that I can never get tired of. I can watch them like 
three times a night and I can go for a fourth one"

"Like...?" What else was there to say?
"Oh... you know, Pinocchio. A �sh called Wanda. The Prin-

cess Bride…"
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"Aw" I have started, wanting to add it was a favorite of Joe's 
too

"And almost all movies with Zooey Deschanel in them"
"She is your celebrity crush, is she?" I said, slightly bored. 

Is there one guy in this planet who hasn't got a thing for that 
woman?

He laughed.
"You would probably change your mind if you heard her 

sing. My - friend has one of her songs in a Christmas collec-
tion CD. And it is like 'I am so pretty and accomplished, I 
don't even have to try'. Sounds downright self-indulgent and 
lazy. Anyway..." I said, trying to stir away from the subject of 
White girls "I try not to cut my toenails unless I have to. Two 
of them are so much like my mom’s; it is like looking at her 
feet. Makes me sad"

"Oh yeah?" he said, distracted. Doors seem to open and 
close at his end.

"Yeah... I have been told I look like my dad's mom. But 
there are some things that reminds me of my mom on me"

"Your grandmother must have been a good-looking 
woman," He said, using the formal 'she'

Oh God.
"So... ok" I sighed, preferring to look at my toe-clippings 

than continue in this dull conversation "Goodnight"
"Oh no, don't go" he begged, "Talk to me"
"But you sound so preoccupied"
There was a photo of Tony being interviewed by some 

charity organization newspaper columnist.
"No I am not. I just am �ipping through channels while 

talking to you. It gets really quiet and boring after 11"
"How about we watch a movie together" I said, "I used to do 

that with books. Pick a movie and let us watch it together"
"But you would go to sleep afterwards and I would become 

bored" he said
"Naturally" I said, "But when you get to sleep tomorrow, I 

gotta go to work. You have that going for you"
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No development on Joe’s eBay pro�le. Wajo has taken a 
photo of some unemployed kids reading rented newspapers 
outside a bookstore cut out of a storage tanker. And there 
was a photo of a little boy, with a missing tooth, smiling up 
from his shoe shining box. No tooth fairy dollar for him.

"Next time I come" he said, after answering somebody's 
grumbling, "I will copy some of my favorite movies on your 
laptop and we can watch those together, yeah?"

"Yeah... but don't you want to do the movie thingy?"
"Sure but in case you felt sleepy, I want you to tell me so I 

can imagine you sleeping, ok? I would kill to be in bed with 
you right now"

Although I was encouraged by the turn our conversation 
took, I can recognize the note in a man's voice when trying 
to induce a girl to have phone sex with him. Considering he 
was at work and people around, I decided to put a stop to 
this. One must remember, too, how he just refused to go to 
an o�ce party with me. "So tell me," I said, dumping my clip-
pings, "what do you do on a typical work night?"

"Way to change the subject," he laughed, "What do I do? 
Well you know... supervision, assistance, monitoring, teach-
ing them how to take their meds and help them sleep. I am 
responsible for 20 residents in my building and on call for 
eight others in the facility next door (for emergency or crisis 
management, etc.). Our residents are what you call 'develop-
mentally disabled' and those with special needs acquired 
through traumatic brain injury. There are three of us on a 
good day, two men and a woman. Sometimes two, which is 
�ne. We have a resident counselor. A Security guard and an-
other guy on call from the building next door for when we 
have an emergency. Most nights are pretty uneventful. At 
least, nothing that doesn't happen ordinarily happens. 
When a resident is decompensated, like becomes unstable, 
we calm them down or restrain them. Sometimes you need 
to use force. Other times, you need to call the police. But we 
don't get as much drama as those who work with severely 
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mentally ill people - you know... schizophrenic, borderline, 
bipolar. Not saying this is a walk in the park either but 
things are easier at night, as most of the day sta� do most of 
the life skill training. Sleep is the main problem here. Some 
don't fall asleep, and others can't stay asleep. So they get up 
and want to go out. They want to see a family member or re-
member something they have lost or misplaced and cry and 
trash until you calmed them down and help them go back to 
sleep. Sometimes I just let them hung out with me until they 
are sleepy. But that is generally not encouraged. Of course 
even the most mild-mannered of them get depressed, quar-
relsome, refuse their medications, refuse to shower. Sex is 
another depressing subject you gotta deal with. Because 
these guys can't give consent in the legal sense of the word, 
which doesn't mean they don't know what it is or don't want 
it," he sighed, "You get a burst of anger, verbal abuse, and 
physical violence. I have hurt my arm and my shoulder 
twice in the last year, just trying to calm somebody down. 
And Jasmine pinched a nerve while trying to free a blanket 
out of a resident's hand, she was in tears every time she lifted 
her right arm for months. We get a few who hear voices, see 
things, do self-harm; are antisocial, or socially inept, para-
noid. Most are plain miserable every day of the week. But 
you get trained how to deal with that - for about 26 hours - 
and some days are better than others. I enjoyed taking them 
to the library when I was doing the day shift. Take them to 
the park. The wellness center. You gotta be vigilant and keep 
an eye on them but the e�ect it has [before they crushed for 
the day or become depressed at the thought they have to 
come back home] was a welcome sight. Unfortunately, I 
hated the guys I worked with so when the night-shift man-
ager position opened, I decided to apply. And, thanks to my 
red and white polo, got it. I like the people I work with now. 
Greg has been here for like 13 years so this place is the only 
family he knows. Jasmine and Lubaba do not have as much 
education as families to take care of, so they are set for life - I 
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am afraid. Maurice is the PIC in my absence and our cheerful 
warrior. And although I don't always see eye to eye with Dar-
ren, the security guy [he used to be a cop and I guess hates an-
swering to immigrants], he is a lot better to have around 
than the previous guy; who was nice and friendly but came 
to work high and actually stole from residents. The one be-
fore him, I heard, was a sexual-predator, and has messed 
around with one of the younger girls before they found out 
and �red him"

"Hm" I said, because all I could say was how unpleasant his 
surrounding sounds "I hope they pay you well for it"

"It's alright" he said, "Considering how bad it can get, it is 
pretty decent. Home caregivers and social workers are mur-
dered and brutalized at other places. Not saying some care-
givers do not abuse and harm the people in their care. But the 
ratio, I believe, is as di�erent as the sky is to earth. And most 
keep going back - even after incidents - because they either 
can't �nd any other job, other hours don't work for them 
or because of family commitments. They go back into the 
same system and to the same patients who brutalized them 
because most facilities never want to let go of patients, how-
ever dangerous they maybe. They are their bread and butter, 
so to say. Speaking of..." he yawned and added in English "Lu-
baba has just brought her dinner around. So I am going to say 
goodnight"

"Oh?"
"Yeah... she always makes extra for the guy working with 

her and forces me to eat with her. If she was Habesha, I fancy 
she would bring the whole 'kotet' and make co�ee until the 
3rd round"

I heard Lubaba laugh and say something in what I assumed 
must be English.

"Alright" I said, "Goodnight and be safe"
"Will do," he said, and before I can decide on a farewell line 

between "Ewedhalehu" [which is equivalent to saying ‘I love 
you’ to a friend/family member] or "AfeQrihalehu" [which 
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has a more sexual undertone than its English equivalent 
does], he hung up.
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CHAPTER 26

“So what is this about San Francisco?” I asked, 
after Wasihun texted to enquire if I was too 
busy to talk on the phone the next evening. 

“You said you wanted to move there?”
“Oh that is way in the future,” he said, dismissively, “After 

I brought Zemen, Andy’s wife – although they were never 
properly married – and have her settle here with the kids, I 
intend to move to San Francisco.”

“Got that part” I said, trying to hide my annoyance “But 
why San Francisco, is it just the weather or…?”

“Actually the weather is the least of it,” he said, “If I want 
hot weather I will go to Arizona. It is not as rainy or cold 
as here, but it is still foggy. But I don’t mind fog. Fog is na-
ture showing you love. I love San Francisco because that is 
where I got the sense of home �rst after 11 years of living in 
Germany. When I was in Germany, if I missed home, I have 
to either go to Luxemburg to visit my sponsor’s family. Or 
back to Ethiopia. In San Francisco, I was back in college in 
Ethiopia again, surrounded by guys I feel I knew all my life. 
Eating Ethiopian food, rolling among people who look and 
believe like me. Visiting hospitals and going to ‘lekso bett’s 
after work – just as we did the �rst year after graduating from 
college. Be part of a community, for once! Not to mention 
how all my friends – at least the ones I can have actual con-
versation with - are in San Francisco”

I did not have a particular objection, except for wanting to 
know what he plans to do with me when he goes.

“Like I said,” he continued. “It is way in the future, nothing 
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to worry about now”
“Ok then tell me about your brother”
"My brother?" He said warily. “Why?”
“Why not? He seems to �gure a lot in your life”
“You assume that is something I want to go into an hour 

before midnight?”
“How about Germany” I said, “Or your dad. He sounds 

interesting”
“As far an aged lion goes, he is” he said, “He has served time, 

you know?”
“For what?”
“As a political prisoner”
“Of Dergue?” I said, confused
“Nope, EPRDF” he said, “He was a Dergue o�cial at the 

time of ‘Red Terror’. Of course, he did not have anything to 
do with the killings. Was actually telling them to tone the 
rhetoric down, before the 'Ihapa' kids started shooting the 
grown-ups and the grown-ups came down on them like the 
wrath of God. But he has gone out on patrols, sat on the 
village judicial committee when most of the opposition’s 
house or property were taken from them 'unjustly'. Had the 
proverbial “red card”, too, which must mean he has bene-
�tted from his membership – even if it means just staying 
alive and being left alone. So when EPRDF took over, they 
round them all up and threw them in jail. I remember how 
pissed o� he got at my mom for bringing me along the day 
we went to visit him. I was her best friend and con�dante, 
although she – like him – preferred the bad boy of the house. 
“Why did you bring him?” he said, looking daggers at me. I 
was embarrassed and just stood where I was, watching her 
cry for seeing him among people she considered rapists and 
killers. When he was freed and came home, he threw his 
arms around Andy and wept for like half an hour. I felt like 
shit. Thought he either hated me or did not like me as much 
as my kid bro. Of course, later I understood what made him 
angry that day was being seen a captive, like cattle behind a 
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wooden bar, by his oldest son. That feeling of helplessness”
“Do you know my dad was killed by Dergue?” I said, inter-

rupting him.
“Really?!”
“Yeah... in a roundabout way. They tortured him and he 

died from gangrene”
“Does that mean you were born when Dergue took power?”
Uh. Oh.
“Yes” I said, unconsciously sucking my stomach. “I will be 

35 in October”
“No way!”
"Yup"
“Wow” he laughed “I thought you were like 28, 30 at most. 

But I guess it makes sense that you look so mature. I was 
wondering what has happened to you that made you so - 
so...modest because girls your age are all about showing o�”

"And now you know it is because I am an old woman" I 
joked

"I won't say that" he joked, in a �irtious voice, "Anyone who 
saw those nipples won't say that. I was wondering if I should 
have taken a photo of them last night. That photo would 
come really handy when I try to wind down before going to 
sleep in the morning"

"Anyway,” I said, a little tickled, and �ushed, "... as I was 
saying, yeah, that is what happened. My dad actually died 
because your dad's party killed him”

“I wonder what that makes us,” he said thoughtfully. “Not 
that I cared for Dergue or EPRDF or any one of those mon-
sters, mind you. But I am sure it would have been quite 
frowned upon at some point”

I had some reservations about that, a reservation on what 
I perceived as a false equivalency when comparing actual 
monsters with the men who raised arms to overthrow them. 
But I let it go. This is not the time to talk politics.

"How about what you said the other day," I asked, for that 
was the purpose of the interrogation, “You said there were so 
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many things you have to do before you can be in a relation-
ship”

“I was being melodramatic” he observed with amusement, 
“We have a touch of the drama, at our house, as you will soon 
learn. It is basically what I said earlier. I will petition Zemen 
as my wife and have to hope, after they were done with those 
requests from citizens, they would get to us”

“Oh you are not a citizen yet!”
“No, and neither would I ever be,” he said proudly, “But I 

can still �le for her using my Green Card which I did a year 
ago”

I paused, a little confused.
“Is there a reason why you can’t become a citizen?” I said, 

wondering what sort of crime he committed to have him 
banned for life, and willing to marry him if it means he re-
mains in Washington State “You have been here for six years, 
right? Aren’t DV winners allowed to apply for citizenship 
after 5 years of living in this country?”

“I am sure they are,” he said, patronizing me “But my 
citizenship isn’t for sale. I am an Ethiopian and will die an 
Ethiopian if it means missing out on all the ‘bene�ts’ that 
comes with being a citizen in this country; which – to be 
perfectly honest – isn’t much. Yes, you can vote. But look at 
what voting did for Al Gore. That man was my hero – even 
if you ignored what Bush’s election meant for the rest of the 
world! Therefore, I decided it really was not for me. Plus, if I 
remained Ethiopian, it means your friends back home won’t 
cast the extra tari� on me they do on foreigners, and I can 
own whatever property I may just like every other Ethiop-
ian, which is what my end goal is”

OK. Righteous fuck.
“But it would make your petition so much easier” I 

whined, “Instead of waiting behind citizens to petition your 
wife, you can get her in 12-18 months of applying for it”

“I am not in a particular hurry right now” he said, “Not 
just because I believe her kids should at least hit 10 before 
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they came to this country – her youngest is eight this year 
– so they know their culture and form their identity before 
America snatches it from them. But I do need to save enough 
to be able to support them until at least she can get her 
footing in this country. Then, as we say in my country, I will 
go tend to my own garden in San Francisco. My dad thinks I 
should just forget all about them and start living for myself. 
Get married and have kids before it is too late. It is nice of 
him, being willing to carry the burden of my brother's fam-
ily at an age where he should be resting from his toils. But of 
course I am not gonna let that happen”

“That makes sense” I said looking out into the menacing 
grayness outside my window "My mother used to say that to 
me too: forget about us and live for yourself. I personally �nd 
it annoying - this idea that I can peel o� who I am like a wet 
suit and walk away from my old responsibilities just because 
I came to America"

“Exactly” he said with a chuckle. "That is why I never ask 
my dad's opinion over anything. The second year I went to 
Germany, I called home and started crying. It was ‘Fasika’ 
and I was so depressed and miserable. You know what he said 
to me? He told me to drop everything and come back - after 
all the money that was spent on me. That they will rent out 
the big house and live in the service quarter if it comes to 
that. I was like 'never mind' and never brought up the subject 
of moving back home again"

"Yeah" I said, going around turning the apartment lights o� 
before entering the sanctuary of my bedroom where I mean 
to re-examine his San Francisco plan as opposed to what we 
have going on, "I gotta say goodnight now. I am kind of sleepy 
because I didn't sleep well last night"

"Oh yeah, why?"
"I had a dream" I said, "it is kind of silly, but it kept me up"
"What kind of dream?"
I was passing by one of the restaurants on East Aloha St. A 

posh restaurant where a polished white couple sit by a win-
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dow, looking out into the world with French poetry in their 
eyes, while the colorful drop of something that resembles 
some sort of algae on their neat little plate gets poked with a 
silver knife and fork. I have enjoyed, through the years, look-
ing into this �ne-dining establishment while passing by to 
observe the haircuts and cream-colored tops of the women 
in it. Imagining it as a place where White people go to, not 
to eat, but see and be seen by the fashionable intelligence of 
that town that lives for the samplings - and not the devour-
ing - of such small delicacies.

Through this window where passersby can look into the 
dining hall, my dreaming-self spies an elegantly dressed 
very pretty Asian girl. She has stolen a glance at me while 
I walked by, then kept on eating with a chopstick, while 
dabbing at her lips using the edge of a napkin, completely ig-
noring me. That, for some unknown reason, has determined 
me to ask to be let in - not through the door [probably be-
cause I have never seen an entrance to the establishment] 
but through the window by where the girl sat. I would 
knock, demand and complain. "Why is she being allowed 
and I'm not?" I would ask, "She isn't white either". The girl 
would keep on talking; looking pretty, virginal and delicate 
in her white silken top, as if I wasn't standing outside mak-
ing a racket. My grievance seems to focus its intent razor-
like power on her until the man sitting across her transforms 
into my neighbor and I woke myself up with the terror of my 
impropriety.

"It is actually a silly dream," I said chuckling, "I don't know 
why it worried me so much. Then again everything is so 
blown out of proportion in dreams, isn't it?"

"Yup" he agreed in that easy voice he uses when about to 
make a joke "It is like being the star of your own life's soap-
opera"

"Right?" I laughed. "When I �rst moved into my Columbia 
City apartment, I used to either go into a deep sleep and have 
a nightmare that wakes me up terri�ed. Or I am half-awake 
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because my subconscious mind is monitoring the room all 
night long. After I met my ... after I met Joe, I begun dreaming 
less and staying asleep much longer. He used to say it is be-
cause my subconscious mind knows I will have enough time 
to escape while he is being dragged out of the cave by the ... 
you know ... the beasts that carry o� our ancestors at night"

"Aha" he said, sounding neither excited nor enlightened 
"Well I hope you have a better luck tonight, and that I will 
see you tomorrow"

I know when I am being dismissed. But this idea of seeing 
me tomorrow was a rather new and interesting develop-
ment.

"You mean talk to me tomorrow?" I asked, to make sure 
"Because I am going to that o�ce party, remember?"

"Oh yeah" he said, absentmindedly "I forgot the party. How 
about you text me when you get home and I drop by your 
place? I mean I have nothing to do after �nishing my day-
shift at work"

Drop by: after I came from a party he refused to be a part 
of; while still keeping me a secret from the people he hid me 
from last week; so we can have a no-string attached sex!

Boy, you have no idea who you are dealing with!
"No" I said, laughing self-consciously so Wasihun doesn't 

think he was being punished "I think I am ... I think I will 
spend the night at Donna's place. We will be drinking and I 
don't want her to drive far in that state. How about Sunday? 
Is there a good time to call you?"

"Any time before 7 pm or after 10 pm" he said, not seeming 
to notice I was too much in a hurry to be telling the truth 
"The guys are very inquisitive so I would rather not answer 
any calls while I am with them"

“I thought you were always on call when you are not at 
work!" I observed.

"Maybe just your call" he said smiling into the phone "the 
minute they found out I was teaching a girl how to drive, 
they predicted we will end up sleeping together. I do not 
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want to give them the satisfaction of knowing they were 
right"

It was surprising how little what I want and how his deci-
sion would make me feel seems to �gure in his making of it. 
“Yeah but it is not like you can stop them from �nding out 
someday, right?"

"No but I like to keep my business close to my sleeve, as 
they say. Nothing more embarrassing than bringing a girl 
around then say you have broken up a week later. Seyoum is 
doing that all the time and they tell him not to get engaged 
to her even when he speaks of somebody he gave a ride to"

"I see"
"You don't mind, do you?" He asked, suddenly seeming 

aware how broken my voice was "I mean we got together lit-
erally two days ago"

"Of course not," I said, swallowing the pain I felt during 
the whole conversation. I never understood why women be-
come surprised when men behave after sex the same way 
they did before sex. Do we seriously expect sleeping with us 
would change them for good?! "Plus you did say we can't date 
so..."

A meditative silence was all the reply I got.
"I will talk to you Sunday then" I said and hung up before he 

came up with another insensitive response.
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CHAPTER 27

“So you are done with White guys now, are you?”
It was Donna who asked it. There was a mild 

hostility - a soft confrontation - in the question, 
despite the smile that accompanied it. I have confessed how 
I have slept with someone I met and we were ‘seeing how it 
goes’ after she asked why I needed to call her back when she 
wanted to know what time we were to be at the party.

“Yup” I said, smiling. What is the use to point out it was 
never about Black or White, but desire and lust! “Once you 
go White, you don’t”

“Seriously!”
“I am” I said, “When I went back home last time, I was 

so crushed and demoralized that it felt like I was trying to 
scrub my integrity o� the �oor. I guess when you lose your 
in�ated sense of self, you open your eyes and see things the 
way they are. And I saw things the way they are. I watched, 
learned, and kept my silence. Then I came here and I was 
walking on 4th avenue like a week after, and I noticed 
something that taught me something else. I don’t know if 
I told you but I used to like nerds when I came to this 
country. Quirky guys with glasses, or cross-body bags, Jew-
fros. Because nerdy-type guys, they are friends to all girls 
who grew up thinking they were not pretty. They were deep 
and as lonely; never picky! Anyway this was like late in the 
afternoon, around 5:30, I was walking along with a massive 
crowd of people on 4th avenue when this ‘nerd’ looking guy 
swung by me, almost knocking me to the ground. There are 
no buses that way, and way too many people to dodge. So 
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I followed him with my eyes, wondering what was happen-
ing. Then as suddenly, he stopped by these two girls that 
were ahead of us. He craned his neck to look at one of the 
girls, this pretty blonde in a yellow dress. Then continued 
his way like he has all the time in the world. That is when I 
realized that was all the running was about. She has passed 
him and he wanted to check how hot she was as compared to 
how hot he thought she was from the side. I couldn’t believe 
it. I was so disgusted. After that, I don't know...”

“But not all White guys are like that” she said, clearly dis-
pleased.

“I am sure. But every time I think of nerds, that is who I see. 
It is a huge turn o�"

“Well I am glad things are working out for you," she said, 
swallowing hard "Although, you must admit, that is quite a 
turn from your previous position”

Despite not wanting to continue on this conversation, and 
the ample justi�cation she has for it, honor dictated I do not 
let this go. "My previous position?"

She was studying me with her head inclined to one side. 
Her hair was no longer cropped. But it was neither long, nor 
orderly. It looked lost, as if it did not know what to do with 
itself - just like its owner.

“You never wanted to date black men” she said, “You got 
mad even when I point out black guys who I thought were 
cute”

“I didn’t want to date Tony” I emphasized, “And the black 
men I was pissed o� at were African-American guys who 
checked me out while they still had a girl next to them, or 
looked like losers”

“Well I hope you don’t think he is a loser” she said, after 
swiping her phone and presenting me with a photo of a big 
black man sitting next to a girl I recognized as her grand kid.

“Is that…”
“My man” she said with a forced smile
“Oh my God. He is cute,” I said because that was the proper 
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reaction "When did you two meet?"
“Oh you know, a few months back" she said vaguely "He 

works with Karissa at the warehouse, and they were talking 
about me, you know... moving out, and he said he would like 
to meet me”

“Awesome I am happy for you. Is that at a birthday or 
something?” I said, looking closely at the picture. I can see at 
least one of her granddaughters in the background.

“Nah… he's been living with me for some time now” she 
said unhappily, “He is going through stu�, his baby momma 
taking him to court, etc. so…”

Ok.
“Well he is very cute," I said, and not �nding anything else 

to say, I asked, "How is Toto?”
“Same ole same ole" she said resentfully, "Walking around 

with his pants hanging down looking like a loser. Darnell 
was telling me to exercise some tough-love on him. He took 
him once or twice to the warehouse but Toto could not be 
bothered. Karissa says it is the e�ect of the drug, but as long 
as he is not coming to me for money...” she shrugged her 
shoulder.

"Of course"
Following the silence that followed, I looked around. Most 

of the faces were faces I have come across at work – although 
they look strange so made up and out of scrubs. Most of the 
girls, skinny, were with their better halves, overweight men 
who intend to stretch their pants a little further before the 
evening was over. A loud laughter can be heard from one of 
the groups trying to do a mild version of Limbo.

“Anyway…” Donna said after we listened to another ru�e 
prize being won, “Now that you have a man, there is some-
thing I've been meaning to ask you for a while”

“Go ahead” I said, grabbing all the food-on-stick I can from 
the bu�et

“It’s about our old friend," she said, with a hesitant smile. 
“Have you heard from him or anything?”
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“He emailed me a while back” I said, leaving a trail of 
toothpicks in my way “But I deleted it without even reading 
it”

“Why?”
“Because there is nothing he can say that would be of inter-

est to me”
“Maybe he just wanted to know if you were ok” she said, 

“Perhaps he worries about you, like I do, knowing you don’t 
have anybody in this country”

“I do have somebody in this country” I said, “I have you, 
I have my ‘cousin’, and a bunch of people from my country 
who I just have to be a little nicer to be there for me”

“I don’t understand,” she said dissatis�ed, “It is either be-
coming a basket-case when you break up or complete avoid-
ance. Why can’t you be friends with an ex?”

“Because to be friends, you gotta have friendly feelings to-
wards them” I explained, “I have no interest in Joe as a friend, 
I never have. A boyfriend or a fuck-buddy; that was the kind 
of relationship we had”

“But you were in love with him” she said, almost confront-
ing me with the truth “You must have liked something other 
than having sex with him”

“Yes, I liked the way he loved me” I said, “I loved his face, 
his looks and all the privileges being with him promised; not 
ending up with a guy I don’t like, having cute kids, being con-
sidered smart enough to end up with a man who speaks Eng-
lish around the clock. All that childish crap!”

Donna pouted, as if in belittling my love for Joe, I was dis-
avowing my friendship to her.

“Yes but he loved you the way he knew how” she insisted, 
“You were the one who kept breaking up with him; then run 
all the way to Ethiopia without telling him. How is that his 
fault?”

I looked at her, knowing she will not go on and on about 
this without a good reason.

“What?” she said, laughing in a guilty way.
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“Nothing” I smiled, asking for a glass of water from a pass-
ing waiter

“C’mon”
“I am just wondering why we want to talk about Joe all of a 

sudden"
"Because you said you have a man now," Donna said, punch-

ing my arm "If you have really moved on, you should be able 
to talk about him freely, right?”

I smiled half-heartedly. I could avoid the bait and talk 
about something else. Or I can put an end to further inquir-
ies on the subject.

"I have moved on" I declared, watching one colleague teach 
another colleague how to shu�eboard, "When I got my new 
number after I came from home, I made the mistake of sav-
ing his number under Fana's name. His number was one of 
the two numbers I knew by heart so I guess it makes sense. 
Anyway… the next time I tried to call Fana he picked up”

"And?"
"I hung up and turned o� my phone. He must have sus-

pected it was I because he called back. Fortunately, Amy was 
there so I told her to pick up the phone and tell him she 
called by mistake. After that, if I saw a number I don't recog-
nize, I let it go to my voicemail and call them back"

“But why?” Donna said, mournfully
“Because…” Going there and not coming back felt like a 

perfect exit-line? The last earth thrown on the casket that 
was our relationship. A perfect curtain call. "I was trying to 
get my life together, and not letting him know where I was 
felt like a good place to start”

“Were you worried he would scour the whole of Washing-
ton State till he �nds you?” she pressed on “Didn't you say he 
has a wife to consider?”

“Yes but he always wanted to keep in touch – because he 
knows I have nobody else here. So I felt, if he thought I was in 
Ethiopia, he would give up trying to �nd me"

"Ok" said Donna resignedly, "So this is not about moving 
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on, you are just trying to punish him because you know he 
worries about you"

I looked at her and kept my silence. I knew when I was beat.
“And you think that is moving on?” she said, her eyes shin-

ing with actual tears “You are still entangled in this cat and 
mouse game, this emotional drama, with your ex-boyfriend 
where you are still punishing him for what he did to you. You 
think that is moving on?”

I looked around with embarrassment. I cannot understand 
why she was getting all emotional on me. Was she �nally 
going through Menopause or was Joe an excuse to have my 
company in her misery?!

"Anyway," she breathed after cruelly wiping the tear that 
almost drained out of her eyes "I was not going to tell you 
but now that we have come this far, there is no point in hid-
ing it. I saw him a while back"

"With Gina?" I said, my stomach tying itself in an angry, 
sickening, knot.

“What? No!!” she said, looking terri�ed
“Ok"
"He was alone," she said, "Karissa asked me to take her to 

this store in Tukwila and she said 'I don't know what this 
guy's problem is but he's been watching us for some time 
now'. I guess she thought he was suspicious of her shoving 
stu� in her stroller. When I looked over, it was he. I was like 
'I know this guy'. I wanted to pretend I didn’t see him and 
move on. But he came over and said ‘you are Donna, right?’ 
I said sure. We shook hands, I introduced him to Karissa and 
he asked me how you were. I mean I haven't seen him since 
the last time he came to the garage to ask if you still worked 
there. Said he’s been keeping his eye on your Facebook but he 
hasn't seen anything for a while”

“And?”
“I knew how secretive you are so I told him I didn’t know. 

That I have heard you went to Ethiopia a while back and 
don’t know if you have come back”
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“Good” I said, grabbing the drink back. “Let us keep it that 
way”

“I am not done yet” Donna said annoyed “He was telling 
us how he was only working part-time there, because of his 
kid, when my stupid daughter, Ms. Solidarity with parents 
around the world, started asking him all these questions 
about the child and he end up showing us his daughter's 
photo. Did you know they were pregnant when you left?"

They. Fucking America. "Yes" I said, sighing to show my 
boredom

"Oh Ok" said Donna, hesitantly "I didn't know that. Any-
way, she looks really pale, the kid, like super-tiny for her age. 
Small hand, small feet. But he said she was alright. Appar-
ently, he was like that when he was very young”

I sighed. I am sure Donna was trying to make me feel better 
by making Joe’s kid sound unhealthy. She was not succeed-
ing.

“Go on” I said, draining my glass in one breath the way I saw 
men do in movies

“He then gave me his phone and went back to work. I don’t 
want you to think I betrayed you or something if in case he 
came around and told you we talked”

“Seriously, I am way beyond that” I said “Let us change the 
subject please…”

“But…”
“Donna” I said, near to tears with anger “I have humored 

you long enough. But if you called Joe to tell him I was ok, 
or even mentioned his name again – I swear… I swear… I will 
never pick up your phone again. Things have happened be-
tween us you don’t know anything about. So this is not me 
over-reacting. This is me trying to keep my sanity together. 
Is that something you can do?”

A black woman yelling at a White woman was something 
that draws attention anywhere. This time, it raised con-
cerned eyebrows, and a pointing or two.

“Ok, shit, calm down,” said Donna, shrinking like an in�at-
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able ball. “I am just doing what I thought was ---”
“I know, I know” I said and kissed her cheek. “I will buy you 

a drink. How about that?”
She surmised me with censure. “Freak!” she said �nally, 

making me laugh “Go ahead, buy a drink. Actually, buy 
two drinks. You haven’t thrown a house-warming party, nor 
celebrated your �rst pay-cheque nor brought around your 
boyfriend to introduce him. Now that you have pissed me 
o�, I won’t let you get away that easily”
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CHAPTER 28

I do not know if Wasihun's desire to keep me in the dark 
has made me see my new ‘relationship’ in the light it 
should be seen. Or if spending an evening with Donna 

reminiscing of Joe has made me realize I no longer wished to 
hit the iron while it was still hot.

But when Wasihun made his 3rd call of the evening to ask if 
he could come over after leaving the guys, I said it was ok. It 
has been a busy Sunday, I added [a determinedly busy Sunday 
of watching the little league game, the children at the play-
ground, as well as the joggers/the runners and the walkers of 
celebration park while stealing looks at the phone for a call 
– his call – that didn't come until 4 pm]. So I would probably 
hit the sack soon.

He became mournful at that, joked he would have tried 
not to take too long, and leave soon after, if I was that ex-
hausted. Then asked what I thought of us keeping our three-
day a week schedule. He can come over at the usual time 
and we can spend the two hours before he has to be at work 
together.

"That would be great," I said, faking innocence, "But isn't 
your car stick-shift?"

"Oh" he said, slightly thrown o�, "Yeah... of course. We can 
do that too"

Uh-huh.
"Yeah" he continued, "I can show you how. But you may not 

want to do much of it because we don't want to confuse you 
at this early stage"

"So why won't we wait until Getaneh �gured out what to 
get for me?”
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“I was actually talking about seeing each other three days a 
week" he laughed, "On a non-professional capacity”

“Non-professional?”
“On a personal!” he joked, “You know… watch movies, go 

out to eat, play some games?”
Or just fuck!
“In the two hours between me coming from work and you 

having to go to yours?”
“Well.. maybe we can do the ‘eating out’ over the week-

end” he suggested, “I have Saturday afternoon o� and all day 
Sunday!”

“Didn’t you say Sunday is your only real day o� and you 
don’t want to share it with anyone?”

“I was hoping you won’t be just 'anyone'” he laughed “Plus, 
I can catch up with everything I need to do before coming to 
you”

“Is that right?” I asked, “So your Sunday isn’t exactly set in 
stone the way you made me feel that �rst day?”

“That �rst day when I didn’t know you?” he retorted 
vengefully. “I am afraid so. Most of what I do is catch up 
on the news while I clean up or shine my shoe. Go to 
the waschsal-the laundromat to do my laundry. Make my 
weekly sauce then drive to Seattle and buy some Injera – the 
one from ‘Shola’ is the only one that doesn’t revive my ulcer. 
Seyoum goes to church Sunday morning so I do everything I 
didn’t get to do the whole week. In the evening, we go out for 
a beer with buddies of his”

“It doesn’t sound like something you should cancel on” I 
said. “I don’t want you to break with routine just for me”

He breathed, as if the meaning of what I was trying to say 
just got to him.

"Well... not Sunday then. What other days are good for 
you?"

"Well I don't know" I said cheerfully, "I have to go to the 
bank for my rent tomorrow, may stop by the library to get 
some movies. On Wednesday, Kidist, the hairdresser I told 
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you about, is coming to do my hair. She has started working 
for this saloon and Wednesday is the only day-o� she has. 
Tuesday and Thursdays are my walking days. Haven't been 
doing much walking during our training so I would like to 
stick to that. On Friday..."

"Yes?" He said, sounding amused.
"I haven't got anything planned for Friday. Shall we sched-

ule tentatively for Friday?"
“Sure. But... If I may ... I apologize if I am wrong but it feels 

like you are already breaking up with me although we never 
really dated. If I gave you a reason to rethink what we did on 
Wednesday, as in convincing you we were incompatible, you 
can be honest with me. But if you still want to spend the day 
with me and are just being modest, I am saying I can make it 
work. You can even come over Saturday night if you insist on 
having the whole night and day together”

“I did not think we were incompatible” I said, my stom-
ach tying in knots at the realization that I was, through my 
words, forcing my heart to let him go, “In fact considering 
how nervous you were, you did better than even Joe did 
the �rst time, and he is the most sexually liberated person I 
know"

“Yeah?” he said, joyfully, “I thought you were hot too. My 
God! I was sick to my stomach because of it all day Thursday; 
afraid that maybe I have not measured up to you somehow – 
especially after all that nonsense about being good in bed”

“No…” I continued, stopping him from saying more things 
that would eat at my heart at a later date “You were good. 
And even if you weren’t, I would have been willing to work 
on it until it got better – assuming there was a future for us. 
But seeing there isn’t, I thought we should just call this what 
it is: a one-night stand"

"A one-night stand?! But a one-night stand is when you meet 
a stranger, have sex with them and never see them again. I 
want to see you again, and not just for sex"

“I just don’t see what else we can do when we have only 
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two hours a day” I answered stubbornly.
“We can go to the park,” he ventured, “or get co�ee and 

discuss books at Barnes & Noble. It will be like� going on an 
endless �rst date”

I sighed, discontentedly.
“And we can talk on the phone after I left for work,” he 

added, “That is more than I can say for most couple who have 
like 5 hours an evening”

“But we won’t ever be a couple!” I said “That is the problem 
with this idea. It will just be something to kill time with 
until you said it was time to move to San Francisco”

“And you don’t want that!”
“What do you think?”
“For the record,” he said, after a deep sigh, “that is why I 

said ‘let us not do this’ the �rst night I called. But the next 
day you came looking so pretty I thought maybe you were 
down with it”

“Down with what – being a fuck-buddy?”
“Just dating casually” he protested, “With ‘no strings at-

tached’”
“Hmpf”
“Or taking one day at a time,” he added, “Enjoy being 

around one another for now”
“I just don’t see why I would waste my years on you when I 

could be wasting it on someone more permanent, is all”
“If that is how you feel…” he said, sounding very tired all 

of a sudden, “Then �ne. I hope you know I didn’t mean any 
disrespect by what I thought we agreed to, implicitly. And if 
you would like to never see me again, I am ok with that too. 
But if you want us to be friends, at least until you met some-
one, as you called it, ‘more permanent’, we can still meet 
after work and still be there for one another”

“I don’t see in what capacity I can be ‘there’ for you other 
than warming your bed” I grumbled, “It is not like I drive or 
… or know anything about anything”

“Well you can talk to me!” he said warmly, “I happen to 
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love our conversations”
So that is what this is all about. All this entreating. Just 

having somebody to talk to while he is bored at work.
It wasn’t exactly a bad idea. In fact, it was a good idea as 

long as we were both single and have a fondness for one an-
other. But talking can lead to getting used to, then missing, 
then not wanting to be without no matter what the cost. 
Words can make love to you in a way ‘hooking up’ cannot.

“We can do that” I answered, grudging.
“And I can even introduce you to my buddies – as a female 

friend who would be hanging out with us from now on”
“Sure,” I lied.
“With a strict ‘hands o�’ policy, of course, because you 

would be like... my ward”
“So see you on Friday?” I asked, wanting to cut through the 

bull shit. No amount of buttering me up now would make 
me forget how he insulted me by assuming I would agree to 
be his unpaid whore.

“Friday it is!” he declared. “TTFN, as the kids say”
“TTFN?” I asked, aggravated further.
“Tata for now” he explained cheerfully, “You know, ‘Tig-

ger’ from ‘Winnie the Pooh’”
“Tigger or ‘Tiger’?
“Tigger” he answered, “Don’t tell me you haven’t seen 

‘Winnie the Pooh’!”
“I have heard of it” I said carelessly, “Just never got around 

to watching it”
“And here I was thinking you were an expert on all things 

White,” he joked, “I watched it while I was in Germany,” he 
continued “We used to have this really intense debate after 
work; about life, and how futile our struggles, that one of 
the guys sitting near us said I was such a --- bummer? – that 
I remind him of I-Aah, the donkey from ‘Pu Der Bar’. So, nat-
urally, I have to watch it – to �nd out, at least, that I was not 
being called names. It is smart for a kids’ movie, kind of like 
the ‘Charlie Brown’ specials. See if they have it at the library, 
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and maybe we can watch it together”
“Cool” I yawned. “Well… ta ta for now, then”
“Talk to you soon, beautiful”
Yeah right.
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CHAPTER 29

N othing makes a woman lose interest in a man [or 
bring to her mind that biblical reference of the 
king who was “weighed and found wanting”] 

faster than a guy she is interested in confessing he has been 
meaning to make her his no-string-attached fuck-buddy. But 
I played it as cool as life in America has taught me: made 
up excuses as to why we can’t hang out, or talk on the 
phone, that evening. Sent him a photo of my driving li-
cense the afternoon I got it. Texted a smiley face when he 
said we should celebrate, and asked him how he was when 
he observed: “Still haven’t got time to talk to me, huh?”; “I 
watched Pinocchio again last night and Cleo and Figaro's ro-
mance remind me of you”; etcetra.

The day he sensed he has been victim to the old maneuver 
of a woman saying something other than what she means, he 
called to ask if I think we will ever see each other again.

“You know” was my reply, “if there is one thing growing up 
taught me is never to assume I know the future or that I was 
beyond everyday human frailties.”

“Wow” he said, after taking his time “I must say you have 
become quite the philosopher during my absence”

“Why thank you,” I said deciding not to give him satisfac-
tion by retaliating, “How about you?”

“I have not become quite a philosopher during your ab-
sence" he laughed, "I am thinking about going back home 
sooner than September. I fucking hate this country. So I 
would take a month o�, go home and chill”

“You can do that?” I said, surprised.
“They know I will quit if they say no” he assured me “They 
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also know I would have no trouble �nding a job like this 
while it is tougher for them to �nd someone like me”

“In that case, you should go for it,” I said, “I have picked up 
and gone home a year ago, and I won’t say it didn’t help. It 
does”

“Was that when you broke up with that guy?” he asked.
I don't know if it is the lack of bitterness and sarcasm that 

was present in his earlier comment, or because I knew the 
end was nigh, but that question made me break down in 
tears.

“It was actually 11 months after we broke up” I wept, “We 
were both still in love although he was dating this girl, and 
I was just walking around not knowing how to live without 
him. Something happened that made him come over. We 
fought before ending up having unprotected sex on my bed. 
Two months later, I discovered I was pregnant. He was still 
with Gina, and I have felt guilty for sleeping with him – when 
he is somebody else’s boyfriend – so I have long stopped 
picking his phone. But when I realized I was pregnant, I 
thought it was God’s way of telling us that we were meant to 
be together. He used to bug me to have a kid with him to a 
point where he said he would become a stay at home dad to 
take the burden o� my shoulder. And I --- I couldn’t get over 
how beautiful our child would be, because I grew up feeling 
I was an ugly little girl – and would stop that from happen-
ing to any child if I could. Anyway… I decided to wait for my 
scan prior to contacting Joe, because there was an accident 
before it. Make sure the baby was safe before I ask him over, 
show him the photo and say 'it is your kid' – like you see in 
the movies. Before I did that, he called to say happy birth-
day and told me she, Gina, was pregnant. Apparently, she has 
sensed his becoming distant, confronted him and they have 
slept together. He sounded so proud and in love I got an abor-
tion and went home to my mom; who has been crying for 
years over the fact that she doesn’t have a grandchild like all 
the women her age in the neighborhood”
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“Oh my God!” he said, stunned. “How come you didn’t tell 
me?”

“You are the �rst person I told it to” I said, “neither my 
mom, nor my sister, nor my nieces nor even Donna have any 
idea”

"But why?”
“Because I didn’t want them to reason with me at �rst, and 

then because I didn’t think it would be a big deal” I answered, 
“I never really wanted kids before realizing I was going to 
have Joe’s baby. And when women have miscarriages in Ethi-
opia, let alone an abortion, they don’t talk about it let alone 
grieve it openly and become psychopaths because of it as 
you see in movies. I thought it would be like walking out 
of the cleaners after paying to have a tough stain removed. 
That, once I made up my mind to do it, I would feel relieved 
when done”

“And?”
“And … I did not” I said, trying to swallow my tears "I felt 

as if somebody has cut a little piece from my heart, and said 
you can still breath and function, but just on a slightly less 
scale. I used to wonder if I were fading, like a picture. If a part 
of me has washed down the toilet as well So I went home, 
so my family could pump some warmth into me, some life. 
My mom has a habit of rubbing my feet while I lay in bed. 
Zinash massages my head when I am unable to sleep. And 
Wajo takes me wherever she goes. I felt almost whole enough 
to look around and imitate the life of those around me. The 
only thing I didn’t know what to do with is when women 
brought their children for me to hold. My breast felt full 
and I was clingy bordering on desperate; as if my hypothal-
amus was still busy producing oxycontin, trying to make 
me bond with whatever child it can get for the one I was no 
longer carrying. As if my body hasn’t caught up with my be-
trayal of it yet. When it �nally did, I wasn’t so much fading 
as being melted like wax and transformed into somebody I 
can barely recognize. Until my move to Federal Way, after 
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change was forced onto me, that is how I was feeling. Does it 
make sense?"

"It does" he said, swallowing hard "Every time I try to pro-
cess the death of my little brother, and how I will never see 
Andy again, that is how I feel – like I am in a bad dream. Of 
course, it used to a�ect me in a very negative – very self-de-
structive way. Now it is like a lump. Try to swallow it down 
and move on with your life”

"At least you know you are alive, right?” I joked.
“That is true” he said absent-mindedly, “I am alive. And 

that is a burden I have to carry with me for the rest of my life. 
By the way, I apologize for what I said earlier, sweetheart. I 
didn’t know you weren’t trying to sting me when you talked 
about never saying never”

I was and I was not. “It is ok” I replied
“I want to come see you,” he said, suddenly emotional. “I 

want to hold you and let you cry because it sounds to me like 
you could use a good crying”

“You sound like you could use a good crying!” I laughed, be-
cause I can tell he was as teary as I was, “I have lived through 
it and survived. I won’t have let you into my place if I didn’t”

“Can I come anyway?” he begged. “I won’t try to sleep with 
you even if you ask me to. Let me come, kiss you, and watch 
you go to sleep”

“No” I said bitterly, “Because, if you come now, I will never 
be able to let you go. You will be another pain in my heart I 
gotta try to breathe in spite of. You don't want that for me, 
do you?”

“But I love you” he begged. “That is why I wanted to keep 
you in my life even after you said we can’t sleep together”

I coughed a tear. “I am sorry”
“Would it make a di�erence if I begged you in the name of 

the Saints?” he joked tearfully “all the 44 of them? If I told 
you you were the only girl for me?”

“Nope” I said, “Goodnight Wasse – Eskinder? Try to forget 
me and have a good trip home”
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CHAPTER 30

Considering how the relationship was doomed from 
the beginning, 'breaking up' with Wasihun after 
only sleeping with him once should have a�ected 

me less than it did. Maybe it is the novelty of dating some-
body from my own background or the fact that I was used 
to seeing his car outside my work for more than a month, 
or because I didn't have anywhere to go and anything else 
to do, but I spent the evenings with my stomach tied and 
my emotion easily moved to tears. A week more and I have 
gotten around to the idea of his never coming back, and be-
came anxious to get better. It was a success story in its own 
way, wasn't it, my having gone after a man instead of running 
away from them hoping they would come after me. And if 
that bet failed to pay, and the hoped-for career end up being 
just another gig, it doesn't mean it will not bear fruit the 
next time around. All I gotta do is remember those dark days 
after Joe. And how I will survive whatever comes on their 
heel.

On the third week, I had a relapse when Getaneh [who 
doesn't seem to know I was no longer friends with his 
friend], injected him back into my life by advising me to 
consult Wasihun on the price, type and model of the car 
he showed me [seeing that I do not have a father, an older 
brother, or a husband who could cut it into the appropriate 
bite size for me to swallow it]. This "he said" "he said" has 
sunk me into a period of depression, of intensely missing 
Wasihun and �nding I was unable to remember his face as 
if my mind has been put through an ex-ray machine with a 
metal stuck in it.
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The problem, I do not need anybody telling me, was hav-
ing no project in hand. When this happens, back in Seattle, 
I would kill time by walking as far as my feet allowed me 
and using my Orca card to get me home if a walk back felt 
unachievable. Federal Way's walking rate was probably even 
better than the area in Seattle I lived at. There were plenty 
of trees and not as many streetlights to impend one's ability 
to cover more distance. However, the fact that there weren't 
many pedestrians outside the 'dirt mall' after 6pm and the 
absence and/or inaccessibility of in-town buses made me 
feel less inclined to venture out after work.

The next best thing was signing up for a dating website. 
This I did on a particularly lonely evening, after I got Donna's 
call outside the movie theatre I was waiting [with two 
tickets in hand] to say she has been stuck on Mercer Street 
for two hours and can we take a rain check. I created a catchy 
introduction, took a side photo of my face by the mirror 
and answered the questions as honestly as I can. Then I went 
through the pro�les of men I was matched with and read 
their introductions, photos and answers to important ques-
tions. Following a lot of after-work pro�le reading and wad-
ing through �lth, I �nally "smiled" at three guys whose bios 
and photos were neither too good nor objectionable. It was 
not long before a "co�ee" date was proposed and accepted.

The �rst [a Puerto Rican cook who DJs at various clubs in 
Seattle and said he was so taken by the Nation of Islam phil-
osophy he was considering becoming one himself] turned 
out to be much younger than he said he was. Sorry but that 
was the only way he could talk to me. Haven't I heard that 
age was just a number, or a question of "mind over matter" [if 
you don't mind it doesn't matter]? And he really doesn't 
mind. I look young for my age, and my maturity should rec-
ommend me rather than put me to shame. There was no use 
telling him it was not shame but propriety [and the fact that 
I could not take back my wink after he told me he was not 
'Habesha'] that made me not want to date him. So I let him 
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walk me to the store before we said goodbye and he shu�ed 
away talking on his phone in Spanish.

The second [a good-looking Indian man whose fervent de-
sire to connect with people and inability to cut his emails 
short was quickly becoming an agonizing ordeal every even-
ing] turned out to be not just shy but a little creepy. He 
kept walking ahead of me, as if he was embarrassed to be 
seen with me and kept jerking his head to me every time I 
addressed him, as if I was a mere stranger he was sitting by, 
for the half hour we spent together. "I freely acknowledge 
so many things have worked together to depreciate my ro-
mantic stock at this point in time," he admitted, when I 
commented on his behavior and how it made me feel on the 
phone that evening, "But as we met in the capacity of friends, 
I was hopeful you would see your way into another rendez-
vous and a second chance for me"

"So you want to meet again!" I said, for nothing in our part-
ing [in the way he run to the bus as if he could not wait to 
take leave of me] has given me that impression.

"Of course I want to meet again" he said, "You are one of 
the few women who read my emails in full and responded to 
them. But, in the words of Lady Macbeth, I would let my 'I 
dare not' wait upon my 'I would' rather than be the same in 
my own act and valor as my heart desires"

"Your heart desire?" I said, my eyes rolling in my head "I 
don't get it"

He laughed, as if he was talking to a cute dumb kid. "Yes, I 
want to meet you but it would have to be on my terms if I 
were to register any kind of success. Not to mince words, but 
we are looking at a meeting with an illicit nature”

“Illicit?”
"Indeed. You said you have an apartment for yourself?"
"Yes?"
"The ideal scenario would be at my place. But since I have 

roommates and you don't, this meeting has to take place 
there"
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"Why on earth would meeting at my place make a di�er-
ence?" I said, mysti�ed

"Because when we meet in public, I am meeting you and 
the public. I am like a male peacock putting on a show with-
out perfecting every step of the mating dance. I am anx-
ious to �nd favor not just in your eyes but to not "ru�e" 
the feathers of all those who behold us. Because the female 
holds the pre-coital power before copulation over a man, I 
am bound to be at a disadvantage and knowing it makes me 
more or less anxious. But if we were, let us presume for a 
minute, to quote unquote 'get together' at your place �rst, 
reveal our utmost desire and act on it; the obstacle that 
is my evolutionary need to procreate and inseminate you 
would disappear; rendering me more agile and responsive to 
your attempts at communication ful�lling your evolution-
ary need to connect. I mean even you must have heard how 
a man loses 30% of his intelligence during arousal. We use 
only 10% of our brain, so you can imagine how you can't 
blame a man if he acted 'deaf and dumb' while meeting a 
woman he means to have sex with"

"Wow" I said, with surprise "I haven't - I did not see this 
coming"

"And I am sure you are jumping to all sorts of conclusions 
over it" he observed, "But the truth is … isn't 'sex' the ul-
timate goal? The ultimate reward? Therefore, by having sex 
at �rst, we are not only saving ourselves hundreds of hours of 
dancing around, but paving the way to an honest, unadulter-
ated �ow of communication. We would, in e�ect, stand - lit-
erally and �guratively - naked in front of one another"

"Got it," I said "And you are sure you would be able to stand 
naked in front of me, have no anxiety whatsoever?"

"With your encouragement," he answered, "and aided by a 
romantic atmosphere [most of which I am willing to bring 
along], perhaps even some kind of alcohol stimulant, which 
I do not partake of due to my religion but all is fair in love 
and war what, I would be able to overcome my shyness and 
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be able to stand in the fullness of my masculine glory" he 
chuckled, "After all, India is the origin of the Kama Sutra'"

"I have heard," I said, jokingly "Well this is an interesting 
viewpoint. But I am afraid I am one of those people who kind 
of like to be danced to and wined and dined"

"I do not doubt it" he said, "Thereby making sure the man 
you chose to tie your fortune with would be a good provider 
to you and your o�-springs"

"Well it was nice meeting you" I said, amused by how fast 
his skinny legs were walking in front of me while he was 
nurturing all these grand visions of himself "I hope you don't 
mind my not seeing eye to eye with you and wanting to - 
what is the word - discontinue this friendship?"

"Indeed I would not" he said wholeheartedly "When I made 
my truth plain to you I did not do it to go down without 
some form of resistance. But I do not regret parting with it 
for we would have come to it sooner or later, or be bored 
with each other very quickly. Sex, along with food and chil-
dren, is a necessary lubricant to keep the engines of a re-
lationship running as intellectual stimulation usually falls 
�at on women's ear. I will, by your leave, take my philosophy 
elsewhere and hope it would �nd a better audience"

"Cool" I said stupidly and hung up.
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CHAPTER 31

I was rather enjoying my exploration, this exercise in 
multiculturalism, when I reached the Teriyaki place 
that was on a walking distance to where I live a few 

days later.
Outside it, hu�ng and pu�ng in the sun, and with his 

suit coat gently dusted by a thin layer of dandru�, stood 
the overweight insurance agent I was there to meet. After 
shaking hands, with me noticing the wet patch underneath 
his arm [although he could not have walked far as this was 
the place where he said he takes his lunch often], we walked 
into the almost deserted eatery. I do not know if he has 
anything going on with the woman behind the register who 
takes the order and brings the food to the table. But he 
has looked proud and she has complimented me as "looking 
pretty today" - although this was the �rst time I was there. 
We talked of this and that until the food was served. He ate 
heartily, slurping the noodle danglers in a proud and repul-
sive manner [instead of breaking the strands with his teeth 
and letting the loose ends fall back to the plate the way Joe 
used to do], got horri�ed at the amount of food I was going 
to leave behind, then o�ered to take the left over home with 
him. [What? I don't eat other people's left over? But why, it is 
practically throwing money away]

I am sure there are people out there who would view that 
kind of openness as a positive trait. I did not. However, I 
would have tittered on the hopeful and doubtful for weeks if 
he has not asked me to go with him to a bar where one of his 
friends was "playing" that weekend, and I had the displeas-
ure of meeting his car "Lori" - named after his high school 
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girlfriend. The minute I sat in his soggy chair, which smells 
of mildew and some food that seems to be dying somewhere 
in it, I realized there was no way I am getting in that car a 
second time if I can help it. The whole evening was spent 
with him being excessively talkative and introducing me to 
everyone he knows [he seems to know a lot of people who 
don't look particularly keen to know him back] and the mu-
sicians trying to be heard above the noise in the bar that was 
trying to drown them out. Alas, he not only tried to kiss me 
when I was about to climb out of his car [whose windows 
I have asked to remain open for the drive back] but asked 
that I pick a day when he would take me home and cook 
me his famous chicken broccoli casserole. I would have said 
'no' outright if the fact that I was still single and could use a 
walking-buddy for the winter has not occurred to me. "We 
can do that someday" I joked, "But only if you came without 
your car"

"Without my car?" He said, surprised "You don't like my 
car?"

"No... But it smells kind of weird, have you noticed?"
"Oh no" he laughed, "I have lost my sense of smell since high 

school"
"What?"
"Oh yeah, me and my buddy were competing on who can 

eat the most Wasabi that I fried my Olfactory Epithelial and 
lost my sense of smell"

"Oh my God" I said, feeling bad, "That must be hard"
"Well I could have lost my sense of taste” he laughed, "this 

is ok as long as the �re alarm is working"
“Oh ok” I said, thinking how this still does not explain the 

dandru�, the gluttony, and the inability to determine when 
a girl was willing to be kissed and when she is not, when he 
continued.

"Like I said, it doesn’t bother me. But I will take it to Black 
Bear and have it detailed tomorrow if it means you coming. 
My co-workers think you are a keeper and I should do what-
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ever it takes to make you happy"
"Your co-workers?" I said in wonderment
"Yes. Mindy and Joanna” he said, “They are the ones who 

took those photos of me and even opened the account for 
me. They have seen me through the break up and think I 
should go out and explore my options"

A man too happy to leave his life in the care of others. Ex-
plains why his childhood was the happiest time of his life.

"Well..." I said thoughtfully "I hope your friends won't be 
too disappointed if we were to remain friends"

While talking thus, I was going through the pro�les of 
those “matched” with me, and checking out the "likes", the 
"winks" and the thumbs-up I was given. One of them, a tall 
man I couldn't help but give a thumbs up due to his resem-
blance to Joe, has asked "Hey how come the system rates us 
so low when we have so much in common?”

“We do?” I wrote back, trying to pay more attention to 
the insurance guy who was not only displeased by the word 
"friend" but was not hesitant to ask, "Is this just about the car 
or is there something else too?"

"Something else?"
“I said I will take care of my car but you still want to be 

friends. I am thinking the car was just a cover for something 
you are not telling me”

“I just …" I said, disturbed by the hostility and accusation 
in his tone "I wasn’t feeling it, I guess”

“But you liked me enough to go out with me. Which means 
something I did must have made you change your mind" I 
was about to answer it was not so much what he did as what 
he was when he continued, "I mean I opened my car door for 
you and took you out to lunch, not to mention paying for 
your drinks last night. I did all that because I thought there 
was a future for us. If I knew you would turn out to be an-
other shallow chick from OkCupid, I would have let you pay 
for your own shit"

"I am sorry you feel that way" I said, more disappointed 
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than insulted, "But you are the one who insisted upon paying 
for me when I said I would like to split the bill"

"I don't care about that!" he spat, "What I am saying is you 
are just like every other woman on there, you pretend to be 
deep but you are as phony as the rest of them"

"Ok" I said, fatigued by the name calling "If there is a way 
to pay you back the money without having to come face to 
face, please email me. Otherwise, I wish you good luck"

In the morning, I found his ill-worded message in my 
inbox. It called me a disgrace to my country and ethnicity; 
that Mindy and Joanna have not only concurred with that 
observation but prophesized he would be long married be-
fore I could �nd anybody to �t into my narrow standard of 
Mr. Right. That the world was, after all, full of black chicks 
looking for somebody to date them but not of single white 
men who make 42 thousand dollars a year. With regard to 
the money he spent on me, he doesn’t want me to pay him 
back, no. But he hopes I would use it to buy myself some 
class.

I would have sat in front of my table, holding my throbbing 
head in my hands much longer than I did if the second mes-
sage from the man with the dog did not seem to pick on the 
same dilemma I was in.

“Yes ma'am,” the man called Taylor has written back “We 
love books, the radio, and the outdoors. We would like to 
travel someday and hope to retire near a body of water. We 
don't see ourselves as being above average and our needs 
are pretty modest. Instead of picking on that, however, the 
system has been matching me with women who are a 13th 
strike short of a crazy clock. I mean, why me?”

"I don't know,” I wrote back, rather vengefully “maybe it 
knows you better than you know yourself"

"Gee thanks” was his response that night “So how about 
you, any luck meeting 'the one' yet; or still telling yourself 
the algorithm just doesn’t know you?"

"I really don’t know" I replied, laughing through my tears 
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"but two of the three men I met from here have turned out 
not to be psychopaths, so I guess that is encouraging"

"Atta girl" was his reply the next evening, "keep that chin 
up or you will be looking at your boobs all day. Which 
should be left to your guy, when you meet him”

“LOL” I wrote and went back to his pro�le. He was a re-
cently separated "certi�ed" electrician who works in Seattle 
and spends hours stuck in tra�c every day to drive to and 
from Everett where he was born and raised. He has half a 
dozen siblings, two boys and a Saint Bernard dog who was as 
gentle a giant as they come.

When my eyes wandered back to my pro�le, I noticed he 
has not only responded to my “LOL” but has asked me if I 
could send him a recent photo of me holding a newspaper.

"A newspaper?" I said a little surprised. The photo on my 
pro�le did not show my whole face, in case somebody from 
work used the same site. But it showed enough of my fea-
tures to tell that I was black, with a kinky-hair long enough 
to gather at the back and fond of the Zoom button of the 
photo generating app on my computer.

“Or any piece of paper with the date on it” he said “I have 
been sent on many a wild goose chases by people pretending 
to be something they are not on here. So I wanted to know 
you are who you said you were before we continue talking”

“Oh Ok” I said. He was being careful. Careful is good. Care-
ful is real. “I can do that”

"Good girl! I will send mine �rst so you would know I was 
the genuine article"

While I was in the restroom �xing my hair, my smile, and 
taking a photo with a notebook that showed the date on it, 
his has showed up on my screen. He has a long nose, cropped 
hair that made his eyes and square chin appear bigger than 
necessary. On his sweatshirt, he has stuck a white paper [the 
way athletes do] with my nickname on it. There was a dog 
whose head was squeezed into the image. An old dog with a 
big jaw and what looks like a very wise air about him.
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"How is that?" I asked after sending mine
"Cute" he replied, "So what is a pretty girl like you doing on 

a dating website?"
"Well I guess I am tired of the 'bar scene', as they say"
"Same here although I haven't been to a bar for a while 

now" he admitted and when I was about to excuse myself 
with something I have to do, so he does not think I was sit-
ting there all night waiting for his message, he asked to tell 
him more about my nickname. "Why 'Maytea'?" he said "Why 
not an April tea or even a tea from the month of January?"

"It is actually MayT" I wrote back with a smile "My name is 
Metasebia but 'Meyti' is as far as my co-workers can go"

"That is reasonable," he said, "Mine is Cody, last name Pa-
lermo. I use ‘Taylor’ because it is Italian like me and makes 
me sound less Hillbilly"

A quick Facebook search showed me not only does this 
guy's story check out but he also seems to be in the habit 
of regularly updating his pro�le. There was a post of him 
counting down the days to his weekend, saying how relieved 
he was he does not have to swing from rope to rope like a 
monkey to earn a living, and being proud of one of his boys 
who got awarded a laptop for his participation in a state-
wide essay contest.

"Says here you don't have kids" he noted, "Any siblings?"
"A sister that my mother adopted" I said "But I grew up feel-

ing like an only child"
"Yeah my oldest son was 8 when I came into their life" he 

replied "But he likes me so much that he was bummed out 
when she told him we were separating. I will try to remain 
in his life for as long as I can but getting used to every guy 
mommy decided to bring home cannot be easy on a child. 
Anyway" he continued before I had a chance to agree, "I gotta 
leave for school soon. My company has a contract with Boe-
ing where I get a 12-month evening training for a certi�cate 
in Engineering Technology. I get back late and am dead tired 
by then but I would like to get this conversation going. Can I 
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email you my address so you can decide if you would like to 
write me?"

"Of course" I said, bashfully, "Have fun at school"
"Yeah, fun" he replied before wishing me a good night.
Before he called to ask if I lived anywhere near 'The Com-

mons' so we can say hi to one another when he passed 
through Federal Way on his way to Tacoma where he will 
help a mate lay sod at some rich ass people's lawn, I have re-
signed myself to the possibility that we may not meet face 
to face any time soon. He was busy with his work, study, and 
family life. And I was busy with trying to �nd out more than 
he was able to tell me in the few minutes a day in which we 
would say “hi” and “bye”. So far, I have discovered he has four 
sisters and a ‘baby’ brother who was crushing on his couch 
after kicking heroin addiction. That his favorite artist was 
Salvador Dali – no, he is actually Spanish and he was sure 
I would recognize “The Persistence of Memory” if I saw it 
[he is partial to “The Great Masturbator” himself]. The book 
that "blew his mind" and ignited a passion for reading in him, 
something he did not have as a kid: "The Da Vinci Code". His 
top three favorite movies of all times: "Alive", "Ferris Buel-
ler's Day O�", and "The Search for Red October". And the real 
reason behind he and his ex's break up was - surprise surprise 
- money. She was not too happy he decided to give up the ton 
of money he was making as a Highway Maintenance Worker 
to become an hourly wage-earning Electrician. And he was 
embittered by that.

"You won't believe it but I am considered quite a success 
in my family" he joked. His sisters have been married before 
they were twenty and got half a dozen kids each [maybe a 
bad reaction to having a working mother in the 70s]. And the 
only one girl of the family who went to college and limited 
herself to one girl is such a self-centered bitch she is treated 
like a stranger at the Thanksgiving dinner.

None of this surprised me for I have taken it for granted if 
a man was not somewhat of a loser [just as a woman must be 
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desperate] he will not go online to look for love. But his play-
fulness and optimism were refreshing so I replied whenever 
he messaged me and answered his calls whenever they came. 
Yes, I may never see his place. Nor be able to spend a full day 
with him [for weekends were when he caught up with all the 
sleep he did not get throughout the week and took his boys, 
or at least a boy (the older one is picked up by his biological 
father every other weekend) to do all the things they used to 
before he started his training]. But I was sure I have nothing 
to lose from his company - especially as the only kind of men 
I seem to be matched with were black men showing their 
oily muscles and/or eye-wares that makes them look like 
"Dwayne Wayne" from "A Di�erent World".

So I told him I can get dressed and meet him at the Barnes & 
Noble near the Transit Center in about an hour.
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CHAPTER 32

I was hanging out by the postcard section, looking at 
nothing in particular while nervously anticipating his 
arrival, when I saw a tall man with a broader shoul-

der and more muscular legs than I expected, holding the 
door for a girl coming in behind him. He has the cropped 
hair, round eyes and square jaw of the man on the photo. But 
not in the attractive in-your-face way his photo led me to 
believe. Rather in a way that made his skull look proportion-
ally small and his cheeks bony and slippery. Neither did his 
physique, which he was told repeatedly was his best feature, 
correlate with the size and grace I expected to follow the 
face. First thing, he was tall, almost unnaturally so. As if he 
was cut from a twisted trunk with a jagged knife by a furi-
ously drunk and blind Geppetto. Even after taking his heavy 
boots into consideration, he looked taller than Joe. He was 
wearing a pair of cargo pants with a heavy canvas "�eld" 
jacket where grease blotches have blended with the natural 
yellow of the jacket from too much washing. The way he was 
holding the door, almost too gleeful and obliging, was that 
of someone who has just recovered the use of his arms and 
was too eager to put them in to the service of anybody that 
asked. This was not the clean cut, boyish guy I expected. 
This was a man whose forehead was permanently creased 
by worry and weather; whose very smile feels anxious and 
strained; and whose whole demeanor reminds one of that 
line from "Mystic River" - about men who have done time, 
how the tension of prison life never leaves them even after 
they got out, but settles around their shoulders.

After he let go of the door, he cheerfully looked around. I 
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do not know if I would have legged it if he has not seen and 
recognized me. Or if I would have stayed put, guilted by how 
a week has not passed since I was called shallow and told to 
put the less than 30 dollars an obese insurance agent spent 
on me to buy myself ‘some’ class. But he did; and inclined his 
head as if to ask "Is that you?"

"Hi Cody" I said, meeting him half way and stretching my 
hand to take his hard and scru�y ones. For the few minutes I 
walked dizzily around the library by his side [it has occurred 
to him to buy his eldest son a book now that he was here. 
That kid loves reading like nobody's business and was on to 
the ‘Goosebumps’ series now], I have felt all kinds of bizarre 
and contradictory feelings. I have been unsettled by the 
di�erence in his online personality and his o�ine appear-
ance; impressed by his greediness to learn; embarrassed by 
the farmer-like way he trudged on the soft carpet, and made 
self-conscious by his loud voice. None of these observations 
were exactly disagreeable. He certainly has a winning smile 
when he can relax into it. His street-smart and ability to 
make fun of himself was, however odd on such a cumber-
some physical presence, still amusing. Still I could not shake 
the feeling what I had in mind and what he turned out to 
be, through no fault of his - admittedly, were what is in my 
country called "Aramba ena Qobo"

He has said I looked exactly as he expected, that he was 
happy with what he found, and that we must look like 
"Beauty and the Field-hand". Which is why I would not have 
imagined he would be as nervous as I was until he let me pay 
for my co�ee – “please trust me, this is important to me”, I 
have begged when he said he got it, and we found ourselves 
a chair. There he kept rubbing his hand on his knee and tap-
ping his feet under the table as if he was in one of those 
interrogation room videos one sees on crime shows. He has 
seemed eager to oblige me in the book choices I made and 
the sitting-arrangement I advanced. But the fact that he was 
looking beyond me when I was facing him and watched me 
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intensely while my eyes were averted made me feel he was 
not only expecting me to be a certain kind of black woman, 
but that he was a certain kind of white man.

The minute we were done drinking, he said he was sorry he 
has to leave so soon but his friend was waiting in the car for 
him and they have a busy day ahead.

So I walked him to his truck, waved my hand to the friend 
who looked over weight, shy and self-conscious, and wished 
Cody/Taylor a good day at the "thing".

He was standing by the driver-side of his truck, holding 
the door in his hand when I said that. I was waiting to shake 
hands with him before we went our separate ways, said 'hi' 
and 'bye' a few more times, before letting our friendship die 
a natural death. What I did not expect was for him to throw 
his arms around my waist, lift me from the ground while 
he squeezed me to his body and kissed my neck. I have felt 
dirty after he kissed me; the spot on my neck has throbbed 
until I wanted to wipe it. But I was pleasantly surprised too, 
and �attered and aroused - like I was beauty walking giddily 
away from the �eld-hand who stole a kiss before we parted 
for good [from whence he would go to a faraway country, 
work in the mines/or the ships/or as a shearer on the many 
sheep-stations in New South Wales to make the kind of 
money that would convince her aristocrat father he was a 
good enough match. The young laborer who would say 'As 
you wish' every time she called him 'farm boy' and ordered 
him around].

I have learned, through countless disappointments, better 
than to expect his call every night. But he called that night 
to "report" he has got home safe. No they were not done this 
time but they were not meant to. He has taken a shower 
and had two bowls of beef stew he made last night. What is 
it like? Have I seen the movie "A Nightmare on Elm Street"? 
That is what Italian Beef Stew looks like, Freddy Krueger's 
face! No, he doesn't mind it. In fact, it is the one thing that 
takes him back to his childhood. That was mostly what they 
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had when they were growing up and payday was nowhere 
in sight. There would be a pot on the stove and some kind 
of stew always going on. It would have vegetables [potatoes, 
carrots, and celery], whatever meat was found in the fridge 
[a thanksgiving turkey carcass, chicken, a bit of �sh], and 
all the spice in the pantry. It was thick, aromatic, and deli-
cious, and never really goes bad as long as you put it in the 
fridge afterwards and remember to reheat it. Even if their 
mother was at work, all the kids - even the youngest - would 
know dinner would be waiting for them on the stove. All 
they need is �nd a clean plate from the stack in the sink, 
heat up the stew, cut corn bread, spread some butter on it 
and eat it with beef stew. Sometimes there would be vari-
ations. Pizza, an insalata of some kind [Oh? That is what it 
is called, too, in my language? He didn't know that! Tell him 
more about my country again], fruits or dessert. But that was 
more or less what they subsisted on. Of course, on the week-
end, his mother would tell the older sister to make sure her 
younger siblings cleaned up the house while she washed the 
dishes and cooked something special: spaghetti with meat-
balls, meatloaf with spinach, risotto with white sauce and 
polenta. No, she wasn't the greatest cook in the world. But 
she added that special ingredient, "love", to her cooking and 
those evenings were as unforgettable as they were noisy. On 
Sunday, their dad makes grilled cheese to be served with 
apple cider and they would be sent out to play while mom 
and dad listened to the radio, watched TV, washed and/or 
mended their things respectively.

"So?" He said, "What have you been doing after I left you?"
"I walked home and did my laundry" I said, "Then made 

some food and watched some movies"
"That is not a very productive day" he joked, "Don't you get 

bored?"
"Not as much as I used to" I said, trying to avoid being told 

by another person who hardly knows me to get a hobby, 
adopt a kid, or volunteer at a homeless shelter to repay for 
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the sin of not co-helping populate the planet along with 
them. "I lived in a studio apartment that has only one win-
dow which looked into another person's kitchen. So this is 
an improvement"

"Good because I am at my happiest when I have a project. 
Speaking of, what are you doing tomorrow after, say, 4?"

I did not know what I was doing tomorrow.
"I have to be somewhere in the morning" he said, "But we 

can do something after 4:30 or so if you want. I was reading 
your pro�le earlier and it said the ideal �rst-date activity for 
you is to either go to the book store or a movie theatre?"

"Yes" I said a little surprised he has been talking to me all 
this time without bothering to read all of my pro�le.

"Yeah, we have kind of been to the bookstore. So I thought 
maybe we can go watch a movie. It says here there is a dis-
count movie theatre in the Commons; with reclining chairs 
and all that. After the movie, we can go to McGarth's. It is a 
seafood joint with good ratings. You said you like seafood?"

"Yes I do"
"There you go. So come pick you up at 4?"
I agreed to be picked up at 4pm.
He was later than I expected [being late, he has admitted 

on his pro�le, is one of the things women complain about 
him. His being handy about the house generally seen as a 
strength]. When he �nally showed up, however, he surprised 
and pleased me by the complete transformation in his look. 
Although I did not detect any disagreeable smell on him the 
other day, this time he smelled like fresh laundry and the 
dark-pigment that blocked his pores seem to have opened 
through good scrubbing. In place of the outdoor attire, he 
has a striped shirt and a pair of khaki pants that lend an easy 
grace to his compact muscle and do not appear worn more 
than twice. Neither was the car he parked outside my build-
ing compound a truck, nor covered in mud. "I don't go to 
work in a truck," he laughed, when I alluded to the fact, "That 
is for �eld work or for moving stu� around"
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He asked if I want to take the car for a whiz - as I have just 
got my driving license, and upon my refusing he promised 
to take me out of town someday and let me see how the real 
driving is done.

I could not help feel, from the gum, the easy-laughter and 
the relaxed way he was talking to me that a decision has 
not been made in my favor until recently. That was why he 
went through my pro�le anew, showed more than a passing 
interest in my ethnicity last night [well, he assumed every-
one must be from somewhere else in this country. Not like 
Europe. Diversity is "ghettoized" there, from what he heard. 
There are pockets of town designated for each ethnicity 
where you can get beat up if you go in] and decided to break 
with tradition by asking me out on a Sunday evening.

If what failed to impress at �rst was a dissatisfactory com-
munication on my part, or because I was one of many ac-
ceptable applicants, or because he wanted to sleep with me 
and this was his version of doing the "mating dance", I was 
not sure. But I wondered over it while we parked outside 
the mall, stood in line to pay for our individual tickets, and 
rushed into the movie theatre so we do not miss "the pre-
views". Cody cared neither for the commercials nor for the 
movie itself, it seems. After going out into the lobby to use 
the restroom, get himself a drink, and then popcorn for me; 
he confessed the only reason he ever went to a movie theatre 
is for the darkness it a�orded to "fool around" with the girl 
of his choice. So kept kissing me, fondling me, and using his 
�nger in a way that made me feel unequal to face decent so-
ciety afterwards.

At the dinner, he kept by my side, instead of sitting across 
from me, and refused to eat unless I fed him whatever I saw 
�t. This has left his wandering hands free for my thighs. And 
his hands were, short of doing anything inappropriate, far 
from innocent. The way he batted his eyelashes at me, and 
half whispered half sang his desire in my ear, [If he said I had 
a beautiful body, would I hold it against him tonight? If he 
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swore I were an angel, would I treat him like the devil to-
night? If he was dying of thirst, would my �owing love come 
quench him?] would have covered me in shame if it was 
not for the black half of a mixed race couple across from us 
seeming more interested in hearing what we were saying to 
one another than listening to his baby-mama, and trying to 
catch my eyes every chance he got.

Was it gratitude for the way he adored me in front of stran-
gers, or a sense of duty after the costly dinner, or the know-
ledge that I have lost sleep over this man the �rst few times 
we talked, and that I would have been as in love with him as 
I was with Joe if he has looked the way he sounds [or at least 
sound to me] that made me ask him to come up "for co�ee" 
after he drove me home?

I was not sure. But I did and after he sat me on his knee, 
caressed my nipple with his tongue, and wondered over the 
softness of my skin, [His must feel like sandpaper next to 
mine, huh? Well... "that is the sound of the men working on 
the chain ga-a-ang"], called me both "sheltered" and "aggres-
sive" in the way I refused to disrobe in the living room but 
worked furiously for my orgasm, and said I had represented 
my kind well [Yes'm!]; we end up in bed.

The sex was good.
Scratch that, the sex was great.
After parking his car and before joining me on my landing, 

Cody has grabbed a small pouch from his car which I im-
agined would hold [along with toothbrush, shaving cream, 
and a deodorant] a hand-towel, a lubricant, and a pair of con-
doms or two. After he stepped out into the living room to 
get it, it turned out to be a sex kit where a G-spot vibrator, 
an eye mask and a feather tickler were the mildest of its 
contents. When I giggled and asked why a man would drive 
around with such items in his car, he said it was just a precau-
tion. "Some girls are into kinky stu�," he added, completely 
misreading me the way someone from my country – say 
Wasihun – will not, "so I thought it wouldn't hurt to bring it 

All about Will

177



along. You know what the Boy Scout motto is, 'be prepared'. 
That is me, Mr. Bring It On"

This "over-preparation" has made me assume he will not 
have gone through all this trouble if he was the kind of man 
who can make a woman orgasm the regular way. That, I soon 
learned, was a wrong conclusion on my side.

Long before Cody came, I have reached a climax and then 
been swept by a second whirlwind of emotion that left me 
breath enough to moan, "What are you doing to me?" before 
bursting into a �stful of happy tears. This has made him ride 
faster and he has brought both of us to the �nish line where 
I learned not all the noise people make in porn videos were 
fabricated.

While I, neck covered in hickeys and muscles aching pleas-
antly from the twist and turn I was put through, felt blessed 
for having discovered the magic of dating websites [then 
coming across his pro�le, and smiling at it]; he gave me a few 
fun facts about well-known Italian Americans [did I know 
Robert De Niro was married to a black woman, by the way?] 
and marveled at how lovely and quiet my neighborhood 
was. The reason why he and his ex moved into her parent's 
neighborhood, other than the convenience of having them 
watch over their kids while he and she worked, was because 
the �rst time they broke up and she threw his clothes out 
the window, his neighbors have not waited until he made it 
downstairs to steal his clothes. He hopes I would not �nd 
anything derogatory in his statement - for there are those 
who still consider Italians “non-White” - but he has found 
the minute a�uent neighborhoods are injected with immi-
grants - mostly Hispanics, the quality thereof goes notice-
ably down. There would be more trash, more violence, and 
more theft.

None of this would have turned me o�, for who among us is 
without sin, if it was not for his turning his phone on to see 
what time it was and I got a glimpse of a bunch of texts from 
someone called "Ice Queen". Half-heartedly, I asked if he 
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would like the �sh and chips I brought from the restaurant 
or if he wants me to �x him something else. He ate so little, 
going out to dinner has felt like a big waste of money. To this 
he said not to bother, he has so much to do before heading 
to work tomorrow he would have to grab something on the 
way home. So I stayed in bed, breasts covered with blanket, 
while he dressed up, grabbed his wallet, pouch and keys be-
fore kissing me goodnight and heading out.

That night we were planning our next meeting, how we 
ought to eat before we do anything [he was starving by the 
time he got home], when I could no longer pretend that my 
heart was in the conversation, "By the way," I said, casually "I 
forgot to ask you earlier. Are you seeing anyone else?"

"Anyone else?" He said, wonderingly
"Other women," I explained, "people like me you met on-

line"
"What makes you say that?"
"I don't know... you had like four texts from some - woman 

when you turned on your phone earlier and I thought 
maybe..."

"You mean from Ice-Queen?" he said amusedly,
"Yes I didn't get to read the texts but..."
"Ice-Queen is my sister Vicky," he said, interrupting me 

"We agreed to buy my mom a new fridge for her 65th birth-
day; she still has the one from our childhood. And two of my 
sisters haven't paid up yet. That is what she was texting me 
about; to explore other options if this one didn't pan out. 
But even if it was somebody I was seeing, it would be ok, 
right? We didn't discuss exclusivity"

Wow.
Ok.
"No we didn’t," I said almost convinced the days in which 

women were cherished by men were long gone "But if I 
thought you plan to see other people, I would have probably 
not let you come this afternoon"

"I am sorry to hear that" he said, his impatience coming 
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through the phone "If I knew that was a deal-breaker to you, 
I won't have wasted your time either. I mean" he chuckled, 
as if he found what I was suggesting bordering on the ridicu-
lous "I just got out of a relationship and, lovely as you are, 
I have no intention of being tied to another woman for at 
least some time"

“Lovely as I was”!
Not great.
Not amazing.
Not too good for him and his lizard-like skin. But another 

withering �ower desperate to be plucked in the extensive 
multi-colored garden of dating websites.

"Thank you for telling me that" I said, putting as much 
smile into my words as I can, "'Be well, do good work, and 
keep in touch' - as Garrison would say"

"Garrison?" he said, sounding annoyed
"Keillor" I replied, "You said you liked NPR, didn't you?"
"I like 'Car Talk'," he corrected me, still annoyed "My dad 

used to listen to it"
"He must love cars," I said, trying my hand at a parting-

joke. "Or clowns"
"Yeah maybe" he said, still unhappy. "So that is it, huh? You 

project something on me and then get mad because I didn't 
live up to it!”

"I am not mad," I said surprising myself with the truth "I am 
relieved. Have fun"

I did not give him a chance to ask what I meant before I 
hang up the phone. Then I deleted the texts I have been read-
ing and re-reading last night, closed my account with the 
website and went to bed. I was not done wondering over the 
sense of elation I felt at being single again when I fall asleep 
and slept, as Wasihun would say, like the just.
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CHAPTER 33

The Federal Way Community Center was a little 
more than a mile from where I live. It has a Leisure 
Pool and a 25 feet lap-pool which were open for an 

hour each day and cost an 8 dollars daily fee for adults 48 
inch and taller. Although I did pay for swimming lessons, it 
was a while before I could interest anyone to approach me 
and give me any idea as to how to go about conquering my 
fear of water. Or maybe the fact that, in my eagerness, I have 
memorized everything WikiHow has gotta o�er on how to 
prepare myself for my �rst adult swim lesson has made me 
more theoretical and less practical. Whichever was the case, 
the trainer, an 18 years old lifeguard – who looked as if he 
worried my skin color would rub o� on him was he to touch 
me, became impatient with me quickly. When I continued 
unheeding to his advices, giggled and fought hands more 
than I listened to instructions, he pointed as gently as his 
countenance allowed that there were other – much younger 
– students wanting his help. Standing by the poolside, roll-
ing my hands in the water while others seem to have grasped 
whatever eluded me, was enough to keep me locked up at 
home for the next year or so. However, a young mother who 
has been watching while helping her twin girls learn how to 
swim went out of her way to give me encouragement. "You 
know what my dad told me before I deployed?" she added, 
while I dried my body with towel, grateful tears rocking in 
my eyes like a skateboard, "You’re braver than you believe, 
and stronger than you seem, and smarter than you think. 
And that is to a war zone. This is just day one. You will be 
�ne"
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It took three sessions, and the aforementioned mother 
who was in the Marine, to help me �gure out how to let 
go of my weight and allow my feet to �oat above water. 
When I grew comfortable, even indi�erent, to seeing my 
body stretched out before me, I was able [still holding on 
to the side of the pool, of course] to put my face in the 
water while kicking my feet out behind me. My anger at 
my trainer, and determination not to sink while I have it in 
my power to �oat, carried me to a third stage: of swimming 
with a �otation device. I used a Styrofoam noodle for this 
purpose. While holding �rmly to the side, I managed to scis-
sor kick with my legs while avoiding using an arm support. 
Two weeks more of courageous and determined practice, 
with an almost �sh-like comfort in water, allowed me to de-
velop my own freestyle stroke. The evening I got a text from 
Wasihun, I was walking back from the center, discouraged 
and considerably less relaxed than I was when walking in, by 
the fact that there was a water aerobics class that left barely 
enough room to swim for the half-hour the pool seems to re-
main open that particular unpleasant evening. Determined 
to get my money’s worth, I grabbed a towel and walked to 
the dry-steam sauna room. It was full of women who were 
overweight, noisy and with no qualms about staring at who-
ever glanced their way. I did not feel welcome in there, but 
I stuck it out for about 15 minutes of non-sweating. Then I 
got out, took a quick shower and walked home with a soft 
pretzel to lift the broken spirit. I was standing by the micro-
wave oven that Fana got me [after noticing I did not have one 
the �rst time she visited my place; and never stopping nor 
stooping to ask why I did not buy that cancer breeding ma-
chine], waiting for the soft pretzel to become a hot pretzel 
when I received a text from a 415 area code. "I am parked by 
the mailbox. Can you come down for a minute?" it said.

“Hello?” I said, frowning to show my displeasure at who it 
might be. “Who is this?”

“Selam” said Wasihun, anxiously “It’s me”
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“Oh hey” I said dryly.
However friendly I would like to come o�, for we do 

have common friends who I do not want to mistake my 
cold shoulder for a resentment produced by being a spurned 
lover, I could not understand what he would want to talk 
to me about 3 months after we separated. The fact that it 
was 7:30, and he did not bother giving a reason why I should 
come down was even more upsetting. Just because I let men 
treat me like a whore once or twice, it does not mean my 
legs were swinging doors anyone can stroll through any time 
they wanted.

“Sorry” he said, quickly repentant “I wasn't sure if you 
have blocked the other phone so just used this one. I hope 
that's ok”

He was no longer in my block list but I said it was �ne and 
walked to the window. "Did you say you were parked out-
side?"

“Yeah” he answered absent-mindedly, “I thought I would 
drop something I got you before I �y home tomorrow. It was 
something I was planning to give you before - before we �n-
ished our training - if you have bought the car. But I heard all 
you gotta do is pick it up so...”

"Yeah" I said, because there was nothing else I can think of, 
"So how long are you going for?”

“20 days, plus whatever time I would be losing on air” he 
said “It was that or waiting for September to take my whole 
month o�. And I couldn’t. The past two months have been 
hell enough”

I neither believed him nor felt sorry for him on that ac-
count.

“So you are giving me a present while going on a three 
week trip?” I joked, “Is that necessary?”

“Maybe not" He replied, sounding more like himself than 
a witness on the stand "but in the spirit of 'Think what may 
go wrong, and not what won't', I thought I would give it to 
you now. Airplane accidents do not occur often, but they do 
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happen"
I laughed, recognizing myself in that joke. "Yeah!"
“Getaneh said you are to be the owner of a dark green 

Sedan?”
“It is actually ‘Dark Tropic Teal Metallic',” I said unneces-

sarily
"And you are going to drive it?"
"Oh yes" I assured him, "First to work, then to the store. 

Then maybe to Seattle - sometimes"
"Good" he said, "Because this would be worthless if you 

don't have a car"
"I guess that rules out a key-chain"
"You think I will come all the way here for a keychain?" was 

his answer
"Not an air-freshener?"
"It's not an air-freshener either"
I sighed. A license plate then, like the one I got for Joe years 

ago.
"What?" he laughed “I know you aren’t like other Ethiop-

ian women. You can’t dislike me so much you don’t want to 
see me just because we slept once?”

“No, I don’t dislike you,” I said. I was mad at him. I was 
disappointed in him. But I have not grown to dislike his look 
in the last two months. If anything, my brief �irtation with 
OkCupid has helped to heighten his value – albeit on a be-
grudging scale. “But if it is something expensive, it would 
make me feel like I have to get you something in return and 
that would lead to what we said we don't want anymore”

"I actually got this using your own money" he said, "Be-
cause getting paid, after we came to know one another, felt 
weird and I've been looking for a way to make up for it. But 
if you are saying 'no' because you don't want to see me, I will 
leave it outside your door for you to pick up after I left”

“Don't do that!” I begged, thrown into a feverish action, “I 
would come down after I grabbed a jacket or a sweater”

But of course, with Wasihun, thinking is acting. Before 
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I managed to �nd something decent to wear, and look at 
my re�ection in the mirror, fast feet were bounding up the 
stairs. I run to the door and turned the lock in time to �nd 
my ex-lover laying an orange envelope outside my door.

“Hey…” I said, breathing as if I have run a mile.
“Hey” he said, startled into a defensive pose – as if he was 

caught stealing something that belonged to him in the �rst 
place.

I picked the envelope and looked up [imaging myself the 
way I must appear to him: untidy hair, unclear-skin, consid-
erably thinner than I was the last time he saw me – due to 
my swimming lessons. Hope he does not think it is because I 
missed him] “Do you want to come in?”

“No thanks” He said, and before I could form a sentence, he 
�ew down the stairs as if chased by the ghost of fuck-buddies 
past.

“Thank you” I texted, after opening the rather bulky pack-
age and discovering it was a Portable Car GPS Navigator. The 
thoughtfulness of the gesture was enough to make me feel 
horrible without the ungracious manner with which it was 
received "I am sorry I made you feel unwelcome" I wrote, 
"I was afraid nothing good would come out of seeing each 
other, especially as you would be thousands of miles away 
when I miss you”

“It is ok” he replied “Just so you know, I cut it so close to 
when I start work to prove I wasn’t here to trick you into 
sleeping with me. Was going to give you the navigator & 
maybe ask if you have anything to send home. You can still 
call Seyoum and give it to him after work tomorrow as I in-
tend to get all the sleep I can before my �ight. TTYS”

The next morning, I called Seyoum and thanked his friend 
for the o�er. "I have nothing prepared", I said, looking at the 
ShedRain umbrella my mother never seems to get enough of. 
I have decided, following half a night of mental debate, not 
to ask of Wasihun any more favors after the way I treated 
him, "but Fana's mom has some medication she needs sent to 
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her, so if she can bring it on time at the airport maybe he can 
take it for her?"

Seyoum said he would call Fana the minute he hung up 
with me. Good if she can make it. If not, he will buy it from 
Walgreens or Rite Aid and send it to her mom himself [unless 
it required a prescription]. He then asked me how my driv-
ing was coming along and if his friend was as good a teacher 
as he said. Upon my agreeing that he was, without mention-
ing how going to the store late at night was the most driving 
I have done so far, he put me in remembrance how drinking 
to the health of one's car was as old a tradition in Ethiopia 
as house-warming party was in America. And how he hopes 
that would be the occasion in which he will have the pleas-
ure of meeting me and I of hanging out with the boys.

I was not sure if he was never privy to my short-lived 
a�air with Wasihun or was pretending not to be aware of it 
because he has heard of the fallout. At any rate, I thanked 
him, promised to throw the party when the time comes and 
begged him to say 'Bon Voyage' to his friend from me. Then I 
walked back into the building, feeling as lonely and hopeless 
as the [cancer] patient standing by the garden with his port-
able breathing machine, smoking like his life depended on 
it.
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CHAPTER 34

A fter two weeks of driving for an hour at the vari-
ous parks in my neighborhood, I got a call from 
country code +251. It was, however, not the man 

who made Washington State feel drained of decent human 
beings by leaving it. It was Mulugeta, calling from the Skype 
account he uses when he anticipates a long conversation.

“Anchi,” he said, accusative, as always, “Are you alive?”
“Ende... Mulugeta” I feigned surprise - as if I have not had 

his number saved. “How are you?”
“I heard you got yourself a car you don’t even drive,” he an-

swered ignoring my question.
I laughed. “Who told you, Fana?”
“Fana?!” He asked, “Since when did me and my wife be-

come bosom buddies? No, it is this guy. He called yester-
day and said he was a friend of Seyoum’s; and asked if your 
mother has anything to send you because he will be going 
back to America empty handed"

“Ohh” I said, unable to help myself even though I knew the 
censor that usually follows such method of voice produc-
tion, “It must be Wasihun! He told me he would be going 
there but I didn’t know he meant to contact you”

“Your mom keeps leaving her phone at home” he said, 
sounding annoyed at both her and me, “I don’t know if she 
understood the purpose of having a mobile phone. But I have 
left her a message with your niece and will tell your friend 
her response, just in case he gave you a call and complained”

“Complained?”
“I naturally interrogated him as to where he got my num-

ber, you can never be too careful in this country. He said he 
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took it from my mother-in-law when he went there to drop 
her medication. He is in Awassa, or ‘Hawassa’ as they call it 
nowadays, for the weekend but coming back on Tuesday”

He is spending the weekend in Awassa: that beautiful 
windy town in the South which is surrounded by moun-
tains, lakes, and sandy-beaches where gorgeous girls [in bi-
kini, short-shorts, and sandals] walk as if they were "pillars 
of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and frankincense, with all 
powders of the merchant" while the magical sun created a 
silhouette of their �gure and slowly, almost hesitantly, set 
behind them. [While I stayed in cold ‘Felony Way’ being 
propositioned, �ngered, and insulted by men who I would 
have never imagined fate would throw my lot with.

How, indeed, the mighty have fallen!]
“Oh good thank you,” I said disheartened “So how are you, 

how is business?”
“I'm �ne and business sucks” he said, “How about you? It 

seems you have changed a job?”
“And my apartment” I said, “I live in Federal Way now”
“No wonder you got a car” he said, “Have you seen my kids 

lately?”
“Oh yes, I took them to the Aquarium" I said, almost add-

ing and then deciding not to how Wasihun was the one who 
brought us home from there, and how he told me he loved 
me that very night and how we had sex two evenings later 
"They are good. Betsu did this balloon thingy for his science 
project and was bugging me to take a photo of it when we get 
home so I could email it to you. It was kind of late so I forgot”

“Yeah…” he said, sounding down “I won’t be there for that 
kind of stu�, unfortunately. Which might be as well, con-
sidering how praise-junkies most American kids are allowed 
to become. Do you think their mother has told them I may 
not come back? I think she feels it but never came out and 
asked yet. It’s like that proverb, if you don’t say it didn’t 
happen”

Actually, I thought, she has appeared more resigned at his 
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absence than I expected her to. The only thing she worried 
about, as far as I can tell, was not �nding someone reliable to 
pick-up the kids when she cannot make it; and that is what 
after-school care centers are for.

“Yeah… this guy said he even knew my wife,” Mulugeta 
continued. “Said they have gone to school together. So is 
that what he does, Medical Assistant?”

“No, he has an Associate’s degree in licensed practical nurs-
ing" I said. “They are involved in direct patient care duties 
more than MAs”

"He is, in short, a glori�ed NA”
"If NAs work under the direct supervision of a doctor and 

earn more than 40 thousand dollar a year, yeah” I answered 
sarcastically. I remember his passionate opposition to Fana’s 
suggestion that I enroll in a Nursing Assistant certi�cate 
program if I was so fade up with my Goodwill job. It only 
takes six weeks to train, is in high-demand, not to mention 
how next to cab-driving and convenience-store-cashiering, 
it was the one �eld of work we East-Africans seem to have 
a monopoly over. He has rescued me by telling her that he 
didn’t bring me all the way to America so I can earn a living 
by wiping old people’s butt. And that he would get a third 
job to make up for the loss of income if the choice is between 
being a Nursing Assistant and me not having a job for the rest 
of my life [resulting in her giving him the cold shoulder for 
days, and referring to me as “Her Highness” behind my back]. 
“What is more, he works with mentally disabled people, not 
with patients who are bed ridden”

"Disabled," Mulugeta laughed "So proper. So American"
I ignored the sneer.
“Anyway” he said, after seeming to contemplate me over 

the phone, “I want you to send me some of my suits, colognes 
and shoes, when you go next time. I thought about buying 
them all here but I do have some decent things in my closet 
– thanks to my rich brother-in-law and his rather generous 
wife. Thought I might as well put them to use now that you 
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have a car, and it won’t be much of a burden to get them”
I did not think I would drive all the way to Seattle in my 

new old car, at least not until Wasihun was back to monitor 
and encourage me. But that was not my biggest worry right 
then. My biggest worry was how to make my way into Fana’s 
house and rob her o� her husband’s things without creating 
an emotional drama.

“Sure” I said, momentarily jaw-locked by the terror of it 
“Do I call Fana or...?”

“I will call her," he said, cutting me short. “All you need to 
do is just go there, grab everything and mail it"

"But..."
"What?"
"She is going to hate me; I know she will"
"So?!”
What on earth did he mean by ‘so’?
“Would you rather I ask an outsider to do it” he said threat-

eningly “And ‘spread her shame’, as she would call it?"
"No"
"Well then?”
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CHAPTER 35

I don’t know if it is shock or resignation that kept Fana 
unusually quiet after I dropped by, at her own request, 
to get her husband’s things. The idea was to trans-

fer all into one big luggage, put it by the door, hail one of the 
many cabs that pass by her door and be driven to Federal 
Way – or come a day or two later with packaging mater-
ial to send it. That, however, proved harder than previously 
supposed. The minute quiet, happy, obliging little Hagere 
perceived her father’s things were being transferred into a 
tomb-like box, she grabbed one of his pants and refused to 
let go even when her mother begged her and her brother 
threatened to do violence to her. Nothing seems to stop the 
torrent of words and tears "Where are you taking my dad's 
things?" she demanded in broken English, while kicking and 
screaming to be let go, "That is my daddy's things. It is not 
your things. Where are you taking it?”

When I could no longer contain my tears, I put the pair of 
pants back into the closet and told Fana maybe I would come 
some other day, when the kids were not home.

"It is �ne," Fana said, picking up Hagere and shooing her 
tears with quiet words. A few minutes later, I heard the front 
door close. There they were, casualties of war, being dragged 
unwilling to their mother’s car.

I stood there for what felt like an hour, reminiscing a time 
when I have stood at that same spot, watching Mulugeta 
[in a suit he felt ill-suited for] and his wife, in a traditional 
dress that brought out the rich caramel complexion of her 
skin. She was hurried, angry and fussy; while he was slightly 
balding, calm and beautiful, in a top-unbuttoned shirt. After 
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packing all in a luggage and a box, and removing all traces 
of my activity, I sat in the living room watching TV. An ex-
cursion to the kitchen, looking for anything to eat, has un-
covered a sink full of unwashed dishes. Here, at least, I could 
be of some use. I washed the dishes - as Fana's dishwasher has 
broken from ill-use months ago and only serves as a place to 
leave washed plates to dry. Then cleaned around the dining 
table and put in order all the boxes full of gadgets her hus-
band once complained his wife buys because she was unable 
to pass o� ‘Sale’ items.

By the time Fana and the kids came back from a "shirshir", 
Hagere looks paci�ed, if a little tired; Betsu was more than 
his usual quiet self; while little Babi hid his face when he saw 
me, as the Grinch who stole his father's things and made his 
elder sister cry.

"Nah... They have had their �ll of ice-cream," their mother 
said, when I asked if we can go out to dinner on me. "In fact, 
I think we should all go to sleep. Who wants to go to sleep 
while it is still light out?"

All the kids, including Betsu - who sleeps in his own bed - 
showed some enthusiasm to sleeping while it was still light 
out. While I watched, unable to decide what my next step 
ought to be, they all ascended the stairs and made noisy 
merriment in the bedroom.

I have forgotten my mission and was quite absorbed with 
the TV when Fana came down with stealthy footsteps.

"They are asleep," she said, walking past me into the kit-
chen. I got up, grabbed my purse and prepared to say my 
goodbyes.

Alas, she did not come back as immediately as I thought 
she would. She stayed there, surveying everything and re-
turned with a bottle of Wine - the only alcohol she drunk.

"Hey..." I said smiling cheerfully
“Thanks for doing the dishes” she said, throwing herself 

into the chair across from me. "Seeing you are already too 
late for the post o�ce,” she said, “I thought you might like 
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some alcohol before you go. Mariam Sina brought it for 
Easter and I just remembered I haven't even opened it"

"So..." she said, after pouring me a glass full,
"So..." I replied, rolling the bitter liquid around my tongue
"Did you know my husband was sleeping with Qelemwa?"
"What?!"
Oh my God!
"Yup" Fana said, raising a corner of her upper lip to show 

lack of surprise, the way Wasihun does. "She kept asking me 
how he was, then to give her his number. I was like 'what on 
earth'. Later, I noticed she was becoming a little uppity with 
me and asked her what her business was with my husband. 
She said if I have kept him happy he won't have saved money 
behind my back so he can be rid of me for good"

"Fucking bitch!" I said
"Yeah. I mean I knew of Fikirte, but Qelemwa. How low can 

a man sink?"
"Oh my God, Fana, I am so sorry," I said, near to tears
She shrugged her shoulder. "My father used to say, ‘Shame 

is like rain. The more it rained on you, the less sensitive you 
become of it’"

I squeezed her shoulder. She looked around, the spitting 
image of an alcoholic giving a �nal look before taking the 
bitter last draft.

"He used to like you too, you know?" she observed �nally
Ok. Time to get up.
"What do you mean?"
"He wanted you, sexually"
"Fana... please..." I begged tearfully "you are saying things..."
"That are not true?" She looked at me with disappoint-

ment.
I grabbed my purse and put it on my knee, which were 

shaking. I took a little bit more of the alcohol. I looked for 
the way out.

"But he was my brother"
"No such thing as ‘my brother’ if you aren't �esh and blood" 
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she said, dismissively "If he hasn't feared God, he would have 
tried to do something about it"

I kept my peace. Let her say whatever makes her feel bet-
ter. Let her get it out of her system. It is not as if I have to 
come back. Ever.

"Right?"
"Of course, Fana, I will never do that to you"
"But you loved him too, didn't you?"
"Oh my God"
"It's alright," she said, drinking the last of her wine "Even 

Selam once said 'I think Mh’ti loves Gashe. She is scared to 
even look at him when he is around'. It is ok” she said, patting 
my knee “He did well by you and he was attracted to you, 
I knew that the �rst time he came back from Ethiopia and 
walked around like he was in a dream. Never wanted to talk 
about you, not once! That is how I know when my husband is 
infatuated with a woman: when he avoids her! But I know he 
hasn't slept with you because I know you, you won't be able 
to look me in the eye if he had"

"Fana" I said, meaning to accuse her of being paranoid. But 
it came out in a burst of tear.

"You are not like those whores," she said, grabbing my 
drink. "You won't do that to me and come home eat out of 
my hand”

"I did not"
"Good" She said, going for the bottle now "Betsu bugs me 

to get one of those home security devices because he thinks 
being burgled is what worries me for half a night. How do 
you tell a child how I have lost everything the day that man 
imagined a life without me?"

"Not everything!" I pointed out weakly, "You do have three 
beautiful kids"

She gave me a look.
"And… and… if you wanted a man, he may not exactly be 

Mulugeta, but you can �nd another man any old time. Even 
Wasihun... he was telling me how beautiful you were. That 
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that was what drew his attention to you while in school, 
how you were a 'Teyim konjo'. And how so many people 
liked you"

"‘YeTeyim konjo’!" she laughed bitterly, waving the bottle 
as if it was a medal. "That is what my husband said made me 
stand out of all the women who wanted to be courted by 
him, as well. Women who threw themselves at him; knock-
ing at his door at night, to o�er food and sex. I was working 
at Tana. We sell grocery and Injera in the front, and operate 
a restaurant by the side - literally, a curtain separates the 
restaurant from the grocery store. There was only one cash 
register so they would bring the bill to me and I run up the 
�gures and give them a receipt.

So this person - this good-looking guy - would come and sit 
by the entrance of the grocery, drinking beer. He was always 
alone, barely eats. Just sits there and watches me as if he is an 
inspector of some sort. When he was done, he would tip the 
waiter [who was never allowed to keep it] and walk out.

I had a boyfriend then – Dejene, who is now like a mil-
lionaire [his wife goes to Israel for Easter, Christmas, and to 
fast the 45 days of 'Himamat'. They say she is not only re-
ligious but very kind –gives a ton of money to the church, 
feeds the poor a couple of days out of the year and they have 
again a�rmed their union by “Qurban”, which is something 
we were invited to witness - as families of ‘Engineer Aman’ 
– if my husband hasn’t refused to go to it]. So I would give 
him a bad look. You don’t want to appear easy to any ran-
dom guy, especially when your boyfriend is part of the same 
social fabric as the guy pursuing you, however many doubts 
you have in your own relationship. But my heart �uttered 
and I can't even think straight when he is around. For weeks 
I pretended not to notice his marked interest, pretended not 
to hear what the cooks said of him when they have nothing 
to do [I never mixed with women of that caliber, you give 
them an inch, they would want a foot], pretended to focus 
all my attention on my work. But I would think about it all 
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the way home, like a little girl in love. Finally, he waited 
for me outside on one of the days I did not have a ride and 
called out to me. I said 'what do you want?', ready to defend 
myself in case he tried something funny. It was almost 11 
and I was standing by the bus stop wearing these Dr. Scholls 
shoes that won't have allowed me to run – even though they 
were very comfortable when you have to stand on your feet 
for hours. "Where do you live, let me give you a ride” he said 
"No thank you," I replied, "I don't take rides from people I 
don't know". "But you know me" he said, "I have been to the 
restaurant almost every night this month hoping you would 
say hi". I ignored him. "What if I told you I want to marry 
you?" He yelled. I laughed because it was so random and I was 
so happy. "I would say no," I said. "What if I tell you I would 
pursue you until you say yes?" he asked. "Good luck" I said 
and walked into the bus. When I get o� at my stop, his car 
was there waiting for me. "Sewye" I said, because I was scared 
that he knows where I live already "I would call the cops if 
you don't stop following me"

"Since when did love become a crime?" he said, smiling. 
‘Love!’ I knew if I continued talking to him, he would think I 
was playing hard to get or I would end up saying something 
stupid and reveal my desire. So I walked up and told my sis-
ter, who came out and told him o�. He told her he has every 
right to park his car there, it was public land. What’s more, 
he was only trying to make sure I got home safe because a 
pretty girl like me should not be allowed to ride buses at 
night. When she closed the door, she told me 'he is saying he 
would wait for you outside �rst thing in the morning, so be 
careful what you say to him. He doesn't appear to be the kind 
of guy who listens to reason'. I said sure, but watched his car 
from my window until I was sleepy; and kept tossing and 
turning throughout the night, thinking about him. There 
was this teacher, Tamrat, that I had a crush on in Addis while 
I was going to an evening-school, you know, after dropping 
out almost convinced I will get a visa and getting rejected 
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three more times before they gave it to me. He was a very 
decent man who was liked and respected by all. There were a 
lot of women writing him love letters, throwing themselves 
at him. He turned them all down, but he used to look con-
fused every time he came across me. Nervous and agitated. 
No word was said. However, it was as if we had an under-
standing. So I kept it to myself – savoring every look, every 
meaningful glance; fantasizing about him leaving his wife 
to be with me. Imagining myself calling him - my husband - 
from America. All that stu�. Anyway... I had this deep bur-
ied yearning for that man and for that secret we shared. And 
I was, without knowing it, comparing everyone I met after 
that with him.

That was what Mulugeta remind me of! Not much by look, 
but his whole demeanor. Anyway, the next morning, I got up 
early, took a shower and dressed up nice. Put on my lipstick, 
straightened my hair, and walked out expecting to be ad-
mired. But he wasn't there. I looked and looked and looked. 
I was very disappointed. But I gotta go to work so crossed 
to the bus stop. That is when he came out from behind the 
bus stop, where he has been watching me. He was smiling, so 
I started laughing. It was so obvious he has seen what I did 
and how I felt. When he got to me, he stretched his hand and 
introduced himself. I was so giggly I have to say my name 
like three times before he can hear me. 'Mulugeta', he was in-
deed master of all - I thought. I used to call him 'Yene Geta' 
for a long time. How subservient is that? He took me to his 
apartment that very night and we slept together, but made 
it home on time before my sister got suspicious. She didn't 
know what was going on until Dejene heard of it and, like the 
gentleman he was, wished me good luck and walked away. 
He was so -- infatuated with me, Mulugeta, that he couldn't 
keep his hands o� me the �rst few months. And I have never - 
ever - felt that way about a man. It is like he took possession 
of me. I did what he asked without hesitation. Leave your 
sister's place? Yes. Live with me without so much as a piece 
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of paper? Yes. Don’t say anything about my ‘black’ bastard by 
another woman? Yes. I just never got over how he was about 
me those �rst few weeks. You confuse lust with love; that is 
the problem with being a woman. Men know what is what. 
We don't - until it is too late"

"Yes but..."
"Ah... forget it sister," she said, getting up and stretching. 

"We all get that one time. That one chance for absolute hap-
piness because we need to be buttered up for the rest of our 
lives - to pay for all the good things we enjoyed, and the bad 
things we should have known better not to do. That is what 
being a woman is. And I..." she said, waving the bottle at me 
"am paying the price for all those nights I heard you cry and 
shrugged my shoulder and said 'She can cry all she wants; I 
just know my conscious is clear'"

Nothing I say seems to interest her after that. When she 
told me, drunkenly, to lock up and go; I said I will and helped 
her up the stairs. After she got into her bed - with her lit-
tle ones - I kissed Betsu [who woke up shortly to ask me if I 
were going to sleep there, the way I used to] and carried some 
blankets from my old bed down. Then I spend the night, 
tossing and turning on the couch, playing a guardian for my 
family.
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CHAPTER 36

A fter waiting breathlessly for the weekend to end, 
I gave Wajo a call. The purpose was to know what 
her impression of Wasihun was. She said she hasn't 

seen him yet. Yes, my mom has talked of some guy from 
"Amrika" who expressed a desire to take me a care package 
from home. And she has assumed the 'berbere' that kept her 
sneezing for half a night two days ago must have been the 
one meant for me. But she neither knows if he has come 
around to visit or when he means to leave for Seattle. Why, 
was there something I wanted her to send me - a book? 
a T-Shirt? Selam Qolo? Then she gave the phone to Zinash 
who, after recommending her eldest daughter for sealing the 
spice bags so expertly with melted candle - while the house 
was still in darkness due to there not being electricity that 
night, said there was something she has been meaning to 
tell me and not to freak out now. Apparently, my mother 
has been experiencing a stomach discomfort for which she 
refused to see a doctor until Zinash threatened to tell me 
that she won’t. The diagnosis has turned out to be kidney 
in�ammation resulting from, according to Zinash, the many 
bottles of water I have convinced my mother to drink if she 
wanted to lose weight. “You know her!” my sister said in an 
accusative tone, “Let us say she goes to Etye BeQu or Emama 
Yilfashewa’s house and needs to pee? Do you think she would 
excuse herself and come home to use the restroom?”

“Come home to use the restroom?!” I said, confused “Why 
can’t she use their restroom?”

“She can” my sister said dramatically “and risk falling into 
the toilet”
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“What, all of them?”
“Not all of them” my sister said tartly, “But the last time 

she used a toilet in one of those houses, she came back with a 
headache. Not many in this neighborhood can a�ord to have 
their sewage removed. Not to mention how half of them 
don’t have a toilet paper, or even a water jug. So, instead of 
making her neighbors think she has become too fancy ever 
since her daughter went to America, she holds her pee until 
she comes home. For that reason, she can’t go to the rest-
room without groaning in pain now. I can hear her from the 
living room”

“Ok so tell her not to drink as much” I grumbled, shame-
facedly, “I didn’t tell her that is all she needs to do to lose 
weight. Plus… as long as she is healthy, why would she care 
about how much she weighs?”

“Because her skinny neighbors have started making fun of 
her size now, that is why” Zinash answered “As if they are 
skinny because they are working out and dieting, and not 
from going hungry half the time”

“Well” I said, trying to calm her before she said something 
that would bring ill omen on the family. “I guess that is 
human nature”

"Making fun of you when you gain weight and pitying 
you when you lose it? It is envy that is what it is. I wish 
they said it when I was around, I would have told them 
what I think of them" I was wondering if my beloved-by-all-
no-matter-how-often-she-called-a-spade-a-spade sister has 
sent her latest lover a packing and if that was not the source 
of the bitterness when she concluded "Unfortunately, she 
laughs along with them then comes home and frets if she has 
gained more weight throughout the night. She would have 
asked you to send her a diet pill if I haven’t yelled at her to 
have the fear of God”

I sighed and hung up, promising to send my mom some 
sturdy walking shoes and see how it goes. I was crossing the 
parking lot with one of these shoes less than a week later, on 
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my way back from the swimming pool, when a car light-up 
and honked for me. I hesitated before quickening my pace to 
my apartment.

“Ere please slow down” said the driver, in Amharic, “You 
are Metasebia, aren’t you?”

I walked hesitatingly to the car, my heart thumb jumping 
in my chest. “Hi” I said, with question marks on my face.

“I am Seyoum, Wasse’s friend,” said the good-looking guy 
who was dressed in a sharp suit, “C’mon in”

I got in the car, feeling colder than I did when getting out of 
the swimming pool.

“How are you, is Wasihun ok?”
“Yes he is,” Seyoum said, grabbing a package from the back 

seat “Went to work last night and, I don't know if he was 
su�ering from jet lag or something, got into a car accident 
with this guy. He said the emergency guys didn’t think there 
was permanent damage but he’s been sleeping it o� all day"

"Oh my God"
"I know," said Seyoum despondently "He was very feverish 

when I came home for lunch but insisted on not going to 
sleep until he has sorted out what goes to who. The man has 
totaled the front of his car but all he worries about is being 
found unequal to somebody else's ‘Adera’"

"I will call him," I said, taking my phone out - although I do 
not think I meant to call him right then

"No you won't" Seyoum said, grabbing the phone and my 
hand with it, "He has made me promise not to tell you or 
anyone that he had an accident. He was grumbling at the fact 
that a few of our buddies heard before I saw him. Wasse is the 
kind of guy who doesn't like to be fussed over, although he 
fusses over others enough"

"But I gotta ask him how he is" I said, desperately.
"Then call him in a few days and tell him somebody - like 

Fana - told you" he begged, "I don't want him getting pissed 
o� at me. Wasse shuts down when he is angry, it makes me 
very uncomfortable"
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"But you are sure he is ok?" I said, putting back the phone in 
my purse.

“Yes,” said Seyoum dismissively “he’s banged his shoulder 
and said his �ngers are numb. But that is all it seems to be – at 
least for now”

“Ok” I said, breathing heavily, “Ok. I will… call him later. 
And thank you for bringing this to me. I would invite you in 
if I wasn’t just coming from work”

“Oh no it’s �ne” he smiled, starting his car, “I am going to 
the airport to pick up my boss. I am still on the clock”

“Good, thanks again and nice to meet you” I said and 
walked up to my apartment.
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CHAPTER 37

Being one of those who do not cook Ethiopian food 
unless she has company or missed it, I had plenty of 
spices that I brought from Ethiopia with me by the 

time my mother’s care-package arrived through Wasihun. 
Some of the ‘Berbere’, ‘Shiro’, and ‘TiQur azmud’ I carried 
home in my last trip was still sealed in its original plastic 
bag, waiting to be transferred to a glass jar for good-stor-
age. “If ever you run out of ‘Shiro’ and ‘Berbere’,” I wrote to 
Wasihun after I got to my room, “Give me a call. I have still 
not �nished the one I brought from home last time”

To my surprise, the answer did not come until the next 
morning “I will remember that” he replied, in a text that 
wake me up from sleep “Sorry for the delay. I am still try-
ing to get over a jetlag and I didn't see your message till this 
morning”

“It is alright" I said, "How was your trip? Are your family 
and friends well?"

"Everybody is �ne" He texted back, "Are you home alone?"
"Of course," I texted surprised, "Where else would I be at 

this time?"
The phone rang.
"Hi" Wasihun said
"Hey" I said, sitting up,
"I hurt my right hand the other day and can't very well type 

with my left. That is why I asked if you were home alone"
"Oh?" I said cautiously, "What happened?”
“Nothing big" he said casually, “I was standing in tra�c and 

this asshole thought he would nudge me along by rear-end-
ing me, forcing me to t-bone this other guy. Anyway, after 
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checking my MRI, the doctor said there was nothing torn or 
separated, just a routine shoulder injury. Gave me some pain 
killers, some anti-in�ammatory drugs, and told me it should 
be �ne as long as I kept it elevated. It is still hard to move 
my arm without feeling pain and my shoulder is very tender. 
But the swelling doesn’t seem to have gotten worse. How 
about you? Your neighbors killed one another yet?”

"No" I said, still wanting to go back to the accident, “She’s 
been keeping in doors mostly. But the guy looks at me in this 
very annoying apologetic way that I have been wishing they 
would move out somewhere”

“But if they do that, doesn’t it mean getting used to some-
body else?” he asked

“I don’t really have to” I said, “I never knew what my neigh-
bors were like in my old apartment”

“Oh yeah, I forgot you lived your life mostly among for-
eigners” He said, “See? That is something I can never do. I 
need my community way too much to function alone”

“That is one other di�erence between us” I said, “I think I 
came to America to run away from my community. And as 
long just a couple or a single person moved in, I am content”

“And as long as we are wishful-thinking" he said, chuckling 
"I hope it is a woman”

“But I hate women" I protested, "They are always trying to 
make friends with you or getting in your business”

“Well… I have a good reason to not want it to be a man”
There are no doubt a ton of tall pretty girls with decent 

sized breasts [and natural hair] willing to do almost any-
thing to hook up with a guy from America; especially when 
he was Ethiopian, handsome, with a Princely self-possession 
and the hairline to go with it. He seems to have evade them 
all. Not just that, he was still interested in me. Maybe even 
dreaming of the night we spent together.

I do not know if this realization a�ected my voice produc-
tion, because when I said, “It doesn’t always work that way 
you know?” even I can feel the softness in it.
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“It doesn’t?” he said in a �irtious voice
“No!”
“Why not?”
Where does one start?
“A single guy next door to you? I mean … it’s not like you 

haven’t dated White men before”
“Yes but being White wasn't the only criteria" I said, "You 

have every right not to believe me but that is the truth"
"In that case" he said thoughtfully, "I hope being Ethiopian 

doesn't immediately discount a guy from it either"
"It won't," I said, almost losing my voice from the pound-

ing of my heart "Not anymore. In fact, I was hoping you 
would let me do the most Habesha thing by allowing me to 
come see you before you went back to work. Seyoum said 
you have been given, what, three days o�?”

“Is that before or after he told you about the car accident?”
I laughed.
“Anyway,” he continued, “There is nothing I would love 

more than having you see me but not like this, not as a sick 
person”

“But…”
“Plus there would be a lot of people going in and out,” he 

said, suddenly in a hurry, “people you won’t like. I would ra-
ther you call me when you got bored this evening. My inter-
nal-clock is still out of whack from trying to get used to over 
there and then coming back here before… so I could use the 
company”

“If you say so” I said, with a deep sigh.
“I do. I have told you how the best part of knowing you 

was being able to talk to you; especially after everybody has 
gone to sleep and when it feels like I was the loneliest man 
on earth”

"I know the feeling” I said, made sentimental by the mem-
ory. If only I didn’t have to go to work. If only there was such 
a thing as being paid for staying on the phone with him.

“I would rather enjoy that than have you set a foot in this 
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dump”
“I was born and raised in a dump the likes of which you 

won’t come across in America if you tried” I said bitterly, “I 
also know what kind of a life you had before you decided to 
settle there and for whose sake you are doing it. But I won’t 
come if you don’t want me to”

“Cool”
Cool!
"Anyway,” I said, trying to hide my annoyance with an up-

beat voice. “I gotta get ready for work. Thank you again for 
the ‘adera’ you took and brought for me. You didn't really 
have to but ..."

"If you haven’t been so cut-o� from your community," he 
said, interrupting me gently, "you would have realized what 
I did was what any other guy with any decency in him would 
have done. But I am glad it made you happy”

It was after I hung up and felt the cold temperature in 
the room penetrate my heart that I realized how I did not 
have to abide by his request. That I can and should go visit 
him, despite his protest and the size of Mistress Tewabu’s 
“cucina” – the same “cucina”, now a ‘dump’, he once said we 
could hang out at most Sundays. That it was the Habesha 
way: to say 'no' to food and compliment, to be modest and 
self-sacri�cing if it means inconveniencing others, to refuse 
visits when sick - although neither expect the visitor to 
abide by it.

And so I called Fana to ask for Seyoum's address, Googled 
the quietest route, and drove there with the aid of the GPS 
navigator Wasihun got for me.
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CHAPTER 38

When I got there, with all kinds of food items I 
got from home in a Lululemon reusable bag - 
a parting gift from Amy because I have always 

envied the one she had, I was surprised at how back-home-
like the house he lives in looked. There were some dried 
�owers outside the door; clothes hang to dry on a rope and a 
woman grinding some spice on the step outside.

“Good evening” I said, when she stood up, looking like a 
question mark.

“Good evening” she said, addressing me with the formal 
“you” used for elders and strangers

“Is Wasihun at home? I came to visit Wasihun,” I said.
“Oh yes. Are you Simret?” she asked, wiping her hands on 

her dress.
"Simret?" I asked, more than a little surprised, "No... My 

name is Metasebia"
So he was expecting somebody else!
No wonder he did not want me to come.
Was it too late to drive back?
“Well... come on in... come on in” the lady said, holding her 

dog by the collar after noticing how I hesitated to go before 
her "Don't worry he doesn't bite"

I followed her into a back room that has a small garden 
whose �owers seem to have died years ago. It was a living 
quarter with two bedrooms and a living room that was 
made smaller by the �at-screen TV, a sofa set, and a tall cab-
inet with the image of a White Jesus showing his pierced 
hand in its midst. The much smaller bedroom, which I as-
sumed was Wasihun’s, has its door opened slightly ajar. But 
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there does not seem to be anybody sleeping in it. On the 
other hand, there were some “Gabi” and pillow on the sofa, 
which shows somebody was laying there a short while ago.

“Wasihun... where is that boy? Wasihun?” said the woman, 
walking in front of me

A �ushing sound from the toilet, and the restroom door 
opened to reveal the man I have only brie�y seen in the last 3 
months.

"You have a guest," the woman said, as if I was not standing 
in full view of his surprised face,

"Hey" said Wasihun, looking both pleased and shy. Pleased, 
shy, and a little deformed – not just from the drooping right 
shoulder but from the uneven skin tone - owing, no doubt, 
to the severe sun back home. But he was there. He was happy. 
And he was mine.

"Hey" I said tearing my eyes away from him when the 
woman complained he should tell her when he has friends 
who are scared of dogs so she can tie Esatu up until they were 
gone “Sorry" I said, bashfully, "It is actually my fault. I didn't 
tell him I was coming"

"No she didn't" said Wasihun smiling. Then took a step for-
ward and gave me a kiss on my cheek. It was an impulsive 
display of a�ection and thankfulness. Still, he did not imme-
diately step away. We stood there, he looking down at me 
and me smiling with cheeks that were a�ame.

“Have a sit, have a sit” said the woman, bringing herself on-
line, “go ahead, sit there. Not there. There” I obeyed her and 
sat across the couch he was obviously using for bed. “I will 
bring some snacks. Talk, you two”

“She has been trying to treat me like a sick person all day," 
he observed stretching himself full-length on the sofa, "It's 
like I lost an arm or leg instead of a minor bruise on my ro-
tary cu�”

"Oh well” I said, touching and recoiling from the swollen-
hot spot on his shoulder that he lowered his shirt to show 
me “you know the Habesha way"
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"I know, right?" he said chuckling "I got three calls this 
morning, asking if I was alright. I am like 'get a life people'. It 
is so embarrassing"

"It is wonderful," I said, remembering the wretchedness 
I felt the two days after visiting my local Planned Parent-
hood. "It means you have people who love you and would 
be there for you. When I heard about that shooting at that 
hospital in East Washington a few months back, I thought 'I 
should get life insurance' because you can never be sure in 
America, right? Then I realized I can't even do that because 
I have nobody who can be my bene�ciary. I mean there is 
Fana and I trust her. But she won't know the ABC of �ling the 
papers or following it up. She is more likely than not to say 
'God will provide for them' and abandon my family and the 
claim altogether"

"Wow" he said, shaking his head. "That is not only sad but it 
is depressing"

"Oh well" I said, smiling in a way that said 'such is life' 
then started studying the handful religious quotes and the 
picture of the little Indian kid with “Don’t worry, be happy” 
tattooed under his henna-colored feet [no doubt Seyoum's 
contribution to the room]. "Which reminds me" I said look-
ing into my bag as a way to avoid his amused watchfulness. "I 
brought you some dried Injera and Quanta my mom sent me. 
I don’t think – you don’t have 'Quanta', do you?”

“Nah” he said, taking the bag, “I haven’t had a homemade 
beef-jerky, or a ‘bulla', or a 'chiko’ ever since my mom died. I 
mean Zemen tries her best - her 'besso' has certainly come a 
long way - but she isn’t exactly a mother. So thank you”

"You are welcome" I said, quite conscious that the boun-
ties I complain as being sent way too often for my single 
dinner-skipping self, did not abound everywhere. "I tell my 
mom not to send me any 'bulla', because what with the but-
ter it takes and my love for it, I feel I will gain a ton of weight 
by having it around. But she will send anything if I asked for 
it so tell me when you miss something. I will have her send it 
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when someone comes"
"I would remember that" he said, bright-eyed. Has he be-

come more handsome or is my shy-desire amplifying every-
thing? "It occurred to me," He said, after putting the pack-
ages in the kitchen and coming back with the recyclable bag, 
"That you have never tried my cooking"

"No I haven’t," I said driven to mirth by the idea of eating an 
Ethiopian food cooked by a Habesha guy.

"Would you like to?"
"Now?!" I said terri�ed
"Not now" he said, with that glint I have come to recognize 

as preceding his jokes, "But someday, when I could actually 
use my right hand to peel the onion, to chop the tomato and, 
stir the pot. I make a killer 'Misir Wot'. Or so I have been told"

"Oh yeah?" I said, unable to help smiling at the thought of 
him cooking.

"You don't believe me!"
"I do," I said, covering my cheeks to hide my laughter "It's 

just a guy stirring a pot..."
"And you call yourself a feminist!" he joked, shaking his 

head in fake disappointment, "All I can say is," he continued, 
"That you are going to feel pretty silly when you taste it. I 
will cook it and bring it around the �rst chance I got"

Oh.
Ok.
So this was not a guise to have me over for dinner.
"Sure" I said, trying to hide my disappointment with a 

smile "That sounds like a good idea. By the way, your land-
lady asked me if I was Simret. I hope I didn't come at a bad 
time"

"Actually you came at a perfect time," he said smiling con-
tentedly, "Simret is the lady from work I told you about. 
Seyoum called her last night to tell her I can’t make it. This 
morning she called to ask him where we live so she can come 
visit me. I called back to say she didn't have to but she won't 
listen. They are Habeshas, too, after all, so I should not have 
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wasted my time trying. Anyway, that is why I am crushing 
here; my room doesn't have chairs and it is way too small for 
company. Go ahead” he said smiling at my curiosity. “Check 
it out”

I walked to where his room was. Small and neat, like a 
prison cell. Laptop. Neatly folded clothes. A row of Reader’s 
Digest, and lots and lots of Newsweek magazine. And, �nally, 
a bed covered in a grayish �owery linen; made up to a tee.

“You are quite the scholar aren’t you?” I said, teasing him. 
“I don’t think I have seen so many Reader’s Digests since I 
came from Addis”

“Yeah… I used to read them to improve my English – be-
cause except for movies and stu�, all I spoke was either 
German or Amharic. I cancelled my subscription a year or 
so after I came here, but felt bad about throwing them out. 
Yiftu, or one of my brother’s kids, may want to read them 
someday. For now, I entertain myself with re-reading the 
jokes”

“Hm I don’t think I have seen many books written in Ger-
man,” I said, going back to the shelf and grabbing one. “One of 
these days I am going to ask you to read them to me”

He was about to protest when the living room door 
opened and the woman summoned two strange men.
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CHAPTER 39

“Hello... hello” said the one in the front, his eyes 
popping at seeing me as if it was I, and 
not Wasihun, he came to visit. The skinnier 

taller man behind him was carrying green bananas in one of 
those white plastic bags found only in Chinese food places 
and Asian supermarkets.

I got up, a little thrown. This was the kind of visitation I 
expect for sick people, not men who survived a car accident 
without much more than a scratch.

“Peace be unto this house” the banana guy said, with a hu-
mility that would make Uriah Heep turn red with envy.

We shook hands and they sat, lightly poking fun at 
Wasihun for lying in bed "as if he was wounded in a war" 
and then for thinking himself too tough to be visited. Who 
was it, they pray asked, that refused to go to sleep until each 
and every one of them has promised to help ship his body to 
Ethiopia so his father can take care of his son before the son 
died that time Wasihun drunk himself to alcohol poisoning?

This story, which I felt was in poor taste and not just be-
cause it embarrassed the man I love, brought about a silence 
into the room. During this silence, the �rst man stole looks 
at me [as if he was dying to know who I was but too proud 
or self-conscious to ask] while the second studied the room 
as if it was the �rst time he was seeing it. Then asked why 
Wasihun won't move the photo of “Our Mother, the Virgin” 
from its present location by the entrance of Seyoum's room 
to the wall Wasihun was lying under to hasten recovery.

“What?!” the man said, following Wasihun's laughing eyes 
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and landing at me, “Did I say anything untrue? Our Mother, 
the Virgin, does heal the sick, doesn’t she?”

“Of course she does” I said, wiping all mirth o� my face and 
giving Wasihun a look that said 'stop it!'. "I don't know why 
he is laughing"

If this were Joe, he would have giggled and said I was say-
ing all that not because I believed in what they were saying 
but because I am trying to be on my best behavior. Wasihun 
knew the codes by which friends are made and bonds main-
tained.

"I am imagining myself asking for divine intervention to 
help heal a bruise on my shoulder" he said mirthfully "I don't 
think even God, merciful as He is, likes people wasting His 
time"

"Well you never know if it would stop at being a mere 
bruise" answered the faithful "Haven't you heard of all those 
people who died from a nail puncture or a scratch of old 
metal back home because they didn't get their tetanus shot 
on time? How do you know this won’t lead to something 
much worse?"

I was nodding my head at that and, in my desire to be good 
company, scanning my memory for a corresponding story 
to tell [my dad's gangrene, that girl who died from chem-
ical poisoning because the doctor was out and his assistant 
thought he knew what he was doing, the kid who ate rat 
poison at discovering he has lost the 90 birr his dad sent 
through him to pay a debtor], when the door opened and 
Seyoum came in. “Oh hey...” He said, setting the [no doubt] 
alcohol bottle he has wrapped in a newspaper behind the 
sofa and stretching his arms for me “Why didn't you tell me 
you were coming? I'd have picked you up on the way”

"It is alright," I said, getting up and shaking hands with him 
before we exchanged warm kiss on our cheeks.

This was the second time I was seeing Seyoum, and the �rst 
in the daylight. He has a well-trimmed, very fresh-cut grass 
looking face; as if he has just walked out of a bath wrapped in 
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a towel. He was handsome; but in that odd way people from 
the country do. The fact that he was much younger and less 
experienced than any of us was un-debatable.

“That must be your Chevy outside” he observed, putting 
his hand on the small of my back as if he was presenting me 
to the multitude “He said he has told you not to come when I 
teased him last night how he t-boned someone so you could 
come visit him. So I was wondering whose car it was. How is 
your driving coming along?"

"Ok," I said embarrassedly, "I try to avoid it as much as I can 
especially if I have to look for parking”

In fact, if I wasn’t determined to show Wasihun how brave 
I have become under his in�uence thereby proving it was 
good to have him in my life, I won’t have taken the risk that 
I did by driving 18 miles out of my way to be honked at, 
told to lower my window, and generally tolerated by other 
drivers. I have found out the only aspect of having a car I like 
is coming out of a building and realizing, like a shock of fresh 
air to a su�ocating man, that I no longer have to look for a 
bus stop. That I have got a car now. That my car was operated 
by a key only I own. And that I could a�ord to let that driver 
go ahead of me instead of waiting for the light to change 
so he can patiently, gallantly, pityingly – even, allow me to 
cross the street.

Seyoum was begging me to take a sit, who is he the vil-
lage elder that I get up when he comes?, when I mentioned 
the word ‘parking’. It seems to recall to life something he 
has thus far overlooked. A mad dash to the door later, the 
woman who must have been parking her car when he came 
in, hesitatingly stepped on the threshold.

She was tall and has the kind of features all the paintings 
of my childhood were made from – big round eyes, a straight 
nose with a slight aristocratic pinch at the tip of it, and a 
high-cheek bone with a long neck to accentuate the dimpled 
chin. She was wearing all black: black sweater, black skirt, 
black shawl - the sign of someone who has lost a loved one 
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recently. Her red lipstick seems to heighten the darkness of 
her eyeliner and give her mouth an even wider appearance. 
If Eritreans were as intolerant of wide-mouths the way Ethi-
opians were [before watching “Pretty Woman” and �nding 
out it was to be desired], she would have no doubt been given 
grief over them growing up. This knowledge, however com-
forting, did not give me the con�dence it should while her 
eyes scanned each of us discreetly, feigning a shyness that 
does not seem natural on her.

Beauty and fear inspire respect, and activity. Wasihun - 
who was getting out of his temporary "bed" to, perhaps, 
check out my car, sat himself back on it then got up, as if 
remembering who the woman was here to see. And the men 
half raised, half sat themselves, as if they were confused at 
what to do.

“Oh Simret”, he �nally said, stretching his ailing hand, and 
losing control of his 'Gabi' in the process “You came after I 
told you you didn’t have to”

“Yes I did,” said the woman, in perfect Amharic, while nod-
ding her head in greeting to us.

“Have a seat, please,” He said, bowing his head and point-
ing.

“Well, let me say hi to your friends �rst” she said, laughing 
in a �irtious way “What is this a barn, that I would join in 
without a greeting?” She walked around in her boots, black 
like the tight above it, shaking all our hands and saying “Sim-
ret”.

When she got to me, she added “And you are?”
“Metasebia!” I said, wide awake “I am – his friend”
“AHA!”
“Not that kind of friend” I said and laughed. The guys 

smiled politely, while Wasihun looked at me like he was ask-
ing why I would betray him at a time like this. “I am sorry,” 
I said with my eyes “She caught me o� guard. I didn’t know 
what else to say”

“Well… I am his friend too” she cackled, tossing her neck 
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and making her [natural] hair dance “Or at least I hope I 
would be; the minute he stopped seeing me as his boss”

Haha.
“Oh ok, nice to meet you”
We sat and became a community of visitors. Hands were 

washed, food was served, handleless Queen-Sheba motif 
co�ee cups hand around. The men talked while Simret asked 
Seyoum open-ended questions [she must be a whiz of an 
interviewer], who was only too happy to talk about the ins 
and outs of his business. I have wanted to leave ever since 
the guys showed up. But then she came; can’t very well leave 
now. Then Etye Tewabu decided to brew a second round of 
co�ee, because the shy guy bemoaned the fact that he wasn’t 
around to smell the roasting of the co�ee - without which 
no co�ee ever tasted true to him. Then the men suggested 
we watch the latest movie out of Addis while Seyoum man-
aged to gather enough glasses to distribute the Whiskey he 
brought among us; a distribution I refused and wondered 
aloud if was wise, considering how we all have to drive after-
wards. A question that made even Wasihun smile in its naiv-
eté and made me feel such a teacher’s pet!

I would have taken my leave from a religious nut, his friend 
who was still intensely aware of me although clearly refus-
ing to address me directly, and the pretty woman with a 
thigh-gap in Seyoum’s benevolent company if Wasihun did 
not get up and insist on walking me to my car.

“So?” he said when we stepped into the cold air after shak-
ing hands with everyone in the room and thanking his land-
lady, who was making her 4th round of co�ee even as I left.

“I like them” I said, “Especially the ‘priest’; when he said 
that stu� about the photo...”

“You know… I don’t care what you think of them!” he said 
cautiously looking over his back. “I am talking about Sim-
ret. It occurred to me what she said about being friends may 
come o� multi-layered; and that you'd think I lied to you 
when I said we didn't have anything going on”
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“Oh yeah" I said, a little dispirited, as I always am when 
faced with beautiful opponents, "I guess I thought maybe she 
is the kind of person who seem to always be talking about 
sex, even when they aren't"

"I know" he said, mournfully "I wish you didn't tell her you 
weren't my girlfriend. I know... I know... But it would have 
been nice to see her in�ated sense of self taking a hit; that 
you are my kind of a girl, and not her"

"Well" I said, "It might be very hard to convince her of that 
fact judging by how disoriented you became when she came 
in"

"Disoriented?" he said, discontent with my observation
"Yeah, I almost felt bad for you"
He studied my face as if to make sure I was not jealous. "The 

truth is," he �nally said, "She reminds me of someone I knew"
"Someone you knew?"
"A girl who hurt me" he said, avoiding my eyes "That is why 

I can't help but react to her. But I avoid her every chance I 
got"

"Because you are afraid you would fall for her if you 
don't?!"

"No, because there is a chance I would lose my soul if I slept 
with her"

"Lose your soul?!” I repeated, “Why would you care about 
her marriage, when she doesn’t seem to?"

"It is a long story and I have no intention of going into it " he 
said stubbornly "Su�ce to say resisting is more important to 
me than free pussy. Or 'scoring' with a pretty woman"

"So what, you are going to get a girlfriend just to avoid her?"
"A fuck-buddy would �x that,” he answered meditatively, 

“But I don't want to look for a fuck buddy as long as I have 
a chance with you. That is what going to Ethiopia taught 
me Mh’ti," he said, holding my right hand in his left, "That 
I didn't get over you not because I couldn't but because I 
didn't want to. I was so anxious to impress your uncle, so 
worried I would say something objectionable, that it was 
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like being introduced into my future wife's family"
I shivered at that and met his lips with a million hunger. 

What is it about kissing that seems to drag the soul in the 
mud of happy waters? No sooner have our lips started the 
wrestling game, with Wasihun’s arm crushing me to his body 
while his penis tried to dig its way through my hip bone, 
when a dog came out jumping as if he knew the lyrics for 
the wonderful thing about Tiggers. I screamed and jumped, 
alarming it into a furious bark. Wasihun scrambled to get a 
hold of him while I skipped around my car like an adagio 
dancer.

When the landlady came out, summoned by the row, and 
sent the dog to his room with a decisive kick on the stom-
ach, Wasihun let me into my car and closed the door.

“So...” he said, after giving my car the once-over “Are you 
gonna be ok? I am very uncomfortable about you driving at 
night”

I smiled. This was not the driving-instructor talking. This 
was post-traumatized me from six months – nay six years - 
ago.

“I will be �ne,” I said, my stomach tying in a knot. “I took 
the quiet roads. Federal Way is full of them, remember?”

“Yeah but that is where people drive like a maniac because 
they don’t expect anybody to come that way. Plus… you 
came in the day time, it is dark now”

“Are you trying to help me or scare me?” I asked, laughing 
nervously.

“I am trying to keep you safe” he said in a concerned voice, 
“You are, after all, my girlfriend"

I looked up and laughed.
"Right?"
“I don’t know” I shrugged “You didn’t want to o�cially 

‘date’ me the last time we talked”
"That was because I was miseducated,” he answered, “I as-

sumed, since you were in a relationship with a White guy 
before me and didn’t make me work too hard before I slept 
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with you, that you would be cool with casual sex”
“In short, you thought I was a hoe,” I said, unable to hide 

my disappointment, despite the smile. “If I were a ‘decent 
girl’, I won’t have said the things I said the �rst night, right?”

“It has nothing to do with what you said” he said, look-
ing fatigued, as if he had had this argument in his head 
for months and didn’t manage to convince me there either, 
“It has to do with my own bad experience with Habesha 
women who are, for lack of a better word, ‘liberated’ when 
it comes to sex. Ethiopian women who are more ‘Western’ 
than ‘Habesha’, so to say. I wanted to wait and see how it 
would turn out before I committed myself. And as you ap-
pear to be one of those ‘I am happy. You are happy. We don’t 
have to know where this is going to enjoy it’ type, I didn’t see 
the need to rush”

“Well it’s good to know you aren’t opposed to all western 
values” I concluded “Very Habesha of you, I must add”

He did not laugh with me; no joke mixed with so much 
pain can be funny. Instead, “I am sorry Mh’ti,” he said and 
kissed my hand, “I am sorry for misjudging you, and for hurt-
ing your feeling, back then and now. In my defense, I didn’t 
have much to go on when it comes to Habesha women. So I 
was, am, a ‘ship without a rudder’, tossed by winds of fear, 
doubt, and suspicion. However… I promise to make it up to 
you by working diligently to regain the trust and optimism 
you showed me the �rst time we slept together"

"You did not completely lose it," I said, wiping a tear "Al-
though I was disappointed at you for reading me so wrong; 
and a little at myself because I knew you would have stuck 
around had I played hard to get, or at least exercised some 
of the restrain I did before I met Joe and realized all my 
restraint did was hold me back from being and getting what 
I wanted. But when Mulugeta called to tell me how you con-
tacted him, I forgot how you made me feel and started want-
ing you again. What did you think of him, by the way?"

"He is scary," he laughed, "Very intimidating, but you 
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understand he was rough around the edge only until you 
know him"

"Did you know he was my �rst love?" I asked, smiling
"Really?"
"Yeah, I hoped I would marry him even after he had three 

kids with Fana"
"Did he think he would marry you?" he said, watching me 

closely
"We would have if I have agreed to go with him to Ethiopia" 

I said, "But I didn't so he left without even saying goodbye"
“Hmm" He said, shaking his head "There de�nitely was an 

animosity in his attitude when I �rst met him. I thought he 
was just being a good older brother"

"I am sure he was," I said, "And I am sure there was jealousy 
too. You are, after all, the kind of guy he has been dreading I 
will meet and fall in love with while he was here"

"What kind of a guy is that?" he said smiling
"Someone like him" I answered
"Well..." he said, after kissing me "I have told him I will 

keep an eye on you; and I intend to do that. If it happens to be 
on a closer quarter than he would have liked, then it can't be 
helped"

"I would tell him that" I joked, still feeling weird when 
looking out at him from my car’s window.

"He is, if anything, the kind of guy whose esteem I would 
like to win” he added, “were it to come at the cost of passing 
you o� to somebody else, however, the answer would be 'no' 
even if it was my own father”

I looked at his determined face, and smiled. Something has 
changed. I don’t know what did it, or why now. But it was 
there – the decision to bind himself to another and die by 
her side if he must. We have switched roles, it seems! I was no 
longer the pursuer, but the pursued. Not the courter, but the 
courted. Like an avid airport-stand novel fan, I have set the 
man I loved free. And he has not only come back, but he has 
come back to stay.
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If that wasn’t romantic worthy a Dickens’ 'Sydney Carton', 
a Jane Eyre 'Frank Churchill', or an Ellen Wood 'Barbara Hare'; 
then I don’t know what is.
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CHAPTER 40

So, that Friday, I let him sneak me into his bedroom, 
while Seyoum distracted another pair of guests by a 
sudden desire to rearrange his dresser, for a night of 

cuddling and falling asleep in eachother’s arms.
There wasn’t going to be any sex.
There wasn’t going to be a recounting of the past.
Nor how my reaction to his visit before leaving for Ethi-

opia made him feel. [Not too good, from what I understood, 
although he decided to take the lashes as deserved and even 
managed to be nice to me in our text-chat afterwards]

Alas, Wasihun was on this weird time zone where he stays 
up all night and sleeps in the day time. After each of our at-
tempt to juggle more than two mandarins at a time made 
us laugh our-self sick and we watched a few episodes of ‘The 
Simpsons’, his favorite sitcom [which I hated because Homer 
Simpson is a fat fucking turd] I lay my head on the side of his 
chest and fall asleep.

Wasihun doesn’t appear asleep every time I swooned out 
of sleep. He seem to be reading, or counting sheep, or just 
lying there waiting for death to come get him.

“Are you ok?” I asked, �nally, when I could no longer ignore 
the lamp light from his side of the bed.

“I am �ne,” he answered, “Go to sleep”
“Is your shoulder hurting?”
“My shoulder is �ne” he said, a little impatient, “Go to 

sleep”
“Then what is it?”
“What is what?”
“What is keeping you from sleep?”
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“I am not tired enough”
“Well, why won’t you go watch some TV in the living 

room?” I asked, “I am sure it won’t disturb Seyoum if you 
kept the volume low”

“It is not the TV,” he grumbled, “It is the fact that you are 
lying next to me and I can’t touch you”

“I didn’t say you can’t touch me” I protested, my head mak-
ing the slow journey to the pillow, “I just don’t want what 
happened before to happen. I want this not to be about sex”

“Which is why I agreed when you said you don’t want to 
have sex; I made a mistake and I deserve to be punished. But 
it’s been �ve months – and… it’s not easy”

Well.. four and a half. Still, not even I have gone that far 
without sex. And I once believed sex, like UTI and men-
struation, was one more way God decided to inconvenience 
women with.

“I would have thought you would at least have sex when 
you went to Ethiopia” I said mournfully. “What happened?”

“I could have” he shrugged, “But I wasn’t sure if, when a 
woman gives me her most intimate embrace, that it is me 
and not ‘the crown’ that is the hope of someday making it to 
America she pulls to her heart. Therefore, I decided not to”

“Hm,” I said, deeply probed.
“It’s from ‘The Man in the Iron Mask’” he said in a playful 

voice.
“I know”
“In case you thought I was trying to pass o� somebody 

else’s wisdom as my own”
“I didn’t”
“So it will kill me, but ‘no’ means ‘no’”
“Would you rather I left earlier with the earlier guys?” I 

asked, slightly grieved.
“I am glad you stayed,” he protested “I have been missing 

you so much I would have sleep walked to Federal Way if you 
didn’t come today. It’s just when Seyoum was playing the TV 
so loud earlier, so we can have some privacy in a place which 
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When Wasihun went down on his knees to worship at 
what he called, the ‘Altar of Venus’ [my “bearded clam”, my 
“penis garage”], the BBC World hourly marker was doing its 
4th pip. By the time he has ‘satiated’ his ‘hunger’ and fall be-
side me sweating with exertion and shoulder-pain, we have 
summarized the news and were well into Business Daily. 

is anything but, I felt bad, like an imposter”
“We can have sex if you want” I said, feeling my arms 

twisted, “I just don’t think I would enjoy it much”
“Well, then, let us not,” was his answer “You are the last 

person I want forced to have sex with me. Not just because it 
is wrong, but because it is so hot when you willingly give it”

And then I was more than willing to give it. We were boy-
friend and girlfriend, after all. And this is what boyfriends 
and girlfriends do. He “pounds that like it was a vagina”, as 
Joe would say, and she gets somebody to “bully and order 
around”.

“Do you have a condom?” I asked raising myself from the 
waist, so I can shed some of my clothing.

“Condom?” said a hurried Wasihun “Yes, of course”
“Can we do it on the �oor?” I asked
“The �oor?”
“So we don’t make any noise”
“But I was hoping I will lick you before we – before we 

do it” he said, apologetic, “I have been dreaming of your 
pussy for months. Its look, its taste, how your pubic hair is 
shaped like a heart, and how you moaned and shivered when 
I sucked your clit”

“And you can’t do that on the �oor?”
“Not with as good a light as up here” he begged, “I want to 

burn it in my memory in case we broke up”
I sighed.
“What if I played the radio?” he asked, almost choking on 

his breath, “We will do it sideways afterwards, if you want, 
even if it messes my shoulder. You’ve told me it is the only 
position that helps you come vaginally”
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We got co�ee for breakfast, ate lunch near dinner time, and 
I yearned for a hot shower and fresh air every time Wasihun 
walked out to say hi, eat, and visit with his friends.

There wasn’t much to distract one’s self with in Wasihun’s 
room, which resembled a neat little cell or a military bar-
rack with just one bed and a plastic portable wardrobe for 
a closet. Except for a Russian doll, marble bookends and a 
Hula dancer forced to hug an Ethiopian �ag in one of her 
free arms, there was no decoration on his shelf. His hoarding, 
if it can be called that, wasn’t the kind of hoarding I come 
across among my people. There were no gift wrappings to 
be reused, no plastic bags which will never see the inside 
of a recycle bin, or use and throw Tupperware Fanam keeps 
stacks of for rainy day. He appears to have quite a collec-
tion of ‘Selamta’ [Ethiopian Airlines' in-�ight magazine]; al-
most all of the books from our kid-hood, and beer caps and 
coins from various European countries he half-heartedly 
collected years ago. Among these, I found a wooden pen 
covered in a colorful thread that spelled out his real name 
[Eskinder] in the middle of what appeared to be a German 
�ag. It was the kind prisoners are allowed to make - and earn 
a pocket money from the sale of - in Ethiopia.

I was wondering who made it for him [his dad was not in 
prison by the time he went to Germany] when the edge of 
a heavy frame placed between the wall and his fancy com-
puter table attracted my attention.

It was not hard to decipher the painter's name, or who the 
woman sited on a three-legged chair in front of a red-hot 
clay pot of boiling co�ee was meant to be. Or why Wasihun 
would carry his brother’s painting of their mother all the 
way to America, then put it where he cannot see it. What 
I did not expect was just how young Wasihun’s mother ap-
pears to have been [then again, his father did meet her while 
on a job assignment in the country, didn’t he? She must have 
been not more than a teenager when he, a man in his 30s, 
came to court her], and her striking resemblance to the one 
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woman to die of breast cancer in our neighborhood.
I put the frame back where it was and sat in front of his lap-

top to watch one of the many movies he has downloaded on 
it [Downloading pirated movies seems to be a favorite past-
time of Wasihun's. Is it a wonder he has as many anti-virus 
software as he does every day Apps?].

Then I decided to do a little digging of his “C” drive. There 
were not many pornographic videos on it; no acts of depriv-
ation being committed against humans nor animals. What 
he has were erotic stories saved to one big “Document” 
folder and pictures of Victorian characters and stick �gures 
in sexual positions with tags such as ‘keep calm and eat 
pussy’.

Alas, the search was not totally without fruit. There were 
photos of Wasihun, taken in what feels like another world, 
in attires I could never imagine him. In a suit outside what 
looks like a wedding hall. Wearing a sunshade from the win-
dow of a posh car. Ear-mu�ed, gloved and wearing a snow 
jacket so heavy it seems to drown his face, at some resort. 
Not just the accessories but his look was astounding. He 
looks almost as happy and adventurous as he looked in his 
earlier days in Germany – which one can tell by the German-
language signs on the train station and the various photos 
taken indoors with him watching TV or half asleep on a 
couch with a patchwork blanket on his shoulder. A chubby 
white girl with ponytails and a pajama has poked her head in 
one of them to give the camera a smirking thumb up.

None of this would have excited my curiosity, not even the 
stu� I found in his Recycle Bin, until I came across a mid-air 
photo of Wasihun and three friends on a Ferris wheel taken 
5 or so years ago, with the image of the girl whose hair has 
strayed on his chest, and around whose shoulder his arm was 
wrapped, whited-out.
I was wondering if the girl was the one referenced the other 
day and what she did to him that he would want to re-
move her likeness from a timeline that obviously meant a 
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lot to him, when a wet sensation on my feet made me jump. 
I looked down in terror to meet the gray eyes of a cat that 
has slipped into the room and been standing there sizing 
me up before deciding to apply its tongue to my leg. “Hi” I 
whispered, half kneeling and massaging its thick fur. It was 
a brown-patched tabby, with a round face and short ears. It 
licked its leg until I was done petting it and rubbed its long 
tail against my leg before proudly walking out.

“Did you know you guys have a cat?” I asked, after Wasihun 
nudged Seyoum to nudge his visitors out and came in to lock 
the door behind him.

“You mean ‘BeQelwa’?”
“That is an interesting name,” I observed.
“It is from ‘The Tale of Two Cities’,” he smiled bashfully, 

“They used to have a rat problem around here, and my land-
lady wanted a mouser. So we went to a pound and got her 
an American Shorthair, whom we were told were known for 
their extraordinary killer instinct. Despite her size, noth-
ing escapes ‘The Vengeance’, be it a bird or a �y. If she 
can’t �nd something to kill, she would make something to 
kill. A few weeks ago, she killed a squirrel and brought it 
around to get her reward. You don’t see squirrel around here 
much so I don’t know where she pounced on it. Anyway, my 
landlady was making this crying noise, so we run out as-
suming some human child has died. There was this pathetic-
looking squirrel lying on its side next to ‘BeQelwa’. Seyoum 
was yelling ‘Not cool, BeQelwa. Not cool’, as if he was discip-
lining a child who can’t speak Amharic. You won’t believe 
how pissed-o� she looked. She walked away with her back 
raised as if she was disgusted at us. She obviously didn’t real-
ize squirrels are the ‘White people’ version of a mouse. You 
can’t kill one and assume you would get away with it as you 
did with killing a rat”

I smiled, “You know I have been told I have a cat personal-
ity?”

“Oh yeah?” he said sitting beside me and smiling “You tor-
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ture little animals just for fun?”
“No. I am independent and unfriendly, not like a dog that 

would do anything to be loved”
“Unfriendly, maybe. Independent, hell no. You are the 

most helpless person I have come across. I know stu-
pid women have no imagination that makes them wary of 
others’ opinion of them, or see themselves in other’s eyes. 
But you are the type who would skip eating if it means not 
having to wash the plate. I think that is what pulled at my 
heartstrings the �rst time”

“Whatever”
“But seeing I am the one who needs a hand this evening, 

you can take my cloth o� for me”
“And do what?” I said, a little surprised.
“What do you mean ‘do what’?” He said looking amused, 

“Didn’t you tell me how you would quietly fuck me in the 
bedroom while my friends were out there?”

“As a way to motivate you while you were about to fall 
asleep on top of me!” I said, a little indignant, “not while 
people are coming in and going out of your place like they 
were water-fetchers by trade. People who know Fana, I 
might add"

"Oh ok," he said, resigning himself to keeping it in his 
pants, "I thought you meant it so I was looking forward to at 
least a hand job”

“But we each had two orgasms last night!” I protested, “It’s 
only been four months, after all”

“More like 32 years,” he laughed, “and 38, if we narrow it 
down to the bliss of pleasuring the girl of my dreams. But 
who is counting!”

Oh God.
“But if no one else, Seyoum knows I am here” I protested, 

“And when you don't come out quickly, he would �gure out 
what we were doing and that feels almost disrespectful after 
he spent half a night watching ‘Criminal Minds’ to give us 
privacy”
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"It is alright” he said, getting up, “We will do it when I come 
over in a day or two”

“Plus I gotta wash my hand afterwards," I continued "the 
lubricant makes me feel very icky"

"You mean the penis makes you feel icky" he smiled, "No, 
don’t protest. You aren’t the �rst Habesha girl I slept with 
who likes what the penis does but not the look of it. I will be 
�ne”

“How about dry humping?” I o�ered unhappily, “We used 
to do that with Joe when we didn’t have a condom or when I 
was on the �nal days of my period”

“Thanks,” Wasihun said, heading to the door, “But a simple 
‘no’ would have su�ced”

“You know I didn’t say that to turn you o�” I begged, fol-
lowing him, “It just is not the same, doing it in the day, as it is 
at night”

“Got it”
“Hold on…”
I would have detained him and, perhaps, do what he 

wanted if we weren’t interrupted by his landlady greeting 
yet another visitor, and assuring the rest that the dog was 
more bark than bite.

“Dood, are you ok?!” was the �rst word from the �rst friend 
he �st-bumped with after he rushed out, zipping himself 
quickly.

“Am I ok, what do you think?" asked Wasihun defensively 
“I have fever!”

“Right, fever!” said the guy, making the other two explode 
with laughter “And we know where those ‘fevers’ come 
from, don’t we?”

“Fuck you,” said Wasihun in English.
“Leave the guy alone,” said a second guy “Unlike you, he is 

single, so would have to make do with what he has”
“Not according to what I heard,” the guy who clearly 

prides himself in being the “funny man” of the group replied, 
“Our friend here has been hiding a bird from us. She was here 
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the other day, according to Mussie and Geleta, paying him a 
visit. And the minute she was gone, they said he crushed like 
a virus infected hard drive”

“I guess that is one way to put it!”
“And looked so bored that they, and this other chick who 

came to see him, were forced to call it a day earlier than they 
intended to”

“That’s him alright!” the guy with the deep voice observed 
“Mr. Cold Shoulders, when he doesn’t feel like it”

Hm.
Interesting.
“So who is she?” a third guy interrupted impatiently, “The 

chick from Gebeya, or someone else?”
The second guy was starting to say something when he was 

interrupted by the barking of the dog. When Seyoum went 
out to take care of the new comer, Wasihun excused himself 
to come see me.

"I just wanted to tell you the guys have brought some raw 
meat and alcohol," he said, grabbing a box of Tylenol "You 
know how our people would use any chance to get together 
to eat. So I may not be able to get them out of here easily but 
Seyoum has promised to drive you home after they left”

“What?!” I said, upset or perhaps frightened that I was 
being disposed of - yet again - after he got what he wanted. 
“But I was gonna leave before six this time. I have to do my laun-
dry, and wash my hair, and...”

“Would you rather I drive you?” he asked, as if he knew 
what I was really afraid of was going home alone. “Because I 
can do that”

“Not so soon after such an accident,” I grumbled, “plus 
your shoulder is still very bad”

“There is only one other option” he said, after a brief medi-
tation, “You come out and meet them, as my girlfriend. That 
way, there will be no need to hide”

“After what I heard?!” I asked, “Fuck no!”
He smiled patiently.
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“I am doing all the best I can here”
Of course he was. And I was lashing out, not just because 

I feel having been done wrong once gives me the right, but 
also because I was calling all the shots now.

There is no getting around it. I am looking at one cold bed 
tonight.

“I know, I am sorry” I muttered, “It is ok. I would let 
Seyoum drive me home after your friends left”

“He can drive the both of us if you want,” he whispered, 
holding both my hands in his, “I can let my shoulder heal at 
your place as well as here”

“Which would mean you would either keep me up with 
your jet lag,” I pointed out, “Or me waking you when prepar-
ing to leave for work. Just promise you will talk to me on the 
phone until I fall asleep”

He smiled, “I promise”
“What did he mean by ‘Gebeya’ by the way?” I asked, grab-

bing a headphone and walking to his computer table. “When 
the guy talked about some girl?”

“An advertisement newspaper” He said, putting the Ty-
lenol bottle back to its place “This girl Etse worked for 
them"

"And?"
"And what? Nothing happened!"
"So how come they know of her?" I said because jealousy is 

a sweet emotion
"Because we were roommates," he replied "and they, like 

your ex, don't believe a man and a woman can live together 
without ending up in bed"
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CHAPTER 41

A fter playing Nurse to Wasihun for a few days [by 
doing his cooking and cleaning, massaging his �n-
gers, and alternating between ice pack and heat-

ing pad therapy to sooth his joints and relax his muscle], we 
picked up where we left o�: a four to �ve days a week dating 
schedule that took place between 5:15-8:30 pm. Three hour 
a day of having dinner, having sex, watching a movie while 
conversing on a variety of subjects hard to recall afterwards.

Then he will kiss me goodnight, go to work, make sure 
everyone has their dinner, activities, bathing, meds, bed-
time, etc., that they were safe in their room, and call to talk 
to me for half the night so I could wake up in the morning 
with my head throbbing, my eyelids swollen, and my heart 
somewhere between dream and wakefulness.

He will sleep over, or "try to imitate normal human 
beings" on Saturday by falling asleep at midnight and wak-
ing up two hours later either to eat, to pee, or watch a movie 
on his laptop. On Sunday, we would walk to the IHOP that 
was less than a mile away, have breakfast, and he would leave 
to get his 'shit' done and hang out with his friends.

The �rst few weeks, 'the honeymoon period', Wasihun sat 
back and let me lord over my apartment any way I wanted. 
He came to pick me up from work and we walked to the 
store, to the park, to the eatery that caught my fancy with 
me playing with his hand, or my hand deep in his pocket. 
For it felt good to have a boyfriend who was not much taller 
than I and on whose broad shoulder I can lay my head during 
our slow walks through the marshy bridges of wetland Hyl-
ebos Park.
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When he started exhibiting signs of cha�ng under the yolk, 
what we mostly argued over was world politics and social 
science: Who was responsible for introducing war into the 
world [he argued Europeans, I said Cain, son of Adam]. He 
asked what evidence I have that the word 'Selata' [as well as 
kissing on the cheeks for greeting, saying 'ciao' upon depart-
ure, and a certain hand gesture we use when talking] was not 
copied from Ethiopians by Italians, instead of the other way 
round. And once discussed if poking fun at people who pro-
nounce stocking as 'stoting', uniform as 'illiform', [bummer 
as “bamper”, and Rachel as 'Reecho'] makes me an unkind per-
son, or a person with a weird sense of humor.

When we became up-close and personal, we got personal 
over our movie preferences, or at least over what our movie 
preference say about us. Unlike Joe, who liked movies from 
the 1960s where elegant men in two-piece suit sang and 
danced and silly women waltzed into those elegant men's 
bedroom with no fear of being raped, or myself, who like 
quiet dramas of emotional depth and su�ering; Wasihun 
liked happy movies. So when he is not being emotionally 
drained from movies I insisted would be to both our liking 
["Goodbye, Lenin", "Enemy at the Gates", "Once Were War-
riors"] he would be found closeted with a 'comedy' where at 
least one of the characters is a baggy pant, tight coat and a 
bowler hat short of Charlie Chaplin's tramp. He has accused 
me, more than once, of having "no sense of humor" when I 
looked at him fondly and at a loss to understand how he 
can derive joy from such badly written dialogue/unrealis-
tic premise/a man or woman acting like they were on stage; 
worried if his taste was not perhaps made silly by the kind of 
company he keeps.

The problem with forming such opinions is, unless you 
took time to change them, they would come out one way 
or another. Mine, to use Joe's expression, must have leaked 
out of my pours, for two days before our second-month an-
niversary, an explosion occurred. This was the day in which 
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I exchanged a few words with my next-door neighbor on 
account of o�ering to help the intense young man on the 
second �oor whose helmeted face I used to see carrying a bi-
cycle that was almost as big as him up or down the stairs. He 
thanked me for my o�er, let me carry one side of the big hori-
zontal box he was struggling to take up the stairs, asked me 
where I was from, then told me he was just returning from 
a charity bike ride to raise funds for the starving children 
of Guyana [no, not Ghana, this is a country on the north of 
South America] and that it was nice to meet me.

“I was coming up after helping that guy” I reported, “and 
this asshole opened his door, as if he has been waiting for me 
to come up. He was wearing this really long hung-dog look 
that says ‘please ask me what is happening’, so I asked him 
how his wife was”

“And?”
“He said she has gone to stay with a friend. He met her 

while on a study in China, apparently”
“And you don’t believe that!” he asked, looking up and 

smiling “You think he was really on a tour of the country”
“No” I said, annoyed “I was thinking how would we know 

she has gone to visit? He may have killed and buried her”
“Huh?”
“I mean how would we know? She does not speak the lan-

guage. I have never seen a family. If he got her from some 
obscure part of China, brought her to America and killed her, 
no one would know”

“Why would he kill her? Because they had a �ght?!”
“You remember how crazy she became that night” I said, 

“She is clearly dependent on him, pregnant, and doesn’t have 
anything going for her. You should have seen her going round 
and round like a mad woman. Still, she was kicking and 
screaming and willing to leave him that night. Maybe she 
found out something about him that he didn’t want known. 
Violence, after all, is the weapon of weak men”

“Weak men?" Wasihun said, looking surprised. "What 
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makes you think he is weak?"
“Isn’t it obvious?” I asked, “He went all the way to Asia to 

�nd a woman who would serve and worship him”
“But she obviously isn’t that kind, or she won’t have left 

him”
“Doesn’t mean he knew that would happen!”
"Wow,” Wasihun shook his head in grave disappointment, 

“You really hate the guy, don’t you?”
I shrugged my shoulder. I hate all weak men. It was not 

something I was ashamed of.
“Is it because of something he did or because he looks so 

much like your ex?”
“Really?!” I said, more amused than angry. “You think Joe 

looks like him?”
“Maybe not physically. But something obviously reminds 

you of him, or you won’t have disliked him so intensely and 
so personally”

It was such a twisted logic that I couldn’t help chuckling a 
bit. “If you knew what you were talking about, I would have 
felt insulted. But you don’t so…” I added “Let’s change the 
subject”

“What is there not to know?” He inquired, "That you ‘came 
alive’ the day you met your ex? That everything you have 
ever done, you did because of him. How every movie, every 
food, and every breath you took with him a�ects you?"

Well. When he puts it like that…
“I mean, I have resigned myself to playing second best to 

your a�ection the day I came from Ethiopia. I have even 
put up with you making fun of my friends, laughing at my 
values, everything. But when you go around accusing people 
of murder based on your own personal biases, I can't be ex-
pected to sit around and listen to it”

He was over reacting. Maybe because this �ght was an ac-
cident waiting to happen. But the things he was accusing me 
of – they were not things Ethiopians could a�ord to shrug 
aside.
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“Laughing at your values?” I asked, humbled out of my 
wits, “Whenever did I laugh at your values?”

“When you make fun of Seyoum for crossing himself be-
fore eating, and going to church wearing netela ‘like a 
woman’. You don’t think that is disrespectful to my mother? 
To the kid I used to be?! To how much he likes and respects 
you? Your view about Ethiopian men and soccer! How you 
think they are a gaggle of idiots who don’t even know how 
to pronounce soccer-player’s name. I followed my village’s 
team all over Addis to watch them playing soccer. Why I 
didn’t join in wasn’t because I thought myself too intelligent 
for soccer. But because I wasn’t good enough. When I was in 
Germany, the only thing I could connect to my German co-
workers with was over Bundesliga. It may have saved my 
sanity, if not my life. I love soccer, I respect my culture and 
religion, and I will talk about Ethiopian politics every time 
I have a reason to – because I was raised to believe I should 
speak on behalf of those who cannot speak for themselves”

Fucking hero.
“Ok, so this isn’t just about Joe”
“Can you please not call his name?” he said, jerking vio-

lently “It is not just about him. It is about Meles! How can 
you, smart as you are, praise a dictator who divided our 
country in races and ethnic groups?”

So now we are talking politics. Great!
“Like I said,” I sighed “I like the guy because he is funny. He 

has a sense of humor and knows how to make people look 
stupid without telling them they are stupid. That, alone, 
makes him…”

“Yeah a leader who likes insulting and belittling his 
people; making fun of their values and religion using the 
education he got using their money. How very wise! He 
should have married you instead of Azeb Mes�n because you 
guys are soul-mates”

“And...” I continued, ignoring the childish name-calling, 
“Ethiopia wasn’t always a mother to all her kids. I know 
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your government, Dergue, suppressed ethnic individuality 
and taught nationalism until kingdom come. But the people 
knew who were superior and who wasn’t. Kids used to make 
fun of my mother’s name. “Tesfanesh Zeberga, bimot aygoda, 
biseber eda” that was for her"

“So?! My mother’s name was 'Shenkore' and kids still made 
fun of me”

“Because it was weird, not because she is Gurage," I said 
cruelly "Do you know what the poor farmer in the north has 
on the poor farmer in the south?”

“He has to work harder to get as much produce?”
“No. His ethnic superiority!”
“I see how better things got for the southern farmer under 

Meles” he sneered
“No, but at least now the farmer in the north is forced to 

recognize the southern farmer is a human being too. That he 
has feelings that get hurt, pride that gets wound, that his si-
lence doesn't mean acceptance or stupidity”

He grunted.
“And…” I added, “You seem to forget Dergue contributed 

to the death of my father, and millions of kids. Do you 
know Zinash's friends were made to step over their dead-
classmates' bodies that were laid outside their school when 
class is out as a warning for them? That elementary school kids 
were hang outside their village as a teaching tool? You want 
to compare Dergue with EPRDF?! Give me a break! I am glad 
'Woyane' got rid of those butchers, no matter what it did or 
didn’t do afterwards”

“Ok” he said, rising, “Before you started calling my dad 
names, I will leave”

I was not the kind of Ethiopian who jumps into the middle 
of gun-battle and tank �re with nothing but a sword, a right-
eous indignation and a trust in God’s protection to shield 
me. But I have inherited some of that �erceness from my an-
cestors. The minute he walked out, I deleted Wasihun's num-
ber and activated my Facebook to "like" the Prime Minister 
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we just blew a gasket over. Then I sat, with my shoulder sti� 
and my mouth set, to tell him what I thought of him when he 
called back after calming down.

I stayed in this attitude for two days, sti�-shouldered and 
frowning every time I went in and out of my apartment – in 
case he was there spying on me. When my resentment failed 
to produce him, I decided to show him by doing something I 
would not have advised myself to do under normal circum-
stances.
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CHAPTER 42

There was one person who has been weighing on my 
mind for more than a year now. A man I met out-
side a Redbox a couple of weeks before things came 

to a "crisis" - as Emma's heroin would say. A door closed too 
soon, an opportunity missed, a dream di�ered that I go to 
when reality starts being less than ideal. A man with round 
face, small teeth, and shy smile. I will call Mike and inves-
tigate his whereabouts. I may not act on the information I 
found. Not today. Not a month from now. For, even in my 
state, I recognize it would be a shocking surprise if Wasihun 
was not to come back the way he did once before. But, I was 
angry, and I was in no mood to listen to reason – not even 
that of my own.

“Mike?” I said when he picked up the phone and announced 
the name of the business as smartly as he always does. It 
used to surprise me, how di�erent the actual Mike looks to 
the person he sounds on the phone. He was almost attractive 
until you saw the actual man. “This is Metasebia, remember 
me?”

“Who?” said Mike “Oh hey” he said before I could repeat 
my name “How are you? Long time no hear”

Oh yeah... the dumb jokes.
“Yeah...” I said, “How are you Mike? How is everyone?”
“Good” said Mike, “Sinath left. Ali has been gone for years. 

It is only me and Doug from the old sta� now. Business is 
slowing down, because of Sinath. Mo is considering selling 
it"

"Is that the new owner?" I said, unnecessarily
"Oh yeah. You don't know Mo, do you? He was after your 
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time," he said, while telling a customer to wait until the 
prompt appears before swiping "So how is you? I haven’t 
seen you around here for a while”

“Yeah I live in Federal way now” I said, trying to win his at-
tention over a dog barking in the phone and a lotto machine 
whirring.

“Still working at the –”
“Yeah... so Mike... I know this is going to sound weird, but 

there was this guy who lives in the building across from me. 
You know... a chubby guy with lots of facial hair on his face... 
kind of short…”

“Sawyer?” he said, almost immediately
“Sawyer, is that his name?”
“Yeah, Sawyer, the guy who works at Amazon, right?”
“I don’t know," I said "Anyway..."
"Yeah it is Sawyer," Mike continued, ignoring my come 

back "He moved here from North Carolina. Have you seen his 
twin sister? She looks exactly like him - except for being a 
girl"

"Sure...” I said. Who cares?
“Yeah Sawyer. Man, he has gained so much weight it is 

scary. Guess who lost 30 pounds in the last year?"
"You?!" I said, properly impressed "Good for you!"
"Of course having a girlfriend always helps," he said, with a 

wink in his voice.
"Yay. Do I know her?" I asked, almost praying it is the 

woman with the dog; for they deserve one another.
"I don't think so," he said, surprising me "Do you remem-

ber the apartment in my building where that guy was found 
dead?"

"Yes" homeless people used to slip under the yellow tape 
to spend the night there

"Yeah... she moved in years after anybody was willing to 
rent it. Right now, she works at this retirement center on 
Madison. But her real passion is becoming a beautician. I am 
always telling her to go to school because she has a real tal-
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ent when she does her residents’ hair and nail"
"Awesome" I said, wanting to go back to the man with the 

last name "So... Sawyer, does he still live there?"
“Oh yes" Mike said, "He doesn't come here as often though, 

cooking at home, I guess"
“Oh ok”
“Yeah or maybe his girlfriend cooks for him. He is dating 

this hot Asian chick"
Oh well.
“Oh yeah,” Mike continued “he looks like he is waddling 

next to her. But she would whip him into shape if she is like 
my lay-day. Anyway... you were sayin something about Saw-
yer?"

"Oh yes" I said, sticking to my story "I thought I saw him the 
other day and I wasn’t sure where I knew him from. Then it 
hit me”

“Yeah, he is growing out his hair" Mike said, laughing, "Way 
too much beard. Do you know they say you can �nd fecal 
matters in it? They swabbed it and found fecal matter in all 
these beards" Mike made the sound of shudder "So gross"

And so juvenile.
"Well Mike" I said, "I gotta get back to work. Can you do me 

a favor please?"
“Sure" Mike said, "What can I do you for?"
Again, the dumb jokes.
“Can you tell Sawyer that I didn't mean to ignore him? I 

just didn’t know it was him”
“Sure thing" Mike said, "So did I tell you I got a car?"
"No"
"Yeah... when my dad died, I got a car. That is how I met my 

lay-day. She was standing outside one day and I gave her a 
ride. She didn’t even know I lived right beneath her"

"Awesome" I said, trying to put as much cheerfulness as I 
can manage in the word. "Well... say hi to Doug for me"
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CHAPTER 43

When Wasihun’s phone call �nally came, I was by 
the “Humor” section of a Barnes & Noble at 
South Center Mall.

“Hello?” I said, while I hurried to the café section of the 
book store so as not to disturb the reading-public.

“Where are you?” said Wasihun, sending happy locusts in 
my stomach.

“South Center Mall” I said vaguely.
“Really?” he said, joyful and surprised. “Were you planning 

to drop by or..”
“No I had some things to pick up” I said, cutting him short, 

“Plus Fana used to drive us here almost every other week 
the �rst month I came. I miss that feeling of discovery some-
times”

“Oh ok” he said resignedly, “So, do you plan to come home 
any time soon or should I head to Muckleshoot reservation 
alone? Seyoum and the dudes are waiting there to celebrate 
my birthday”

"Your birthday?!" I said then lowered my voice as the man 
near where I stood sighed, picked up his book, and walked 
away shaking his head, "I thought you were a scorpion, like 
me?”

“That is my real birthday” he said, jokingly “The one I have 
on my passport is in July. Been �ghting it these past three 
years but the guys keep on rejecting my protest, as if I was 
being falsely-modest when I say I don't want to celebrate my 
birthday. This time, at least, there was something to look 
forward to as Seyoum was planning to introduce you to the 
horde. He doesn’t know we are on a brake”
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“So that’s why you disappeared for �ve days?” I joked, 
bursting out into the warm afternoon, "I didn't know"

“Don’t you remember?” He said, cheerfully, “I said some-
thing. You said something back then I stormed out”

I laughed. “Well at least you still have your sense of 
humor,” I said.

"Actually I used to be considered hilarious," he said. "When 
I was in Berlin, my ex-coworker Nadia, she used to crack up 
at everything I said. It is like she expects me to make her 
laugh when she comes around. Other people would wonder 
and ask if she was sure, because I looked - so they say - quiet 
and angry. But when it came to her, I don’t know what it is, 
maybe because she was happily married, but I was very com-
fortable in my skin. No prohibition whatsoever. Or maybe 
there are some people who inspire the best in you and there 
are those who make you feel like an imbecile"

"I am sorry," I said, feeling implicated.
“Why should you be sorry? It isn’t your fault that I am inse-

cure,” he said, “Nor for the retarded things I said last time. I 
hope you know I don’t mean to disrespect your dad's su�er-
ing. Or deny the pain my classmates went through while 
being mocked over their accent, heritage, and family names. 
I was never a part of it and I assumed it was all in fun, al-
though I can see after I came to America that was kind of 
naïve of me” He said, breathing dissatisfactory “I just want 
things to go back to the way they were. You haven’t lived in 
a divided town. Habeshas treating you like an enemy be-
cause they think you belong to this party or that, it breaks 
my heart. See my dad, whatever his faults, had this really 
perfect vision of Ethiopia. And that is what he instilled in us. 
I remember when Eritrea won her freedom, Andy went to 
Berhe’s house – this kid who grew up with us. Best friend, 
super-clownish. We didn’t know he was Eritrean – although 
every time we went to his parent’s house, we were served 
‘Anbasha’ and there would be popped-‘fendisha’ all over the 
grass that covered their house on holidays. My mom didn't 
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allow neither grass, nor incense nor anything that was close 
to a routine for fear it would encourage her mother's gods to 
come haunting one of her boys - Andy, perhaps, it always 
goes to the favorite child. I wasn't even sure Berhe's mom 
was Tigre, she had an Amhara name, spoke perfect Amharic; 
she wove gold in her hair on holidays and had exquisite trad-
itional dress every chance she got. But none of us had any 
idea. That day, Andy said he went in without knocking, as he 
always does, and found the whole family in the living room, 
standing around a big cake and a candle. He was like ‘whose 
birthday is this and how come I never heard’ before Berhe 
came out and tried to lead him by the arm. That is when he 
noticed these big letters ‘Natsinet’ – which means ‘freedom’ 
in Tigrian – on the cake and what he learned later was an Eri-
trean �ag painted in its middle. It was Eritrea’s �rst birthday 
as a free country, and they - these Ethiopians who never 
knew another country, made their riches in my mother-land 
and were allowed to keep their business despite how badly 
their government is treating and robbing our people, were 
celebrating that '�rst birthday' with a candle. Andy was so 
shocked, so disgusted, he just turned his face and walked 
out. Never again did he look Berhe in the eye, even though 
the guy kept on coming and sitting in the living room talk-
ing to my dad and trying to make my mom laugh. My dad 
knew what EPRDF intended to do from the beginning. He has 
said it all along. So he was amused beyond measure at what 
was going on. But my mom was heartbroken. She used to say 
of Berhe, ‘He is my son, even if I never gave birth to him. I see 
him no di�erently to my boys’. After that, she would put the 
food on the table and run to the kitchen every time he came. 
A year later, we heard they have sold their house and were 
moving out of the neighborhood they have lived in for as 
long as we knew them. None of us knew they were headed to 
Asmara. It was some time later we found out why they have 
to liquidate all their assets so quickly. Apparently, the gov-
ernment had had some suspicion they were one of the 'citi-
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zens’ lending the country that just became our enemy 
money and material support and it would have come for 
them eventually if they have not legged it when they did. 
The girls paid their way into Arab countries, where they 
probably end up becoming maidservants in some Prince's 
household. While Berhe and his brother made it home and 
to Sawa where they trained – I assume – to �ght us in the war 
they know would inevitably come. That was painful enough. 
The millions of brothers and sisters we lost to keep a seaport 
that end up not being ours in the end. A neck we all did not 
believe we could live without. But when they try to divide 
the rest of us even further, and sow a seed of contention 
knowing no �re dropped in that part of the world would be 
put out easily, it just sickens me”

“And you think I am immune to that?” I asked, a little dis-
appointed, “that I don't wish things could go back to the way 
they were before our eyes were forced open to inconvenient 
truths?”

“I am not trying to willingly blind myself,” He protested, 
“But I know what we did wrong won’t come close to what we 
would give up in the end, if we continued on this path”

I can remind him the need to protect and defend the sta-
tus-quo usually comes at the expense of a disadvantaged 
class of people. Or I can acknowledge his fear and try to be of 
comfort to him.

“It’s not as bad as you think,” I said, choosing the later, 
“Plus Meles is learning the error of his ways. Did you know 
we had the �rst ‘Flag day’ the �rst time I went back? The 
whole city laughed behind its hand because of what Meles 
said about the �ag: that it was like any other piece of cloth 
you wrap stu� with. He did add 'save for the value we at-
tached to it' but no one wanted to hear that part. Anyway... 
on Flag Day, despite everybody mocking him, there were 
millions of cars in the street waving the tiny �ag. Especially 
the cabs. And you know once you got cab drivers, you got the 
whole of Ethiopia behind you. I mean this is a country which 

All about Will

245



introduced running with your �ag at the Olympics"
"Yeah and kissing the ground, and thanking someone up 

there for their hard-earned medal!"
I smiled audibly. "We have lived together and we will live 

together, despite our faults and errors, and in spite of the 
wish of those enemies that surrounds us”

He breathed, healed. “So?” He said, “Would my lady allow 
me to come pick her up or should I spend my faux birthday 
alone?”

“How much time do we have?” I asked
“An hour, two at most”
“I will be there in an hour,” I said, remembering all the 

sweaters I have imagined him in every time I passed by a 
men’s clothing store. “I want to get you something �rst”

"How about you don’t get me anything and make it here in 
30 minutes instead?” Wasihun asked, “I am willing to call it 
even”
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CHAPTER 44

When I got home, I found that Wasihun has fallen 
asleep on my couch. He was decked-out in 
a greenish tweed blazer, a matching pair of 

paints and no tie. His hair was cut short and his face was 
shaved save for the mustache which looked even darker than 
usual.

“Oh my God, you look so weird," I said, detaching my lips 
from his. Warm wet lips that tasted of Altoid.

"You don't like it?" he said, self-consciously brushing his 
suit jacket.

"No, your face... I have never seen you shaved completely"
"Not completely”, he said, exploring his face with his 

hand. His cheeks felt soft and his aftershave smelled of 
lemon and something dreamy. I preferred men unshaved to 
shaved, but the general look was agreeable.

"I didn't know you have any of this stu�" I said, picking in-
visible lint o� the jacket.

"Yeah... I got it before moving to America. Was hoping to 
land a bank job while Nega kept telling me 'Don't forget 
black pants. Don't forget black slacks'. He knew, better than 
I, what my fate would be"

"Well..." I said, "I don't know how I am going to feel ok 
about myself when you look so good, but I will try"

After taking a quick shower [and arguing with Wasihun, 
who wanted to come in and ‘mess around’. I don’t even have 
to wash afterwards, have I thought of that?], doing my hair 
up and wearing a dress that I hoped would make my legs look 
less skinny, I came out. Wasihun was still on his phone. "That 
was Seyoum" he said "He called to say one of his friends heard 
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of a party at 'Mebil' and asked if we wouldn't mind going to it 
after dinner. I told him no"

"What? Why?" I said, applying a dollop of Burt’s Bee chap-
et-stick on my lips.

"I didn't think you would be interested in it. It is like a 
dance party"

"Call him back and tell him we will" I said, "I have never 
been to a 'dance party'. And I would like to see one even if I 
may not dance"

"Whatever" he said and called Seyoum back to tell him we 
might consider his proposal.

Wasihun's friends were waiting outside the Casino for us, 
"The honorable guests", as he joked while I was introduced 
to four men in suit - one tie - and a girl [coworker to one 
of the men], who looks cold and shy and very self-conscious 
with her long neck. Cigarettes were stamped out and we 
were followed into the Casino that was teeming with more 
life than I expected on a Sunday night. Despite it being �lled 
with mostly White and Asian people, however, we didn't 
draw much attention until we got to the bu�et and a few old 
women attacking their food with vigor looked daggers at us. 
"Ignore them," Seyoum said, taking o� his jacket and putting 
it on the back of his chair.

"So what can I get you?"
"Water" I said "With ice, if they got it"
"And you?"
Wasihun ordered tonic water, calling it 'Ambo' and making 

everybody smile was nostalgic a�ection.
Organizing appears to be a role Seyoum was born in. With 

the snap of the �nger and side tips, we have been asked our 
preferences, brought our drinks, and led to the bu�et by an 
obliging waiter.

"What are we, the wedding party?" Wasihun joked, when 
they forced us to go ahead.

"You'd be lucky" one of the guys replied.
After a lot of back and forth to the bu�et table, where I 
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sent Wasihun to get me more of the food I liked [being too 
self-conscious to pile my plate in front of his friends, "Yeah 
that is what they do at �rst, 'eat like a bird'. I have seen some 
birds in my time, and the only thing they seem to be doing 
from morning to dawn is eat"] we decided to take a tour. We 
were not only the darkest group in there, it seems - save for 
the few black women holding their purses tight by the slot 
machines, we also seem to be the youngest. And as that, we 
inspired both envy and suspicion among those standing by.

The �rst place I was taken to visit was a blackjack table, 
where I chose some squares without knowing what I was 
doing, and got cheered every time I did not end up losing 
everything I have.

Then we went to the soda fountain, got ourselves a drink 
and headed to the Club Galaxy, which looked packed, so we 
have no other option but to sit by the bar and listen to some 
bands playing.

After watching as much as I can stomach, and �ghting the 
nauseating smell of cigarettes that seem to be wafting from 
somewhere, I asked Wasihun if we can get some air. This we 
did by the hallway. I sat on a red leather couch watching 
passers-by while he got me a cup of co�ee and a bottle of 
water. When I felt better, he asked if I was ready for my last 
treat.

"What treat?" I said, wondering why I should be getting a 
treat on his birthday.

Wasihun led me by the arm to the copper dropper ma-
chines and dumped a 20-dollar worth of quarters on my 
table. "There" he said, "Knock yourself out. I will come in 20 
minutes and you’ve better won back some money"

After looking around at the other gamblers, who were 
old, preoccupied and unfriendly, I started playing. When 
Wasihun came back after a few minutes, with a sweaty beer 
that I did not hesitate to take a draft from, I was down to 
my 4 bucks. After giving me a few pointers and helping me 
win 7 bucks back, Wasihun dragged me o� the "Good Cents" 
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machine, which I switched to, and took me where the guys 
were "chillin". While I was hitting "Big Wins" and sweating to 
hear the winner jingle, Wasihun's friends seem to have taken 
a quiet corner to talk and drink. I would not have noticed 
the restlessness and deep boredom in the men if Wasihun has 
not commented how he has not seen them so well behaved 
[because of me, no doubt]. When I begged to please behave 
the way they always do, they laughed nervously, protested 
being bad-mouthed by Wasihun [it was always in jest they 
played around, it was never anything that even I could �nd 
a fault with] and decided to take the party where the real 
"party" was being had.

On walking out of the Casino, and waiting for the men 
to bring the cars around, I was able to make quick-friends 
with the girl who I noticed seem quite capable of holding 
her liquor. She said, yes, she and Tekola have been working 
together for years. She was surprised when he asked her to 
come along because he has not been talking to her ever since 
the last time they were out with the group and she turned 
his attempt to take her home down. It was not like she said 
"no", period. She admitted to only seeing him as a friend and 
a compatriot thus far. That she will think about it. But he 
must have taken her rejection the way most Habesha men 
do, and has been acting like a jerk all evening. Have I noticed? 
She is wondering if she should cut her losses and just go 
home to her sister and family instead of joining us at 'Mebil'. 
"The less you are seen around with somebody you are not 
interested in, the better" she laughed nodding her head in a 
practical and assuring way

"Oh no please" I begged in fake-terror. "Don't leave me with 
them. You can sit with Wasihun and I if he kept acting like 
that"

While she smiled, considering my face, our rides arrived 
and we were driven to the restaurant in question. When we 
got there, I was delighted to notice she was already by the 
door, waiting for us. "Yes, I am here" She said, when I gave 
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her a hug and we kissed as if we have not seen one another 
for years "I am doing this for you, so you better not leave me 
alone"

Although I did invite her to participate in the talks and 
o�ered whatever I was being o�ered, I had not noticed just 
how cold her reception was to mine until we walked into 
the hotel. Tekola seems to purposefully avoid walking by 
her, the men seemed too absorbed to anything that hap-
pened to anyone but me and Wasihun, and the alcohol o�ers 
- when it came to her - was only half-hearted. The more she 
acted as if she did not care, the more uncomfortable I grew.

Wasihun has not noticed the snubs as much as I did. But he 
did admit Tekola, generous though in spirit he maybe, can 
be an asshole sometimes. He grew up in the Southern-most 
part of Ethiopia, only recently made money and is super 
sensitive to snubs, having got that strong accent and not 
being born in Addis, like the rest of them. This girl, he has 
heard, has been giving him all kinds of encouragement until 
he made his intention known and she told him she has her 
heart set on someone she grew up with in Bahir-Dar, which is 
where her family was from and generally marry into. Yeah he 
is sure she has every right to reject whom she does not want 
and maybe Tekola should not have brought her out for the 
sole purpose of punishing her. But, I must admit, rejecting a 
guy over his ethnicity, that was not cool either.
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CHAPTER 45

The 'club' where we found ourselves into was at an 
Ethiopian restaurant near Cherry Street which 
hosts, as is customary with Ethiopian businesses 

at home and abroad, half a dozen Habesha eateries in less 
than half a mile radius. Most of the tables have been cleared 
to the wall and the lights were dimmed in a way I assumed 
nightclubs look like back in Addis. A DJ, a breathtakingly-
cute Ethiopian guy with a dread tied in a ribbon that has the 
green, yellow and red of our �ag, was standing behind a glass 
window jockeying his discs and smiling in a very un-Ethiop-
ian way to all those who decided to approach and ask ques-
tions, give compliments, recommend songs. After we sat by 
a table, and got o�ered free drinks by the men, Jema [short of 
"Jemanesh", very ethnic name for where my dad's part of the 
family came from] said she was glad I convinced her to come. 
Why should her opportunity to enjoy herself be dampened 
by somebody else's need to be di�cult, right? We do not 
need men to enjoy ourselves, she said, putting her purse on 
the table, as long as we have one another. Girl power! When 
I giggled and refused to get up, ["No I really am new to this"], 
she asked Seyoum [who was the friendliest of them all] if he 
would like to dance and got up pulling her skirt down. Even 
if there were more than two couple on the �oor, Jemanesh's 
dancing ability was hard not to take notice of. Thus far, she 
has been a smallish girl on a big platform shoe and cream-
colored top with a corresponding skirt that only went as far 
as the middle of her thigh. Now, she became a small girl with 
long legs and arms that could touch the ground. She was so 
free and so good at shaking her booty; Seyoum - who was not 
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a bad dancer himself - has to do everything to keep up.
It is only natural the next guy to get up, put his jacket on 

his chair and extend his hands to me would be Tekola, the 
man who has been hu�ng and pu�ng from his chair.

"C'mon" said Wasihun, when I swore up and down that I 
have no intention to do more than watch everybody else 
dancing, "Just do it. We came all the way here because you 
said you have never been to a club before. I won't do it so 
you might as well enjoy dancing with Tekola" Yesyesyes he 
knows I am scared but look at these guys, none of them seem 
to know how to dance and it wasn't stopping them from 
enjoying themselves anyway. Who the hell is going to see 
and judge me in that light? This is not fucking Ethiopia for-
Godssakes. Can I do it for him, please, as a birthday present? 
He has let me gamble, despite his objection, because I said 
I have always wanted to. This is the one thing I have to do 
by myself. I mean he seriously doubts he can respect me if I 
chickened out of this one.

And so... because I have danced better in the privacy of 
my room than most of the couple on stage, and because this 
was a one-time thingy, and because alcohol emboldens one 
and there was love all around me - especially from a girl 
who seem more than willing to teach me how - I got up and 
walked to the middle of the stage.

The �rst few songs, as is proper, were Ethnic-Ethiopian. 
While most of us just lazily stomped around to the dancing 
styles of each-tribe represented in the song, a few who stood 
out seem to take center stage. Soon, we were standing in 
circle rhythmically moving our necks, bouncing our shoul-
ders, clapping our hands and lending morale support to the 
brave, the few and the really good ethnic dancers who were 
ducking it out in the middle. I would have walked back to 
where Wasihun sat, guarding our purse [as well as keeping an 
eye on the men's jackets] if it was not for the DJ putting a song 
that surprised and delighted many out of their chair. Craig 
David’s "7 days" was a song that used to play in every cab, 
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every restaurant, and every music store at and around Piassa 
for months two years after I graduated. It was a song whose 
lines we all knew and loved that even Wasihun, engulfed by 
the emotional hurricane we were hit with, has to hand his 
burden to Abebe [who was sitting next to him texting in-
tently to the girl who told him about the party and prom-
ised to be there but was not], joined us on the �oor.

We hugged each other and let loose in a way that was funny 
and cute and sad at the same time. Yes, Wasihun was not a 
good dancer. Not just that, he was a dangerous dancer in that 
his idea of ‘moving it’ was throwing his feet on the left and 
right side of whoever he is trying to lead. In the middle of 
throwing his feet, he goes down to the �oor - like someone 
has hit him on the knees - then comes up to surprise and 
throw-o� balance whoever was standing behind him. Com-
pared to him, I was a dancehall queen. So I laughed until 
tears washed my face while we sang along, raised our hands 
and shouted the days of the week when the lyrics get to that 
part. The dance continued, accompanying much recent but 
familiar songs; prompting feet to stomp other feet, bodies to 
bump against other bodies and sweats to mix with apology 
and laughter. However, the community spirit and universal 
goodwill that was created by "7 days" seemed hard to re-fab-
ricate however much we wanted and the DJ tried.

By the time Wasihun put his jacket on me and we bid 
everyone goodbye, with a million thanks to the guys and a 
hug to the girl from me [Oh no, she is staying and dancing 
her butt o�. He brought her, and he is going to take her home 
unless he wanted his name trashed at work], we were both 
tired, nauseated and ready for some quiet. At a few minutes 
to one, we crossed the threshold of my compound, dark, 
lonely and foreboding, and walked upstairs as quietly as we 
can.

Although exhilarated by my enjoyment of the evening, 
Wasihun has appeared to dread going home with me; as if he 
worried all the good will we worked so hard to build that 
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night would be lost once we got there. No sooner was I done 
with a pee that seems to drain my whole insides; I found him 
standing by the window, looking out into the dark woods 
behind my building.

"You ok?" I said, changing my mind about strutting in an 
old lingerie as a birthday present to him.

"Can we just cuddle today?" he asked, after looking at me 
with melancholy.

"Of course," I said, imagining Andy to be the cause of the 
low spirit. Despite the three-year di�erence between them, 
their birthdays fall 2 days apart in mid-November. As a com-
promise, their mother threw them a party of cookies, candy, 
and Tang [mixed with water] for the kids; and generous serv-
ings of ‘tela’, ‘tej’, and ‘areQe’ for the grownups at the next 
available weekend.

The party was a sti� a�air, for Wasihun anyway [he en-
joyed being the center of attention and an object of envy less 
than I did], but his eyes never cease to �ll with fond tears 
at the memory of that long gone time. They went around 
the neighborhood, careful not to wrinkle or dirty their new 
matching out�ts, to invite their friends and receive bless-
ings [kisses, spits, and the occasional buck] from the elders. 
When the teacher with the one camera in town made his ap-
pearance, the food is brought out to the nearest 'Adbar' tree 
where the festivity takes place.

In later years, Wasihun only participated in the "rounds" 
to make sure happy gullible Andy did not fall victim of 
those illusive men and women who sent the children they 
abducted to the city, so they could become baby-sitters and 
maidservants at their relatives' house. Or sold them to those 
mythical barbarians whose god rejected any petition that 
was not accompanied by the sacri�ce of a boy with a uni-
brow [Andy's was deceivingly close until he hit puberty and 
the cloud cleared - to his mother's in�nite relief].

"I have had some unpleasant memory connected to a 
nightclub" he explained, as if he read my thought, "When I 
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was in San Francisco, you know. Actually broke up with a 
girl over it. It kept �ushing in my head even when I was en-
joying myself"

"No problem" I said, stepping into the coldness of my bed 
"Can I be the big spoon though? So you won't have to wake 
me when you have to get up"

He smiled, albeit weakly, and lay on his side - with his back 
to me. When I put my arm around him, and tucked my knees 
behind his, he thanked me for being such a sport that even-
ing. He has missed me; and if his ‘birthday’ has not given him 
an excuse to come around, he would have found one. I said I 
have missed him too; that I was glad he was not one of those 
Habeshas who never looked back once they made up their 
mind to go, and drifted into an exhausted sleep wondering 
why I thought it would not be so hard to get over him, the 
way it was with Joe, if we have actually broken up.
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CHAPTER 46

Wasihun did not stop coming to my place dir-
ectly after work, to slip next to me in his cold 
feet, then try to have a quickie before I left for 

work. But something has changed in the way he communi-
cated with me; in that he was avoiding all subjects he was 
certain we will never see eye to eye on.

Except on the rare occasions when somebody cuts in front 
of me, or is served before I was served despite arriving later; 
I would like to think I have abandoned my anger [that per-
sistent need to point �ngers and act out] the morning I found 
myself covered in somebody else's pee. However, I was still 
not sure if settling for this relationship, where the one per-
son I should be able to tell anything in the world to is also 
the one person around whom I have to tread carefully, was 
a progress, a regress, maturity or a sign of despair. [For life 
in America is getting used to. First, you get used to the bad 
things. Then the good things. Having a right, for example. A 
right to life, a right to liberty - including from those pesky 
strings that hold and pull at you from across continents - 
contaminating your optimism with guilt, and a right to the 
pursuit of happiness - which, for the �rst 5 years, is what you 
deemed it to be before it becomes all about the sun, week-
ends, and vacation times]. But I mused quietly over how we 
seem to eternally be dancing outside the door, in very much 
the same way Arafat and Ehud Barack did, each insisting the 
other should venture in �rst as if through politeness and fake 
humility we hoped to keep the monsters at bay.

I was improving my time, too, on the logic puzzle online 
game Wasihun plays by himself on Sunday mornings, when I 
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found my foot in my mouth with a stupid "He is a cutie; you 
won’t like him" about an old friend who said he plans to keep 
that promise he made years ago to Visit Seattle and hopes to 
see me, as a fellow "Zero Sidist" victim, before he went back 
to Virginia "Bitch".

Wasihun looked up from the screen, shook his head and 
chuckled in an amused way.

"You know what I mean," I said, realizing that cannot have 
come o� as a compliment.

"That he is good looking and I am dirt ugly?"
"Naw..." I said, seeing the fun and games unfolding into a 

quick ugliness.
"Click please," he said looking bored.
"Can I explain?"
"Why, so you can make up a di�erent story?"
"No," I said, on the verge of asking then changing my mind 

as to why he expects to be lied to all the time. Not the best of 
ideas when you are about to come up with a previously un-
heard of synonym for the word 'cutie'. "So I can explain what 
I meant. What I meant was" I continued, "He is very... cutsie... 
adaptable. You know how you dislike those kinds of Ethiop-
ians? Very fast. If he didn't speak Amharic, you would think 
he was African American"

"And that is a compliment to him, why?"
"I wasn't complimenting him. I was just observing how 

you don't like guys like that"
"You mean pretentious posers?" he said "People who act 

like they were born and raised here 9 months after they 
come, and think themselves superior to other Ethiopians 
because they go out to eat with white people and date white 
chicks?"

"Something like that"
"You know I am not surprised you actually contemplated 

dating him" he said, and sat there as if he has said what he 
meant to say.

"What is that supposed to mean?" I said, not caring where it 
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went "Am I pretentious?"
"No but you do think yourself better than the rest of your 

people because you 'discovered'" put an air quote around 
them "some things your cousin hasn't. It is as if the more 
like White people you are, the better you think yourself to 
be. But for White people, it doesn't make you appear better. 
Just a �eld Negro acting like a house Negro. That is what you 
amount to"

I would have been too stunned to answer if the insult has 
been anywhere near subtle than it was "So that is what you 
think of me?" I asked, "An uppity Nigress?”

He shrugged his shoulder as if to say, “If the shoes �ts”.
“You know what bothers me?" I asked
He looked up from contemplating his feet, smiled as if this 

was the most normal subject to discuss, then said "What?"
"It’s not that you seem to validate that kind of attitude, as 

if you think black people should be con�ned to the categor-
ies racist White people gave them: to either be poor, ‘Ghetto’ 
and ignorant, or be educated and angry at everything that is 
remotely considered ‘cultured’”

“‘Cultured,’ aka ‘re�ned’ like White people” he interrupted
“What bothers me,” I emphasized “is why a woman being, or 

at least appearing, ‘smarter’ than you bugs you so much. And 
why you are with me if you – dislike – who I am"

He got up, looked for his sandal, and wore it. Then he 
looked up dramatically. "I don't know," he said, "But I am sure 
it won’t be so hard for you to �gure it out, being smarter than 
me"

It was my turn to curling my lips. I have expected him to 
grab his jackets, wear his shoes and leave. I was actually an-
ticipating the opening and closing of the front door. But only 
the restroom door seems to close and open. Then I saw a soft 
light �ooding my kitchen. I craned my neck to see what he 
was doing.

He was standing by the fridge, examining everything, and 
doing nothing. Finally, he grabbed something out of it and 
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came back. It was celery sticks and a peanut butter jar. I have 
got it for him on the evenings he spends with me, for he has 
a tendency to wake up in the middle of the night hungry. He 
came to the bed, started dipping the sticks in the jar and eat-
ing them. Then he turned to me. "You want some?"

I have brushed my teeth. I have no desire to eat. But his in-
vitation was such an unexpected treat that I said "Sure".

He dipped a stick into the butter, gave it to me and 
watched me while I tried to swallow the dried goods. When I 
was done, he went back to the kitchen, licking his �nger.

The only reason to his - at least outward - lack of reaction 
I can think of was that I have said something that somehow 
pleased him. Something that has gotten in his midst and sat-
is�ed him. Was it the fact that I verbalized his fear, or the 
fact that he managed to insult me without my reacting in-
sulted? All this must have been for show, however. Because 
the minute he got back in bed [after asking me if I want some 
water] and I brushed my leg against his, as a sort of truce, he 
moved his leg further and grabbed the book that was lying 
on the �oor next to the bed. For weeks now, he has been read-
ing me to sleep not just because I have run out of things to lis-
ten to but because his English was almost accent-less when 
he reads one of the countless poetry books in his possession.

"What are you doing?" I said, looking up in a playful man-
ner

"What does it look like I am doing?" he asked, aggravated
"I thought you were going to read to me but it looks like 

you are reading it for yourself”
"Nah,” he said, following his answer with an unnecessary 

shudder. “I am not feeling it today”
“Ok” I said, turned o� the light on my side of the bed and 

went to sleep without kissing him good night.
When I woke up from sleep, some two hours later, he was 

not in the bed with me.
“Wasihun?” I said, stepping out with bare-feet. There was 

no light in the living room. But through the blue sky, I can see 
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a shadow sitting on my patio. “What are you doing outside?” 
I said, quietly opening the French windows and sitting next 
to him.

He looked up and smiled.
“You know Andy…” he said when I stopped shaking from 

the cold and the heat from my organs started warming up 
my skin, “I thought he was being a drama-queen. 'Drama 
queen' was a word I just learned that week. A few months 
before that, I have gone home for my mother's second year 
death anniversary. It was the �rst time I went back home 
after her funeral and to relieve the tension between me and 
Andy, I have taken them to Peacock to dinner and rented 
'Amadeus' from Rahi Video. This was a place that won't have 
me for a member before I went to Germany. That time, they 
didn't even ask for a collateral; one look at my passport and 
they told me I can take whatever I want. Anyway... I have 
seen the movie in Germany and liked it, because of the guy 
who played Salieri. That thing about mediocrity, it eats at 
my heart every time I think of it. Anyway... I told Andy he 
would love it and we sat to watch it. When we were �nished, 
with Zemen going in and out, complaining how depressing it 
was - I didn't know she was trying to tell me something; my 
brother has this look on his face. This - ecstasy, as if he has 
just had an epiphany. He kept shaking his head and thanking 
me, saying I knew him better than he knows himself; that 
he knows what he must do now. I didn't know what he was 
talking about; but I didn't ask what he meant either because 
Andy can be weird sometimes. You just say 'yes yes yes' and 
hope the rapture would last. The fact that he was no longer 
bursting into tears and frightening his children every time 
somebody alluded to my mom, that was a big deal because 
blaming himself for her death wasn't just what he was saying 
at her funeral, it was something he truly believed.

Anyway... after I went back to Germany and heard he's been 
neglecting his duties, and was working on his 'art' more de-
terminedly, as if he was running against time, I felt so dis-
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heartened that I got pissed o� at him. That is when I came 
across the expressions 'drama queen' and 'tough-love'. Dr. 
Drew was my go-to guy in those days: Dr. Drew, Jamie Oliver 
and Top Gear. I called home, asked to speak to him, and said 
'what's up'. Seid has just told me he has stopped working be-
cause money hasn't been coming from my side, and I was 
mad - plain indignant - that my brother would get high using 
the money I sent home literally coughing blood – I had pep-
tic ulcer that took months to heal. When he said I should 
�nd somebody else to build the house for me because he 
feels he was falling apart, I told him he was being a drama 
queen and I wasn’t going to feel sorry for him. They were liv-
ing at my parent's place and I was sending his wife 100 euro 
each month, with a pocket money for him on holidays, and 
he dares blow my money on crap?! 'You are a grown-ass man,' 
I said, 'and if you don’t get your act together you are no 
brother to me'. Zemen said he didn't tell her what I said. 
Only, he was having a hard time sleeping - which was the one 
thing Andy had going for him. He was a light-sleeper, but you 
put him on a chair somewhere and he would go to sleep 
whether it was day or night. Played with his kids, called up 
some of my dad's friends and asked after o�ers they made 
him when he considered himself too good to do a soul-less 
job to make money. He used to come home drunk and ob-
noxious when things he put his hopes in fall apart. This time, 
she said, he promised her they would be ok if something was 
to happen to him. ‘As long as Wasse is alive, he will take care 
of you. He is a good man, listen to him’. Zemen was as tired of 
his drama as I. She barely spoke to him when he is on his self-
pity parties. But this time he was loving and gentle. So she 
asked him if he was ok. He said he was, just wants to make 
sure his kids grew more like their uncle and not their father. 
Then he went to Legedadi, tied a rope on the roof of the kit-
chen where the light bulb was supposed to go and hang him-
self. He has called me to say goodbye and although I was 
working right then, I would have ignored it - just as I said I 
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would. He said he was sorry, that he has always wanted to be 
like me - thought he could once he landed a deal of a lifetime 
- and to know it was he who failed me and not the other way 
around. My kid bro wanted to say goodbye to me. And I 
wasn't there to answer his call. I sometimes think if I hadn't 
let him watch that movie, or at least asked what he saw in it, 
he would have probably been still alive"

“C’mon sweetheart” I said, trying to drag his head to my 
chest “You are being unreasonable, and you know it”

“Do you know what I did to Grapes the other day?”
“Hm?”
“Yeah I pushed him into his room and locked the door on 

him because I was afraid I would hurt him. Then I stood 
there, my shoulder against the door, savoring - downright 
enjoying - his kicking and screaming. When Greg came and 
let him out, he was covered in snot and tears. This was some-
one I was supposed to take care of and protect from abuse. 
This was my little brother. And I was so grati�ed he was 
being punished, I almost came”

“Well they do push your button," I pointed out
"He didn't do anything new," Wasihun responded wiping 

his tear, "I am the one who changed. You said you go to work 
to escape your life. I am the opposite. The idea of going to 
work after having a �ght with you, or while something you 
did is bugging me, makes me very angry and bitter. So I take 
it out on everybody else. I am moody and irritable; willing 
to walk o� the job if anybody said the wrong thing”

Poor Maurice. No wonder he wanted me to nudge Wasihun 
to look for a better job. It can’t be easy having a sour puss 
for a co-worker, a Manager at that, when you were the kind 
of person who brings the sunshine with you everywhere you 
went. The sunshine, and perhaps a secret conviction that 
you can walk in those Managerial boots much more stylishly 
than the person wearing them now.

"Did we have a �ght that day, I don’t remember" I asked, 
obligingly.
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He looked up and smiled bitterly; as if I have only been see-
ing what he allowed me to see through sheer self-sacri�ce on 
his part.

“The only thing we even exchanged a word on is 
Abiy’s girlfriend” I recalled, suddenly depressed “I probably 
shouldn’t have called her a ‘bitch’. But even you were made 
uncomfortable by the way she grinds against him in com-
pany”

“Yes but you didn’t have to call them dishonest for calling 
each other ‘babe’ a month after they met, and say they won’t 
last”

“The point I was trying to make, before you interrupted 
me by saying you don’t want to hear it is,” I sighed, “that 
you won’t put a show unless you have something to hide, or 
think pretending to be more in love than you are will con-
vince the other to be more so. It is sickening enough to turn 
the food in one’s mouth to ashes. But I didn’t say anything 
until we left”

“Yeah except for rolling your eyes, sighing, and giving me a 
jab with your elbow every time Blen came around”

“So it is me feeling a certain way that you object to?” I 
asked, to make sure.

“It is your anger that bothers me” he said, “Your conviction 
that anyone who doesn’t love the way you did once is either 
a liar or a pretender. Your ‘pure love’ didn’t work, so it is 
laughable that they think their inferior one would!”

Jesus Christ.
“The sad part is” he continued tragically “This was the 

very reason I fall in love with you. Your ‘common sense’. The 
way you hold yourself. The fact that you don’t think ‘The 
Notebook’ is the greatest love story ever told. How inde-
pendent, and complete, and individualistic you look. That 
afternoon, before we met, I was sitting in my car, killing 
time. I saw you crossing the street, wave for the nice driver 
who stopped for you, and walk into the Starbucks. You were 
so much like her ... this girl I conjured up from thin air, that I 
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thought 'oh please' - as if you were doing all these things you 
know I like to make me fall in love with you. As if you were 
pretending to be something you were not, for my bene�t. 
You thought I was being hostile, and told Seyoum as much, 
when I was really playing defense. And winning, apparently. 
If only I stuck to just training you and avoided talking to you 
or thinking about you. Not listened to Seyoum telling me, in 
an attempt to make me nicer to you, how he has never met 
you because you seem to go out of your way to avoid being 
set-up, just as I’ve been doing for years. Considering how I 
was the one who broke you in, the guy who scored one for 
the team, the guy who said "let us not", I should have been 
the one to play it cool. And I did play it cool. I ignored you 
after we had sex. I waited until you texted before I called. 
And talked as if I didn’t have a care in the world. But you 
won't have that. You wanted all in or none! So I went back to 
Ethiopia, sat sizzling in the heat; su�ocating from the stink 
and utter hopelessness of my life; how fear and self-loathing 
has twisted me so bad that I am unable to appreciate the one 
woman who can be the redeeming quality to it. Then said ‘it 
shall be hers if she would have me’. ‘I will glue myself emo-
tionally to her and not let go until I must’. Because I can go 
search forever, but I will search in vain until I came home to 
you. Even if coming home to you means you being the death 
of me”

Oh boy!
"But why would I be the death of you when you have told 

me and I have resigned myself to waiting for you no matter 
what. Why else would I break up with you?”

"Because you would," he said matter-of-factly, "I will give 
you a reason if you don't come up with it yourself. Who 
was it that said 'the power of the relationship lies with the 
person who cares less'?! I know I forced you to care less by 
suggesting we become 'friends with bene�t' the �rst time 
around. But even you can't deny this isn't exactly your rela-
tionship from two years ago"
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"Well," I said, neither acknowledging nor denying the 
statement. Things were di�erent this time around. I was not 
as blind to other people's charm as I used to be then. And 
although I was self-aware enough to admit - the way things 
stood right now - most of the advantages of the relationship 
were on his side, I also recognize I wanted for this to work 
as much as he did. That I loved him, in my own recovering-
addict way. That I trusted him to be there for me more than 
I trusted Joe, or even Fana. And would not have had the cour-
age to tell Wajo and Fana that I have a man now if I did not be-
lieve not even Wasihun can break us apart. "But that doesn't 
have to be a bad thing, right?!"

“It won't have been if it wasn't for the irony. I have not 
told you the best part yet, have I?” He laughed hysterically 
“I fall in love with you because of what he taught you. Did 
you know that? I have had women more beautiful than you 
showing interest in me to a point where I wondered, 'are 
there no decent guys around here anymore or is there some-
thing wrong with her that she would want to be with me’. 
And I can get a woman who would treat me like a king if I 
lowered my expectations and decided to serve my belly in-
stead of my brain. I thought the choices were either whores 
or self-respecting girls who make you work hard - to whom 
you have to sacri�ce some things - like good sex. Habesha 
girls don't like sex, that is the general opinion of everybody 
I came across since young. But then I met you and you were 
not only good at fucking, but your heart was in it. You were 
this nice girl who seem comfortable with sex in a way I, the 
man, can never be comfortable with sex. Remember how 
I told you men don't like women out-eating them or out-
drinking them. Not many men want to think women can 
out-fuck them, unless they were only interested in one thing 
or the girl is loose. That night I discovered you were not just 
the girl I want to marry, you were the girl I dreamed of fuck-
ing. And since you were the girl I want to marry before you 
became the girl I dreamed of fucking, I know I was reaping 
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the bene�t of what the guy before me worked on. I felt lucky, 
and then embarrassed, and scared. I still feel those things 
because I know I can’t satisfy you unless we are doing it a 
certain way. That I gotta be an animal to measure up to him. 
An awkward student teacher. But you have fucked my heart 
the day you fucked me. And that is where I am trying to dig 
you out of every time I think about just picking and leaving 
Washington State”

I breathed heavily. “Let us go in,” I said standing and drag-
ging him by the hand. “Let us go in, I am cold”

He let me lead him to the couch like a drunk - or maybe like 
his brother would have acted after a �ght - full of self-pity 
and melodrama, and sat. Then he asked me if I was going to 
meet Dagninet.

“Of course not” I said, “I had no desire to see him to begin 
with. Now, I know for sure that I won’t”

“Don’t say you aren’t going to meet him because your boy-
friend didn’t want you to” he said, coughing like a sick-per-
son “I don’t want him to derive courage from knowing that I 
see him as a threat. Tell him you were busy on the day he pro-
posed but can hang out with us if he wanted some other day”

“By ‘us’ you mean…?”
“You, me and the guys”
“Oh ok”
“Do you feel sti�ed by me?” He asked after we went to bed, 

“That I am overbearing or jealous?”
“A little” I said, because it was unwise to tell a man how 

you associated jealousy with love for a long time.
"Will you believe me if I told you I was never like this? That 

I let a girlfriend of mine dance and �irt with other guys until 
she-until she fucking messed me up?"

I said I believed him, although I have a burning desire to 
ask why he never seems to want to talk about this paragon of 
a woman who seems to always be hinted at but never spoken 
of.

"Plus, my jealousy is the kind that only burns itself out, 
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like a candle, and never physical. You know that, right?” He 
turned to me and held my �ngers between his hands "That 
I will never hurt you? The one time my dad came close to 
hitting my mom, this isn't even the day she tried to scratch 
his eyes out because of something that happened at work, he 
grabbed her by the collar of her dress, then said ‘Askonagn. 
Minish yimetal!’ and walked away. She wasn’t small. In fact, 
she was more than average for a woman her age in Ethiopia. 
But there was such guilelessness even to her most infuriat-
ing comments that he felt holding her responsible was like 
abusing a child. I mean I have met some women who have 
tried my patience" He bobbed his head with bitterness, "But 
I keep seeing my mother's terror stricken face every time I 
thought of raising my hand, and so I walk away. Someday,” he 
added wistfully “when I could convince him to lower him-
self to get a passport – or after you have become my wife – 
I will bring him around to meet you. He would love you; he 
encouraged girls who were smart better than he encouraged 
the boys. I think that is how Yiftu gained his approval. Her 
mother was too much of a kiss-ass for his taste”
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CHAPTER 47

L ike snowbirds in summer, Ethiopians seem to be on 
the move. One of them had me called outside one 
morning after I have �nished discussing my quar-

terly review with my Supervisor and signed my agreement 
to the comments at the bottom of the page [to work on those 
points I need help on - an unwillingness/inability to dele-
gate someone when workloads becomes too heavy, overbur-
dening myself in the process; which can lead to errors and/
or anxiety - and to strive and achieve greatness on those 
considered my 'strong points' - reliability and attention to 
details]. “A black guy”, one of the surgery nurses said hesi-
tantly, “I think he is high or something. His eyes are red and 
he stinks of marijuana”

“Wasihun?” I said, frowning, when I came across my 'black 
guy' smelling a plastic plant outside the hospital. “What are 
you doing here?”

“Hey…” He said, smiling brightly, and stretching his hand 
as if to hug me.

“Hey, you ok?”
“Guess what,” he breathed in my hair "Nega is here”
"What do you mean 'here'?"
"Here in Seattle" he said, burped and corrected himself 

"Federal Way"
“What?!” I said, wondering if – in case – he has the months 

mixed. He was supposed to go to San Francisco next month. 
Not the other way around.

“He is going to Alaska to see his brothers” he said “but 
made a transfer here just to meet you. Can you believe it?”

“No I can’t,” I said, honestly. I cannot believe he never told 

269



me he smoked marijuana or he would embarrass me in front 
of a co-worker more than Joe ever did “And you said you 
brought him to meet me?”

“He is in the parking lot” He declared, after thanking the 
poor girl and feeling his pocket, as if she was standing there 
expecting to be tipped, “he wanted to come with me but I 
told him to chill and I will bring you instead. He only has an 
hour before Seyoumye came to pick him up. You don’t mind, 
do you?”

“Of course not” I said, looked apologetically at Janette, and 
continued in English. “But you know I can’t leave now, right? 
I am at work”

“Just say hi to him,” he begged, tugging at my hands “I told 
you, he stopped by here just to meet you. That is how much 
that man loves me. You know I will give my life to him, don’t 
you? He is my brother from another mother”

“Can you tell Drake I am taking an early break?” I asked Jan-
ette, “It is an emergency”

Janette nodded her head, while still looking at him suspi-
ciously, and headed back in.

I was not sure how true Wasihun’s statement was until we 
reached the parking lot and I saw a tall man doing the pee 
dance while a car tried to enter the empty lot he was occu-
pying. He was the dark skinned guy whose photo I saw on 
Wasihun's laptop - along with the faceless girl and Eyerusa-
lem, his �ancée. He was as tall, broad-shouldered and hand-
some as a dark-skinned person can get, with the matching 
white teeth of a dark-skinned man to go with. That is when 
it occurred to me why his other friends – not Wasihun – 
call him “Bariyaw” [an a�ectionate term meaning ‘the slave’. 
Slaves in Ethiopia, like America, seem to have been dark 
skinned when they existed].

I was walking to him with a stretched hand when he lifted 
me o� the ground and shook me like a rat before planting 
me back on earth and kissing my cheeks fondly. It was obvi-
ous why he vowed to stay in the parking lot without a car 
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in view. He seemed to have smoked more of the weed as his 
�annel shirt-jacket was covered with the smell even now.

“Do you guys want to go to the café?” I said, �xing my dress 
and trying to relax my sti� indignant back, “We have a café”

“Café? Who wants café?” Wasihun said happily “Let’s go get 
some drinks. Or food. I am starving”

“Ignore him” Nega said, looking at his friend a�ection-
ately, “He doesn't know what he is talking about. I hope you 
do not blame me for this. I tried to tell him no - I am the one 
needing the hit - but he kept saying you had an ex who did 
marijuana on a regular basis"

“Yes I did,” I said, smiling and feeling very self-conscious 
about my attire. My hair, although not as short as I cut it last, 
was held together by the sheer will power of bobby pins. My 
skin was showing wear from the summer sun and what I was 
wearing did not show my body to its best advantage. Not 
bad. But I was not looking my best – by a long shot. “But I 
haven’t seen it having this e�ect on anyone. I thought he was 
drunk”

“Nah” Nega smiled, “That isn’t the weed as much as the 
‘chaat’ he chewed beforehand. It gives him a quick high, but 
also crushes him fast. He will be ok after he slept it o�”

“See?” Wasihun said, putting his arm on my shoulder “I 
told you she would be cool. His girlfriend cried for half a day 
when she discovered he smokes pot. Saying she doesn’t want 
her kids to grow fatherless”

“Is that Eyerusalem?” I said trying to maintain speed with 
the boys, “Wasse said she used to work with USAID while 
back home. I was telling him I might have come across her. 
We worked with a lot of NGOs”

“Yeah" said Nega, avoiding my eyes "Jerry is like your boy-
friend here. She freaks out easily"

"He does, doesn't he?" I said, it occurring to me how true 
that was.

“If Eyeru knew what is being plotted against her" contrib-
uted Wasihun "She would freak out even more"
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I turned a smiling face to Nega. What is going on, the smile 
asked.

Nega gave Wasihun a disapproving look, but only smiled at 
me.

“Tell her why you are nervous. Tell her!” Wasihun said, 
confrontationally “He is going all the way to Anchorage to 
meet this girl his ‘brothers’ found for him” he struggled with 
his neck to put a quotation mark on the word ‘brother’ “Be-
cause they apparently think Eyeru is too skinny to survive 
childbirth"

“Is that true?” I said, unable to help laughing, although we 
have reached the door of the café and I was supposed to be 
the sane one.

“He exaggerates” Nega said dismissively, “I am going to An-
chorage to see my brothers and, on the way, visit a friend”

“A friend in bed” Wasihun said, “He thinks just because she 
sends him naked pictures of herself he can make a wife out of 
a whore. Dude, learn from me! Associating with women like 
that brings you nothing but regret and pain. If I have any-
body to love me the way that girl loves you…” here he was 
interrupted with a hiccup, then a need to vomit. He swal-
lowed it, however, and said to me “I told you, right? How 
she stood by him when her friends and family made fun of 
him for being a ‘Bariya’, saying his heart was as bright as the 
sun to her. How she went with him to Ethiopia, cut her hair 
short and wore black for six months when his mom died. 
Now he wants to 'explore' his options because her hip isn’t 
wide enough. What century are your brothers from any-
way?”

Nega shook his head bitterly as if to say 'this guy', and we 
sat ourselves at the nearest table. The Cafeteria was half-
empty. Still, it was weird sitting there with my drugged boy-
friend who won’t stop trying to put his arm on me to show 
just how much we love one another.

“So this here guy tells me you won’t be seeing us in Septem-
ber?” Nega said, looking around and shivering, as if some-
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body has stood on his grave.
“Yes, we have to submit all leave requests a year ahead” I 

lied, “But he is excited enough”
“He gets excited easily” Nega observed, giving his friend a 

push that almost knocked back my beloved “A day or two 
after he met you, I asked ‘how is the new girl’ and he said 
he was not going to teach you because he doesn't think 
you have any intention of learning. Two/three weeks later, I 
called to say ‘Selam’ and our friend here said he was out with 
you. I am like ‘So you aren’t training her, huh?’ He laughed 
and completely changed the subject. That is when I knew 
he’s been struck by the thunder. That is how he acts when he 
is in love; just sits there daydreaming about the girl”

“He must have been in love a lot if you knew his way so 
well”

“Who can blame him?" Nega said, "It is like the story with 
the puppy and the shoe polish. Are you a fan of Kipling?" I 
shook my head in the negative, with not a small surprise, 
"Yeah… my brothers were big readers, you know, from the 
"Ihapa" generation; big hair, velvet pants and platform shoes. 
They are the ones who called me "Nega' too, has he told you 
how it came about?"

I nodded my head in the negative.
"Well" said Nega, crossing his legs and making himself 

comfortable behind a table that made him look even more 
expansive "They said I was a di�cult child when I was born, I 
sleep in the day time and keep my mom up all night. On one 
of these nights, one of my brothers hears me crying. I had, as 
I do now, a very thick voice that you can hear from across 
the village. So he observed the way I ruled the night, I might 
have as well call myself 'Negadras'. We had a Negadras in our 
village whose title, land, and deeds were taken from him be-
fore he got killed in a shoot-out with His Majesty’s soldiers, 
before I was born. The proverbial shepherds have actually 
made him a song:

Negadras Bekele, Negadras Bekele
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Endekora hede endetejenene
So the name my mom – who is really my grandmother 

– gave me ‘Wondimagegn’ became 'Negadras' and, when I 
wouldn't stop crying every time my classmates teased me 
over it, became ‘Nega’. As for your question" he continued, 
"He was fresh when he came to San Francisco, this one: 'The 
new monkey' – as we used to call kids like him back home. 
New to the boots, and the polish, and the eating. He put his 
heart in all the wrong places” he squeezed Wasihun’s shoul-
der from across the table, which his friend fought back, “And 
like the puppy, got burned in the process. The way he be-
haved after that break up, you would not believe he would 
look at women the same way, let alone fall in love again. But 
all is well that ends well, right?”

"Right" I smiled and got up to put a co�ee order for Nega, 
and a sandwich for Wasihun.

Wasihun must have fallen asleep on the couch after see-
ing Nega away. When I get home, I found his head buried 
between the couch pillows with his shoe hanging o� the 
armchair. The door was unlocked and the TV was recycling 
through the commercials from Channel Guide resulting in 
the image of the frozen half burning into the screen.

“Hey…” I said, when he raised his hand, wiped his mouth 
and looked at me as if he was trying to remember where he 
was.

"Hey..." he lamented, trying to sit up "I am so hungry”
I got up, went to the fridge and got him an ice-cream tub. 

“There you go”
He looked up at me, as if he could not understand where 

the joke was.
“That is what Joe used to eat when he was high,” I said, get-

ting back to my chair.
“Are you mad at me?” He said, after supporting his head on 

the cold surface of the tub and looking at me with blood-red 
eyes.

“Nope!”
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“I guess I shouldn’t have brought him to your work, huh? 
But I was worried you won’t get to see him before he leaves”

“No, I’m glad you did”
“And I didn’t say anything to embarrass you in front of 

your co-worker!”
“Nope”
“So why are you so…” He peeled the frosty surface o� his 

forehead “distant?”
I was discontent, not distant. It has bothered me why he 

would say, and believe, that he has not got somebody to 
love him as much as Nega’s girlfriend does her boyfriend. I 
am not accomplished in any sense of the word. The book I 
wrote was only bought by three people, out of whom one 
gave a positive feedback – emphasizing the need for edition. 
And the other asked for a refund before the night was over. I 
am not exceptionally beautiful nor considered particularly 
friendly. But I knew how to love. No other woman can do 
love the way I do. No one would �nd fault in the way I love, 
however drunk or high he may be!

“I am not distant. It’s just… what you said about Eyeru has 
been bothering me a little”

“He would go back to her, you know?” he said, examining 
the inside of the tub “He is just one of those guys who doesn’t 
like to displease his brothers. What is with you and this guy 
anyway?” He asked, looking at the smiling picture of Ste-
phen Colbert on the tub in an annoyed way; as if he has �g-
ured out I liked the comedian because Joe liked him too.

“Go back to her after sampling the goods his brothers got 
him, right?” I said, ignoring the question “I don’t know why 
men think it is ok to fuck around as long as they end up with 
you”

“Not all men think that,” he said squeezing his eyes as if 
he was in pain “but before you say anything … sweetheart 
… please remember that I am not like you, I can’t be friends 
with people who don’t like those I love”

“I am not disliking him,” I said. For I really were not. Sure, 
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he was a little too aware of his charms, and appears to be [lit-
erally] in love with the sound of his voice. But they weren’t 
actual vices. Besides, it is not like his friends won’t put him 
in his place if he exceeded the limit “I am just thinking about 
the girl. It is funny; Joe had a friend – Ryan – who was cheat-
ing on this girl he claims to love, too. And Joe was defending 
him although he didn’t believe guys should cheat on their 
girlfriends either”

Nothing like a justi�ed reference to Joe to bring to a halt 
any future discussion we may have on a subject. He looked 
up, breathed dramatically and went to the fridge to put 
back the ice cream tub and �nd something else to eat. After 
frying, broiling and heating up as much of what was ed-
ible, he said a disgruntled goodbye and left for work. After 
he walked out, I run down to ask him to leave his laptop 
behind. “Seeing I can’t watch the screen without getting a 
headache”, I argued tartly, “It is only fair that I watch one of 
the movies on your virus-infested hard-drive”.

The story followed the usual format I have noticed Ethi-
opian �lms to follow whenever I went to Fana's place: there 
would be a Romeo [poor, handsome, religious]; Juliet [rich, 
beautiful, faithful], an Iago [also the only guy in the movie 
who knows how to act] whose scheme and treachery wins 
her father and �nds impossible allies. A short-lived court-
ship, a longer separation [wherein our hero proves himself 
to the illustrious father, a character who never ceases to im-
press one as being another stand-in for Fitawrari Meshesha 
of "FiQir Eske MeQabir" – an Ethiopian classic], followed by 
the death of the boy's mother and all the bad guys getting 
their due.

Before �nishing it, I have paused it to make myself herbal 
tea [which came highly recommended by two old women 
who lingered beside me while I searched for a ca�eine-free 
tea that does not come with the hated chamomile], run 
an Antivirus scan, and watched a pirated episode of "South 
Park". When Wasihun called to ask how the movie was, I was 
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going through his hard drive looking for the photo of the girl 
with the whited-out image.

"It's ok," I said, quickly returning to the previous screen, "I 
thought the guy was pretty good,"

"She wasn't bad either"
"Like you would know the di�erence" I said, seriously 

bothered by my inability to locate the photo, "They put a 
'teyim' beauty in front of you and you don't care what she 
did"

He laughed, relaxed "At least I am honest about my admir-
ation" he said "I know some women who get hot in the face 
while pretending they haven’t seen anything after checking 
guys out"

"I don't do that, do I?"
Maybe it was in the Recycle Bin. I opened the Recycle Bin. 

It looks like it has been emptied. He has not just deleted the 
photo, that particular photo, but made sure no trace of it was 
found on this side of the screen.

"Of course you do," Wasihun was saying, while I wondered 
how to go about asking why he deleted the photo of a girl 
he was in a relationship with while leaving his browsing his-
tory, with its erotica and porn videos, where they were. "You 
have one of two looks. You either get red in the face when 
a guy who you think is cute checks you out. Or you look 
haughty when somebody you think was butt ugly - mostly 
African-American men – check you out, as if they were in-
sulting you by being attracted to you. But it all means the 
same thing: you are either looking or being looked at"

“Well… at least you can count on me to not �y across the 
country to cheat on you”

"That is not how women operate” He said cheerfully 
“Women see without looking and cherish their attraction 
when no one is around to see them"

“Or so you have been told and so you believe,” I said, tired 
of the insinuation. “You don’t see me complaining when you 
are on the phone with a woman who almost asked you out, 
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a woman we both know you �nd very attractive! If a good-
looking White guy so much as passed by us, however, you 
look back at me as if you think all it takes for me to go with 
him is his beckoning me. It can be tiresome sometimes"

“Well” he said pensively, “I hope someday I would be as 
secure in our relationship as you seem to be. As for Simret, 
even she seems to have lost interest in me so you can put that 
doubt to rest”

"What do you mean ‘even she’" I said curious, and a little 
indignant, “What happened to you?”

"I think I have got emasculated" he said mournfully, "That 
is always my problem. When I �nd someone, I stop looking. 
And that makes me boring. I have read somewhere a man's 
testosterone level drops when he becomes a parent. I think a 
monogamous relationship does it to him too"

"I see ... well... I am going to try to sleep. I feel so ex-
hausted," I said yawning

"Since when?” he said
“Since now. Why, I can’t get tired before midnight?!”
He sighed, “If you are hanging up because you are tired, 

sure. If you are hanging up because you are still upset…"
"No I am really tired" I said, "Even you must admit it was 

quite a day. Well I will see you tomorrow" I said and hung up, 
determined not to say I loved him when my love seems to 
fall on deaf ears.

Then, I stubbornly went on Facebook and searched for 
Joe's pro�le. It was where I left it months ago. Gina's pro�le 
picture has changed. But due to the limited access she has 
allowed the public, there was not much to see there either. 
Camy's pro�le, however, was anything but. No pregnancy 
photos yet. A lot of her cat, some of Ryan [who appear to 
be growing out his hair], some of her sister's family, and a 
lot of drunk party photos with red-eyed coworkers in the 
shadows. One of Nikki's - looking all happy, tanned, and 
wrinkled in a yellow sun hat with a small skirt that shows 
most of her thighs has "Homegirls out on the town" written 
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across it.
The memory of how I was to be party to such outings, had 

I remained with Joe, produced a sharp pain in my abdomen. 
The woman standing by the table at Chuck e-cheese help-
ing the mother handout Melaku's birthday cake [while he 
watched the proceeding with hawk like curiosity], the one 
with her hair in disarray, whose clothes smelled funky, and 
whose mind is on all the things that should not be forgotten 
before we head out, that should have been me, and not Gina. 
And that child Joe is holding at the back of the frame, that 
girl in the cowgirl hat and riding costume playing with what 
appears to be a bread; that baby with her lips pursued as if 
about to cry [was she missing her mother? or just sleepy and 
cranky?], that should have been my Abby: an object of anx-
iety and obsession for me, and an apple of my mother's eye 
[instead of the bait through which Gina took Joe away from 
me].
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CHAPTER 48

With the Ethiopian New Year approaching, 
Wasihun was getting ready to leave town. For 
a man without a place of his own, it is strange 

how he never hesitates to use every one of his vacation days 
for the sole purpose of going to either Ethiopia or San Fran-
cisco to hang out with his [actively employed] friends. "You 
are crazy," he said to me when I told him I just cash out my 
vacation. "I wouldn't change my days o� for nothing. I slave 
enough 5 days a week. Life is too short"

"Ok," I said, refraining from observing how he spends two 
of the 9 hours he is paid for on the phone with me. If I knew 
the statement would be followed by a yearning for me to 
come with him to San Francisco, I probably would have.

"What?" I frowned, "Why would I do that?"
"Well... you can have fun with me. Go to a hotel, or stay at 

Nega's, tour the city, you know, what every tourist does"
"But I told you, I have cashed out my vacation"
"You can always go on unpaid-vacation," he said
"I am sorry but I can't do that. I have never cared for San 

Francisco, and I won't start now"
"Never?"
"No. I told you. What I got from the few things I saw of it 

is that it is all glitter and no substance. If I have to visit any 
American city, it would either be New York or Chicago"

"New York I understand,” he said “You like that show – 
what was it – with the Jewish broads who have sex like men. 
But Chicago?!"

"That is where all the radio personalities I love and all the 
comedians I adore live" I answered
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"Humph" he grunted, "Do you know anything about Chi-
cago, how dangerous it is?"

"I am assuming there must be a side of it that isn't as dan-
gerous, seeing millions of people live and work there"

He shook his head.
"And when I have saved enough, I will go to Italy. I have told 

you that"
"I remember" he said, "If you knew how the Italians see 

you, you won't have wanted to go there"
“Well I guess they would have to suck it” I said, after swal-

lowing my need to lash out for this way he sometimes sees 
me – as this clueless Pollyanna with a charmed life – with an 
e�ort. “That is the beauty of globalization and king dollar. 
Even those who don’t like you can’t deny you service as long 
as you are a paying customer”

Despite looking dissatis�ed, he did not raise the subject 
again. A few days later, he told me how he has bought the 
ticket for San Francisco. Nega is waiting for him, he added, 
this was something they do. He does not think he should dis-
appoint a man who has been there for him just because he 
found himself a girlfriend.

He obviously did not want to go so I asked him if he would 
rather not cancel the �ight and go when he hasn’t seen his 
friend only a month previously. “You can meet Fana, and we 
will get to spend our �rst Ethiopian new year together,” I 
added coaxingly. “I usually go after work, and only because 
Fana gets pissed o� I am spending holidays alone like ‘I have 
no family in America’. But if you are coming along, I am will-
ing to actually take the day o�”

"Nah it's alright" he said, "I would have enjoyed it more if 
you came along but I will manage. I will just have to stay at 
home when Nega and the gang go out chasing chicks"

"What?" I said, alarmed – despite his playful smile, "It's not 
enough he crosses states to cheat on her he actually chases 
chicks under her nose?"

"It's not as bad as you think," he said dismissively. "Check-
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ing out girls, �irting with them, it feeds into some people's 
ego. Nega mostly looks. Sometimes he looks openly, some-
times discreetly - pretends he dropped something or forgot 
something after a girl walked past and checks out her be-
hind. It is a harmless ogling, that is all"

"Harmless my ass" I spat, "He is going all the way to Alaska 
to meet a girl he is not engaged to and you tell me it is harm-
less. You know what surprises me?" I asked, and before he 
answered I continued, "What surprises me - or disappoints 
me - is how I did not see this coming. I never thought I would 
be with a guy who chews chaat, gambles, and hangs out with 
other men who belittle women when they get together, or 
invite them to parties so they could belittle them in front 
of everyone. Even after I heard you say some really misogyn-
istic crap, I did not really believe somebody with your cap-
acity for reason, education and experience would subscribe 
to things like that"

"Well" he said, "I didn't imagine you know how to suck dick 
the way you do, so I guess that makes us equal"

I looked up. "That is uncalled for" I said coldly.
He laughed. "Sorry... sorry" he said, grabbing my hand and 

kissing it. "I can be mean sometimes. Look at this" he said 
�ipping his passport "Look at what I looked like when I went 
to Germany, look what your country - your world - did to me 
and my 'reason'"

The photo was of a round faced Wasihun, with eyes almost 
swallowed by his cheeks, and a nose that looks much smaller 
by comparison. Save for the pronounced hairline, it was 
really hard to see the man in the boy.

"This is cute" I said, "You look so adorable"
"I told you," He said trying to �gure out where his phone 

was calling from, "Yellow!"
I was wondering why I never asked him why he kept his San 

Francisco phone along with the one Seyoum got him on his 
Family plan, when I found myself staring at the �rst page of 
his passport.

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

282

Hello? There was something weird here. The photo was of 
Wasihun, but the last name was di�erent to the one he told 
me a while back.

"What is this?" I said when he �nished talking on the phone 
absentmindedly curling his hair with his �nger.

"My photo?"
"No, your dad’s name” I said, “Isn’t it Tariku?"
"Didn't I tell you about that?" he said, his eyes jumping on 

my face with alarm
"Only that your name used to be Eskinder when you were a 

kid, not that your last name was di�erent too"
"It is not ‘used to be,’” He said, taking back the passport 

“My real name is still Eskinder Tariku. But I have not used it 
for 16 years now and half the time I don't even answer to it 
when I go back home. Wasihun is the name I have lived by 
ever since I was 22"

"Why did you change it?" I said, looking suspiciously at 
him.

"I was desperate to leave home after I �nished Commerce 
and got a job. That was mostly because I hated what I did 
[This was when schools were given a quota of how many stu-
dents are needed for each �eld, and you are assigned your 
�eld of study according to that need. My dream was to study 
library science with either History, Philosophy or Sociology 
minor. Not Accounting with Management Minor]. And be-
cause I realized I would be stuck in this profession to the end 
of my days unless I found a way to leave the country. I tried 
all kinds of scholarship to America. They keep misplacing 
my documents, losing my fee, or kicking me from one o�ce 
to another to have a dozen forms signed, stamped or authen-
ticated during the hours I should be at work doing my day 
job. I did not have anybody to sponsor me, but my family 
was more than willing to mortgage their house to help the 
faithful-son get what I wanted for once. Anyway, I tried and 
tried and tried; when I failed and my dad saw how broken-
hearted I was, he swallowed his pride and went to visit some 
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people he knew from the good old days at the foreign o�ce. 
He went there to see what they can help me with, by way of 
giving him advices, or telling him which US embassy worker 
to bribe, but one of them told him to just leave it for him and 
called like a fortnight later. He asked me what I think about 
East Germany. I told him what I know about it. He said there 
is this guy whose visa to East Germany they were holding o�, 
and if I want it, he can �nd me a way to go in his name for a 
fair price"

"What?"
"Yeah, my dad didn't like it. But he said 'your decision' and 

left me with him"
"And?"
"And I paid 20 thousand birr to become the Wasihun you 

know"
"You stole somebody else's opportunity?" I said, with dis-

belief
"It was a long time ago," he said, shrugging his shoulder "At 

�rst, I didn't think it would work. He was like 3 years older 
than me and a very promising mechanic - or something - 
going for a six months training to become some kind of En-
gineer. But I found out, all you need to get a new ID and 
a birth certi�cate was having three witnesses come o� the 
road and sign where it says they know of your birth. Just 
like that, I walked out of City Hall with a new identity and 
a new birth certi�cate. It was so scary I was shaking all the 
way home. And later, I guess I just assumed if God meant it 
to be for the other guy, my application would be rejected. 
There were so many people doing worse things to leave their 
country. Plus... I assure you, Mr. Wasihun won't envy me if he 
knew the kind of life that awaited me in Berlin"

"So what happened when you get there?"
"Oh ... you know ... a guy from the Ethiopian embassy, who 

I was told to give the one thousand dollar that was his cut, 
took me home to Luxemburg and let me sleep in a closet-
bed for a few days. Then I was sent to a feeding center and 
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started working as a dishwasher there. It was important 
there were no loose ends so, for about two years, I lived the 
life of a refugee - shut o� from the world. I took back-alleys, 
did minimal jobs, called my family from a payphone that 
was like at the other end of the town. I was crying like a baby 
every time I called my mom. After I found my way around, 
and can communicate well, I understood no one was coming 
to ship me back home"

"But weren't you curious?" I said, stunned, "Just a little 
curious to know this person whose identity and name you 
took over - for all these years?"

"Of course I was," he said with an annoyed voice. "But we 
didn't have google and Facebook back then. When I did, it 
felt pointless. Most of the Wasihuns I saw online were settled 
men, with wives, kids and jobs. Much better job than scrub-
bing dishes for a German hostel. What is more, it is not like I 
took his name, married his wife and pretended to be a son to 
his mother. We don't have social security, pension, or credit 
scores in Ethiopia. It is just a name, a kettle holder. It can be 
his as much as mine. I have always planned to change it back 
to Eskinder and take my dad's name as a middle name; but 
after I decided to not become an American citizen, I realized 
I am stuck with 'Wasihun Zelalem’. Maybe after I retired and 
went home someday, I will brush the dust o� my old ID and 
become my old self again"

"And you think staying an Ethiopian citizen, on your pass-
port – not in your heart, because no one can take that away 
from you, is worth walking around using somebody else’s 
name for the rest of your life"

He smiled. “You won’t understand what the need to belong 
means until you have craved to see your country and live 
among your people for 11 years in a country like Germany. 
If I wasn’t given a chance to come to America, I would have 
found a way"

"But you did honestly win the lottery, right? You did not 
come through any other means?”

All about Will

285



He smiled and shook his head "No one seems to believe 
me when I say I won Diversity lottery in Germany, what the 
fuck!" he said, before I can get anything edge wise, he con-
tinued. "The truth is, you have more chance of winning it in 
Germany than Ethiopia, maybe because you aren't compet-
ing with 200,000,000 people who wanna �ee their country”

"But I thought maybe you bought a visa or bribed some-
body because you didn't have anybody you know in this 
country. And the DV people won't give you a visa without a 
sponsor”

"I had a sponsor" he said, "Why else do you think I feel so 
indebted to Nega? He was this guy I knew when we were in 
school. We weren't particular friends but we said hi when 
passing one another. And before I went to Germany, I have 
heard how one of our classmates robbed the Travel Agency 
he worked for blind, using some system that no one seems to 
know anything about, and gone to America with discounted 
tickets bought from that very company. When he got here, 
he has claimed he was Oromo and feared for his life and got 
asylum. I looked him up on Facebook and told him how I was 
planning to move from Germany to USA and needed some-
body to vouch for me. He said 'sure thing'. When I o�ered to 
send him the money for the bank, he said 'don't worry about 
it'. He came all the way to San Diego, picked me up and gave 
me a place to stay for a few weeks. Not just that, while I was 
waiting for my papers to be in order, he gave me his key and 
let me drive around so I could get a feel for the city. Intro-
duced me to all those he felt would help me and took me out 
almost every night, so I don't get depressed. Before I resigned 
myself to cab driving, I worked as a Janitor at the airport 
and sold T-shirts for this company in Addis that does screen-
printing. Having neither the people-skill needed nor the pa-
tience for haggling, I sucked at it. Thought about moving to 
Texas, Arizona, and Las Vegas, wherever there was money to 
be made driving a cab, until one too many people asked Nega 
- because I was in no mood to listen to anyone - why I was 
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wasting my [good] brain on being a cab driver when I could 
go to school and get a career. I had a crisis the second year 
I came" he said and looked away, “- female-related; was feel-
ing suicidal and stu�, so I decided to go home. When coming 
back, I �gured Seattle can't be worse than what I was doing 
there. Went to a Habesha chat room and found this girl who 
was renting a room here and moved. Someday I would no 
longer need to save and scrape, and gamble. I will no longer 
have to steal somebody else's name or identity to win my 
freedom. Till then, I will have to make do with what I have"

"So that is the plan?" I said smiling "Save money. Wait for 
her to come here, make sure they are settled and moving to 
San Francisco for good?"

"Yeah but I won't be a cab driver this time. After I moved 
there, I would apply for a loan to start a Building Mainten-
ance company. They are only too eager to give you money 
if you are an immigrant trying to set up a business to 
hire other immigrants. And janitorial jobs pay, that is what 
my work at the airport taught me. The only problem was 
management and lack of training. Not to mention how the 
owner was a Hispanic guy while most of the guys working 
for him were either Ethiopian, Sudanese or South-Asians. I 
will start my business, give it a really dumb name - like "Best 
Cleaning Services" - and hire Ethiopians. I will train them 
and work with them until they can do everything on their 
own. And when I have made enough money, I will open my 
bar and say 'Adios' to a life of slavery. That is the plan any-
way"

"I am glad to see I am not even part of the long-term plan" I 
commented without bitterness.

"You would be long gone by then" he said, and hugged me. 
"You would say 'fuck it' and walk out on me. Then I would be 
the one crying 'I would rather go blind than to see you walk 
away'"

"C'mon" I said, with a souring mood "I already told you 
what happens when you force me to associate sad songs with 
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you. I start to think of them when you are not with me, and 
getting sad. That song, 'The boxer', has been eating at my 
heart ever since you told me you wanted it played at your 
funeral. It is not kind to leave somebody you claim to love 
with such burdens"

"Such a loving girlfriend” he joked, rubbing his cheeks 
against mine a�ectionately, “worrying how my death would 
a�ect you instead of how it would a�ect me”

I sighed, “Is that why you are so casual, almost cavalier, 
about your death?” I asked, “Because you think that is the 
only way you get to be cherished?”

He chuckled “Maybe”
“What happened to your friends,” I said, “all those people 

who love you?”
“They will get over me” he said, “My dad is the one man 

who would be devastated by my death. That is why I some-
times wonder why I won't go home and end my days with 
him”

I swallowed my tears. “So why won’t you?”
“He won't allow it, for one," he said, smiling in a sad a�ec-

tionate way "And I am afraid I would run out of things to talk 
to him about by the third day. My dad doesn’t want to go 
anywhere and do anything. Shooting down everything you 
proposed [from a place to eat, to a place to visit] is his way 
of sparing you anxiety, and saving you money. The few times 
I proposed to open something for him, an internet café or a 
video-store he can oversee while Zemen runs it, he told me 
not to worry about him, that he has got everything he needs 
– thanks to his retirement cheque. He seems content in just 
sitting in the living room staring into space. It can be so dis-
heartening”

“Well at least you know how it feels, to water a plant that 
seems determined not to grow”

"Is that supposed to be me?" he asked with amusement
I looked around to show there was nobody else.
"What would I gain from refusing to believe that you love 
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me the way you say you do?"
"I dunno," I said, "But I have a feeling we will �nd no real 

peace until you �gured that out”
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CHAPTER 49

M y love did not stop Wasihun from leaving for San 
Francisco the next day. Being left behind, it 
seems, was my lot in life.

He called when he got there and talked to me as if he has 
been away from me for days. He does not like it, he said. He 
is gonne have a horrible time. He should not have come be-
cause all he wants to do now is go back to Washington State. 
[No, not Seattle. That is not where he lives Goddamnit]. As 
the good girlfriend I am, the girlfriend who knows only too 
well where the fear of loss besetting him – that plagued her 
for years - was coming from, I encouraged him to try and do 
the best he can.

The next evening, He called and left a message to say he 
was "going out on the town" with the boys and he would 
call me when he gets back. He called from the bar [or wher-
ever they were] after about two hours. They were just driv-
ing around looking for a quiet bar to drink in. Got one and 
were enjoying themselves when they noticed they were no 
women around. ["Is that all you guys think of?" I have inter-
rupted, upset]. Then, it has come to their notice that there 
were no women at all. They burst out laughing, he said, at 
realizing it was a gay bar. He was sure Iyasu has considered 
himself lucky. That guy has been kissed on the lips by two 
men, you know. Once, outside Wal-Mart, another time when 
he was sitting in a movie theatre. This old guy has grabbed 
his neck and planted a wet one on his lips. They feel sorry 
for him, poor kid. They do not know if it was his girly looks 
or delicacy that makes guys think he may get into it if only 
they kissed him often enough.
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"But how can you be sure he is straight?!" I said, irritably 
"Especially if he couldn't manage to keep down a girl"

"Because there is no such thing as a gay Habesha man," he 
said

"Oh please!"
"I don’t know, maybe not,” He said annoyed “I just – I feel 

sorry for the kid because he has so much of Andy in him and 
I know he worries people think that of him. He once asked 
Maru what having a curly hair and a slightly high-pitched 
voice has to do with liking it up the ass. And you won't be-
lieve how he was trembling, and it wasn't even about him. It 
reminds me of how we were on a tour in Awash once, and 
found some 'Afar' men leading their camel by the roadside. 
They were exotic, even for us. So we gave them some money 
to pose for a photo with us. When we were walking away, 
one of the foreigners who was on the bus with us told the 
translator to tell one of the Afar men that he was beautiful. 
No one knew calling a man 'beautiful', like he was a woman, 
was considered o�ensive in that culture until we noticed 
how pissed o� the guy became. He began walking around 
like an angry lion, and that poor ferenj, maybe even the un-
lucky translator would have received a beat up or our cars' 
window would have been smashed into if the driver didn't 
hurry us out or if the guy's friends heard what was said. Josh's 
reaction that day was exactly the same, although he isn't a 
rabble-rouser by nature. After that, everybody was like 'let 
us not joke about homos around Josh'. But the way they 
avoided the subject since then makes you wonder if they 
weren't convinced he is living in denial. That he was born 
that way, and his struggles were futile. I have noticed it is the 
same with women. If a girl is not wearing makeup and looks 
like she can kick a guy’s ass, it’s not because she is being an 
individual or refusing to behave like a dumb bitch – it must 
be because she is destined to have sex with women. One of 
Andy’s artist friend, Birtukan, they called her ‘our female-
brother’; she was very tomboyish. The guys used to wink 
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and nudge behind her back whenever the subject of her dat-
ing life comes up, thinking her a dyke but not wanting to say 
it. But Andy once told me how she confessed to him why she 
hangs out with them so much: she has been in love with this 
friend of theirs who she knew would never look at her the 
way he looked at other girls. So she decided to be a friend 
instead. The guy, Andy said, has no idea she isn’t asexual, let 
alone that she liked him”

“You got a point” I said, remembering a few of my class-
mates who went on to become mothers and wives - a faded 
scar from childhood �ghts being the only reminder to the 
high-spirit and rebelliousness they exhibited in middle-
school.

“As for Josh” he concluded, using - as most of his friends 
seem to - the White-people version of the name, “I think he 
is just scared of women. I remember him telling us how his 
sisters used to change their cloth while he was in the room, 
while they have to march outside when he has to change. 
Being the youngest child in a family of like six much older 
girls; born after his parents almost gave up on having a boy, 
could not have been easy. He is noise averse and sheltered 
like hell. Trips all over himself when women approach him 
and looks somewhere else when they grind against him – 
like they are doing it to another person. I personally think 
everything a woman does is sexually charged for him and 
that is why he is so jumpy around them"

"Let us hope you are right,” I said, “I know you don’t believe 
people are born gay, that none of you guys do. But I have lis-
tened to one too many stories on NPR not to know better. It 
would suck for him and whoever he attaches himself to if he 
was to discover, in his 70s, that he has wasted his life �ghting 
the inevitable. So” I said, trying to get ahead of his protest-
ation, “You and the guys don’t just sleep with prostitutes but 
go to exotic bars, too, do you?"

"I wanted to go to sleep" he said defensively, "I have been 
sleeping terribly ever since I bought my ticket. They in-
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sisted that I am not going to spend my �rst night alone at 
home and literally dragged me out. So I sat there and just 
watched them act stupid. 'Shimew' is my nickname now, do 
you know? Ever since I moved to Seattle, I am the 'old guy' 
who watches over and judges the ‘kids’ behaving badly"

"Right" I grumbled although I believed every word he said. 
“And you better remain one if you plan to see me when you 
come back”

He laughed. "So how about you, did you do anything fun?"
"Not really. I felt kind of lonely so just came home directly"
"Aww"
"Well not all of us can have girls grinding on us for tips" I 

said “Some of us need to make a living”
He laughed. He was de�nitely much happier than I saw him 

last. "I told you, San Francisco has this e�ect on me. I am 
much happier when I play pool with the boys"

As if that was a cue, I heard somebody call his name and tell 
him it was his turn.

"Ok. Just tell them you have a girlfriend now, ok?" I said let-
ting him go. "A girlfriend who will break up with you if you 
do anything stupid"

"They know” he said proudly, "I made that clear the very 
day I got here"
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CHAPTER 50

Then I heard the radio echo next to me.
I was walking on 34th and 2nd on the way home 

from the store. It was raining and dark – the kind of 
rain and dark that makes the evening warm yet dangerous 
for driving [Wasihun always said for a state where it rains 9 
out of 12 months, it is a shame Washingtonians do not know 
how to drive in the rain]. There was plenty of tra�c, cars 
with their honks blaring and lights shining – making the area 
feel safer than it is. I was keen and cautious, despite the head-
phones and the interesting tidbit it was pouring into my ear. 
It is a skill you develop when you have no option but to work 
at night at jobs that pay enough to buy a car but not to own 
it. You learn to live with the fear and then the reality – that 
all it takes is being in the wrong place at the wrong time – 
despite however close you walked to the streetlights. And 
on that road, that dark September night, the radio echoed in 
a way that told me somebody else was tuned into the same 
station as I was. I looked around for the owner of the car that 
was playing the local NPR station. The side of the driver’s 
windows facing me was closed, but he was driving so slow 
[like a woman in heels negotiating a slippery ladder] that I 
could see into it. A guy with the head of a beautiful dog hang-
ing out the back window. The dog barked a friendly bark 
at me the minute the owner turned and smiled my way. He 
reached up and patted the side of the dog’s head, to show his 
dog meant me no harm [that a dog's bark was a dog's way of 
asking to know you]. I smiled and continued walking – with 
the warm and fuzzy feeling of someone who has just met and 
been acknowledged by a kindred spirit.
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That night, my feet tucked under the seat of my couch, 
and with the haze of sleep circling my brain like a cloud of 
friendly birds, I wondered over this fact. How I can practic-
ally encourage my boyfriend [the man I claim to love] to go 
hundreds of miles away from me, hoping for the sweet relief 
of a few days of separation. Then feel an instant connection, 
an almost blind yearning, to someone who would perhaps 
not spare me a look.

Is the heart never content in repose? Or was it commit-
ment that falls short of our expectation and make us won-
der if we were missing out? Or have I – Metasebia Seifu Tena 
– [former starved, former maimed marionette] become like 
Pinocchio, too fussy and dainty to eat the skin and the core 
of a pear I would have devoured wholeheartedly when not 
provided for.

Wasihun has told me he was going to spend the even-
ing with his friends and some friends of theirs. "Aren't you 
happy there won't be no funny business because their girl-
friends would be there?" he has asked, when I called to ask 
how his morning was on my lunch break.

"Oh they have girlfriends!” I have observed sarcastically “I 
wasn't aware of that”

"They all have someone,” was his answer between yawns, 
“But this town, this fast life - it makes monogamy feel like a 
stupid idea, that is why none of them sound content. Wash-
ington is good for that. If December’s cold doesn’t make you 
‘hug a leper’, as we say back home, I don’t know what will”

He called back after the dinner like the good boyfriend 
that he was. "I don't know how much you would enjoy it,” he 
said, sounding lonesome, “but I wished you were there"

"Was it that bad?" I asked cautiously.
My love.
My darling love.
My faithful pup of a boyfriend.
"Oh you know... a lot of guys trying to out-macho one 

another, some alcohol, dancing. The girls were down to their 
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bare-minimums by the time the dance was over. It is always 
weird for me when I see Ethiopian girls behaving like West-
ern women, especially when they were born and raised back 
home. Reagan tried to make me teach her how to dance ‘esk-
ista’, but mainly I just sat it out"

"Reagan? Who is that?" I said, distinctly aware it cannot 
have been an Ethiopian name

"She is this white chick Qumye works with” he said “I guess 
they are 'seeing' one another although he was making fun of 
her in Amharic. Saying she was very controlling, because she 
kept asking him what we were talking about every time he 
spoke in Amharic"

"Oh ok" I said, less threatened.
"Yeah she has been to Germany, so he asked me to keep 

her company when the Ethiopian song started. That is when 
she made a comment about there being some good-looking 
women on stage. I said 'thank you, but I got one at home'"

"Aww. You really said that?"
"Yup" he chuckled "She thought it was romantic too. Then 

we talked about you"
"Like what about me?"
"Oh you know...,” he said, sounding a little melancholic "In-

security, misunderstanding, past bruises. Just relationship 
stu�”

I imagined him, sitting in a sweaty room full of women, 
talking about my past to a woman who does not even know 
me.

“And?”
"She said she would bring this book around for me to give 

you. A book on how to communicate in a relationship. Very 
famous. 'Men are from Mars and women are …'?"

"Oh God. Not that shit," I said, without even thinking.
"There ya go!" he said laughing.
"You can't blame this on me" I retorted, "You are in some 

Goddamn city talking to a white girl. You can't sound sancti-
monious"
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"I wasn’t being sanctimonious. I was just telling her how I 
feel – fear – you may be mature in relationship and life the 
way I am not, or never want to be. Like how I can’t even eat 
or sleep when we have a �ght but you seem to be more than 
�ne. Anyway..." he seems to be stretching. "We are going to 
Ziggy’s sister's house for Holiday breakfast tomorrow, chew 
‘chaat’ in the afternoon, and go to a camp�re in the evening, 
which is the closest to a ‘chibo’ burning we can get to. It usu-
ally starts late, and goes into the night, so if I don't call you 
before 10, it is not because I have forgotten you. It is because 
we returned home late.”

"As long as you are ok and they don't hook you up with 
chicks, it is alright," I said

"Nah... Not a chance. I am actually seen as the lucky guy 
here. The settled-guy. No matter how much they claim to 
value their freedom, guys admire that in a guy"

I smiled.
"So? What have you been doing? Tell me what you did after 

work last night"
"Nothing" I pouted. "I made some dinner. Then Fana called 

to tell me to come over tomorrow night. I am just not feeling 
it, but I gotta do it for the kids. Gonne leave my car at the 
Tukwila Park & Ride, and come home"

"Good. At least I know you won’t be totally alone," he 
said, yawning again. "I don't want to hung up but I am really 
sleepy sweetheart"

"Ok" I said, resigning myself. "Goodnight"
"Are you in bed?" he asked, sounding half-asleep
"Yes?"
"Hmm" I heard him breath in a way that alarmed and 

pleased me. "What are you wearing? That is how it goes 
right?"

"You know what I wear before I go to sleep"
"Oh yeah... your boy-pajamas. I will just imagine myself 

taking it o� you"
"You know I don't do phone sex, right?" I said, giggling.
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"Who said anything about phone sex?" he said his voice 
closer to the phone than it was. "I just" yawn "Am talking to 
my girl. I have been missing you like crazy lately, especially 
after the guys went to their girls. I keep thinking 'why don't I 
fuck her every evening while she is next to me and I miss her 
like my mother's Injera when I am away from her'"

"It is because you are taking me for granted"
That made him laugh. "Right"
"Well, why else? I say anything ... anything remotely upset-

ting and you don't want to touch me"
"Well... maybe you shouldn't say anything to upset me"
“That is gonna make for a healthy relationship” I observed.
“I don’t mean don’t express yourself” he grumbled, “But 

you over-do the ‘tough love’. Just because you have a thick 
skin when it comes to relationships, it doesn’t mean I do as 
well”

“I wasn’t born with it, trust me,” I answered, “I developed 
it because no one would have put up with me otherwise – 
not for long anyway”

He sighed, as if I was foretelling his future.
"Anyway," he said absentmindedly "I will try to call you to-

morrow before we leave, be safe out there"
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CHAPTER 51

F ana's house was full of friends and family of friends 
when I got there, twenty minutes after 6pm. I was, 
as always, the last to arrive - after the great meal 

table [gebeta] has been ‘lifted’ and the sauce has gone cold. 
While I was washing my hand, as usual, at the kitchen sink, 
Fana [who is heating up ‘wot’ for me] talked how late she has 
to stay up to make sure her bread was baked thoroughly, and 
how the kids have been helping with the cleaning. Betsu has 
apparently said "Mommy. I am a big boy now. I can help you. 
Daddy has told me to be the man of the house" or some such 
nonsense.

Soon, he joined us with a half-empty plate and a wet �nger, 
and stood patiently while I smothered him with kisses and 
caresses.

Fana, who has been watching him with as much frown as 
was on his face laughed and said "You know you are the one 
he loves next to Selam, right? He won't let even Nigist kiss 
him so much"

After having out plates �lled, we sat on the stairs, as we 
always do, and I asked him a few questions about his school. 
He said he has been doing well, although he misses hav-
ing his dad help him with his homework. When the co�ee 
was ready, we joined the rest, laughed and commented on 
another 'stupid' Ethiopian video that was playing. I was ab-
sorbed with the social life, answering this question and that, 
having my hair patted, my hand pressed and encouraged; 
when suddenly I heard a ringtone I recognized as being mine. 
"Sorry I gotta take this", I said and run out to the front patio, 
"Hello?"
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"Enkuan aderesesh," said a very masculine very intimidat-
ing voice I vaguely recognized.

"Hello?" I said, having a problem with the network in that 
area, as I always do.

"Hi this is Nega. How are you?"
"Nega? Oh, hi. Happy New Year to you too"
He was calling to say hi and sorry for what happened last 

time he was in “Seattle”, that he was taking care of my boy 
and that he wanted to wish me a happy New Year [“more like 
spy on me” I thought “to see if I have judged him too harshly 
for going all the way to Alaska to cheat on his long-time girl-
friend”]. He hoped I will get to meet the rest of the guys in the 
coming year and expressed how happy he was I was keeping 
their boy happy.

"I have never seen him so jumpy" he joked, "he was so feel-
ing guilty for ending up at a stripper bar with us the other 
day he has gotta go out and give you a call just to hear your 
voice. And plain refused to come out this evening"

I laughed and said that was the way he was. After that, he 
told me they have been chewing ‘chaat’ all afternoon, and as 
Wasihun has to get up �rst thing in the morning, they have 
convinced him to go to sleep with the promise to call me 
and tell me he was ok.

"I am good; I am at home - my ‘cousin's’ - thank you"
"Oh yeah... Fana. I have heard about her from Seyoumye" he 

said, "She sounds like a good woman. Well... goodnight now"
Any person taking a phone call outside draws interest in 

Ethiopia. My withdrawal seems to have excited comment.
One of Fana’s friends asked me why I didn’t take the call 

there. “We would have kept quiet if you needed it” she ob-
served with the forced cheerfulness of those who feel the 
need to get involved in everything. “No need to turn out in 
the cold every time you got a call”

"Was that our friend?" Fana enquired from where she sat 
pouring co�ee, when I smiled and sat, feeling quite vulner-
able.
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"No, it’s... it's a friend of his" I said embarrassed.
"Why didn't you tell them to come?"
"They are in San Francisco," I said, very aware of the silence 

that has fallen on the place due to everybody - apparently - 
wanting to hear me.

"Her boyfriend" Fana said, teasing me with her eyes. "She 
�nally got a Habesha boyfriend. But does she bring him 
around to introduce him to his future family?"

I smiled and kept quiet. It was ridiculous how a little ro-
mance seems to interest people. Or maybe it is because it 
was mine. In spite of Fana's assurances that I would meet 
someone according to my heart someday, I can sense the 
strain my singleness has put on people.

"Yeah... I tried to hook her up with Biruk last time she was 
here. The foolish girl has gone home and told her boyfriend 
about it. And guess what? He got awfully mad. I was like 'why 
didn't you tell me you have a boyfriend to begin with. How 
am I supposed to know there was a guy waiting for you at 
home?' Now she said he can't stand Biruk's name being men-
tioned”

“And why on earth would you tell him that?" my inquisitor 
asked, "You know Habesha men don't like that. You guys re-
member Siyade? This really pretty girl from Arusi? Her own 
boyfriend killed her with his bare-hands because he heard 
her talking about Samsung phone and he thought she was 
talking about 'Samson' - her old boyfriend"

"Really?” somebody else observed, “So it isn’t because she 
was planning to leave him the minute she got her Green card 
for a man who was from her home country!? A man she was 
screwing while her family sat at home and made her hus-
band feel like shit for not being as pure an Oromo as they 
were?”

"Do we know him?" I was asked by someone clearly un-
interested in pursuing the subject, “Your man?!”

"No,” Fana answered for me, “She said he is friends with 
Seyoum, and has even gone to school with me. But I don't re-
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member him" she turned to one of the girls "Do you remem-
ber a guy called 'Wasihun' while we were in school?"

"Wasihun?" the lady said, "What does he look like?"
"Not tall" I said, as all eyes were on me. "Like a little taller 

than me" Betsu started digging his hand in my side "Hmm... 
light-skinned. Big afro. His eyes are... like … he has got hol-
low-cheeks but it looks like black blood, right here"

"Oh"
"Yeah... he used to live in Germany"
"Oh yeah" the girl said, looking clueless. "Does he drive a 

Toyota Corolla?"
"No" I said, acutely aware of the tension I have created, “I 

think he was driving cabs back then. But he drives Volks-
wagen now”

Betsu seems to have given up trying to communicate with 
an Ethiopian burn, and whispered in my ears that he has 
something to tell me. Then, he asked his mom if we can play 
in his room. While she was laughing and making fun of the 
"couple" we make, we climbed the stairs and went to my old 
room that he has been forced to sleep in for years now.

"What is it?" I said when the little boy made me sit on the 
bed and told me there was something he wanted to tell me, 
something I have to promise not to tell his mother.

"I promise, what is it?"
He has been having a trouble with this kid, he said, who 

makes fun of the food he brings. He tried to tell his mom. But 
she does not seem to be listening to him at all. If he com-
plained to the teacher, he worries they would call both their 
moms and Fana would embarrass him in front of the other 
kid.

"You know mommy" he said hesitantly "she doesn't under-
stand English as well as she thinks, and she starts yelling at 
the smallest thing"

"Aww" I said picking him up and putting him on my knees 
"But you know she loves you, right?"

He does not seem to think that helps much
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"So... lemme get this straight. You want me to go to school 
with you while the teacher talks to this classmate of yours?"

"Nooooooo" he said in a frustrated agony "I want you to 
convince her to make me regular food. Food like everybody 
else sandwich, pizza, not food that looks like poop"

"Is that what he said?" I asked, grieved
"Yes and it does too!"
"But sweetheart" I said, "Injera is good for you. You like 

Injera don't you? You know you don't get fat or unhealthy if 
you eat Injera - like the other kids?"

The response was a pout.
"Ok" I said, seeing a lecture on healthy-living will not do.
"I will �nd a way to talk to her"
"But if you told her I told you..." he said looking worried 

"She will start yelling at me and crying"
"She cries?"
"Yes. She cried last week when Selam told her she was not 

coming here for summer. She said it is because she missed 
Selam, but I know she thinks daddy won't come. I have heard 
her say she doesn’t care if he never comes back. That she 
won't be buried in his skin. What does that mean 'to be bur-
ied in his skin'?"

Oh Fana... Fana...
"It is just something people say back home," I said
"Why his skin?"
"It is like 'I can't care less'" I explained, "You know, 'it's not 

like I can't survive without him'. Of course she doesn't mean 
that but people say things they don't mean"

He considered that and seems to �nd it satisfying.
"Ok" I said, brushing his hair - although he has repeatedly 

told me not to, "I will tell her about some kid being made fun 
of in school because of his lunch, how about that?"

"Do you think she would listen to you?"
"I will make sure she does. You know she listens to me"
"Ok" he agreed, climbing from my knee "Ask her... Ask her if 

she does the same thing to me? Shewillshewillshemay think 
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about giving me regular food"
"I will try. Anything else?"
"I don't want to go to school with Hagere" he said, "she tells 

me to hold my sister’s hand when we get out of the car, but I 
don’t want to"

I sighed. "But she is your sister, Betsu"
"Yes but she follows me everywhere I go, even after I told 

her not to follow me"
I was grieved at this. "I am sorry, Betsu" I said, "I don't think 

I can do that. Your sister loves you and will keep follow-
ing you around until she is old enough to make friends. You 
gotta be the grown up and put up with her till then. Trust 
me, there would come a time in which you would miss her 
being around so much"

He clearly did not think so. He looked plain unhappy.
"Can't you live with us?" he �nally asked, "I like it so much 

better when you and Selam were around. When we go to 
British Columbia, I am very happy. Qidus and Gelawdios let 
me hang out with them – even if Mommy insists that I was 
too young to play their games - and it is like I have two big 
brothers for a week. I have always wanted a big brother” he 
said sadly, “Almost everyone in my class has a big brother 
or a big sister. They go to places with them. They buy them 
stu�. I don’t like being the oldest kid in the house. I feel like I 
have nobody to talk to sometimes"

"But you can talk to me" I said, admonishing him – to hide 
my own shame. "You can talk to Selam. You know you can 
call us anytime you want, right?"

"Yes but neither of you come around anymore" He said, 
suddenly tearful. "My dad doesn't come around. Selam 
doesn’t come around. Even grandma doesn't want to come 
here anymore. It sucks"

After comforting him and wiping his hot tears, we went 
down to the living room where his mother motioned me to 
join her in the kitchen.

"Is it about his dad?" she said, frowning – which is what she 
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does when met with something she does not understand or 
secretly worries her.

"No... just school-stu�. He missed grandma and Selam"
“Well... every time mom came to this country, she ends up 

with a lung infection. And then refuses to eat and drink what 
I put in front of her so she can get better more quickly. What 
sin has she committed that she needs to fast 9 months out of 
12?! I don’t get it. So I said, don’t come here if you are going 
to add to my troubles, I could do without one. And she told 
Nigist all I do when she comes here is yell at her so she won’t 
come this year”

While watching her thus, it occurred to me that Fana has 
gained weight. Her stomach, although tightly packed in a 
tight pant, appears to have escaped the folds. Her cheeks 
were fuller, her face more round. She was de�nitely starting 
to look a little close to her age - whatever that was.

“But Betsu loves her” she said, a little sadly “No one spoils 
him the way she does. When we got to the airport after their 
summer break, he held onto her neck and cried so much I 
gotta drag him away. She started crying, too, because she felt 
it was a bad omen”

I sighed, because there was nothing more I could say.
"He has been pulling a long face over every little thing 

lately," she said, peeling the shell of a bread and eating it 
mindlessly, "he gets irritated easily and cries easily. I know 
he misses his dad but he avoids the subject every time I 
raised it"

“Maybe it is not just loneliness,” I said, deciding to face up 
to her “there may be other things too”

“Other things?”
“Yeah… did you know kids were making fun of him on his 

food at school?”
“Making fun of him?” she said indignantly “Which kid? Tell 

me their name right now…”
“Fana” I said, holding her back, “That is not going to help 

him, you know that. If anything, he would be pushed out and 
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ganged upon for ratting out his classmates”
“So?” she was about to go into how every one of us were 

kicked around when we were kids.
“Just do this for him, ok?” I said, kissing her on the cheeks. 

“I don’t mean give him pizza and chicken wings. But try not 
to give him Injera every day. You know how weird it looks to 
someone who hasn’t had it �rst, especially when that some-
one is a kid?”

“Do you know how hard it is for me to make do?” she said, 
suddenly bursting into angry tears. “To go to work, to make 
it on time to pick them up, to cook and clean? Not to have a 
minute for myself - just running around like crazy - without 
their dad here?!”

“What can I do?” I said, helpless
“What can you do!” she thundered, wiping angry tears away, 

“There is nothing you can do!”
“Can you” I said, trying to hug her, while she pushed me 

away “Not tell him?! I promised I won’t tell you directly. If he 
thought he can’t trust me with this, he will keep even worse 
things from us. You don’t want that”

She did not agree out right. Instead, rubbed her cheeks and 
waved a hand in front of her eyes “I ask him to tell me if there 
is a problem in school” she continued “Once he told me ‘I 
didn’t tell you because you would go yell at them’ and I was 
angry because he said ‘yell’ like I was a dog. But I know his si-
lence doesn’t mean agreement sometimes. Can you believe” 
she said, bursting into a laughing tear “Just how much he is 
like his dad?!”

“I know” I said, rubbing her shoulder “But Mulugeta did 
not have a mother like you. The more he noticed you acting 
on his feelings, the more he will learn to trust you”
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CHAPTER 52

That night, I went to sleep with my phone next to 
me – missing my beloved, and dreamed I was back 
at my mother's home.

I was in the kitchen, sitting on a three-legged chair, wash-
ing my body. Zinash seems to have walked out [no doubt 
to bring water from the tap] leaving the door slightly ajar. 
I would look out into the small footpath that leads to the 
kitchen, waiting for her and wondering what I would do if 
somebody was to happen there. Worried about my naked-
ness, about the cold, about many things. Then I would see 
three men coming down that very footpath. Two tall, and 
one short and bald; all dressed in a comic 1940's clownish 
costume and leering at the prospect of watching me naked. 
I would grab an ax that I seem to have found there and 
would start hitting their heads every time they appeared. 
They would keep on coming, like a mole from a whack-a-
mole machine. And I will keep on hitting their heads, until 
- by some miracle - I was transferred into the inside of 
the bedroom, still naked, pushing against the door with my 
mother and Wajo to stop those same guys from coming in. 
"They would kill me" I fret, at the sight of their bleeding 
head, "They will never let this slide". Then I would realize 
something seems to stop their advance. It was the wooden 
headrest Wasihun said some shepherd fashioned for him 
after his visit to the monolithic rock-hewn churches of Lali-
bella. With relief, I would ask Wajo where he was and why 
he wasn’t helping us. To which she would reply do I think 
they would have come after us if they did not know he was 
in San Francisco. At the very minute, I notice the three [little 
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pigs?] were pulling the very door o� its hinge when unable 
to dislodge the chair. When I woke up breathless, I realized I 
was in the living-quarters of a one-bedroom apartment, that 
no one was pushing against my door and that Wasihun was 
coming that afternoon.

I am like Dean Keaton; I do not believe in dreams but I 
am afraid of them. The morning my dad died, Zinash has 
dreamt my mother walking bare feet, carrying a bread that 
was sawn in half. She has o�ered to carry it for my mom, as 
the younger of the two, before my mother told her she has to 
carry it herself because it was her own burden to carry – not 
Zinash’s. A cut bread in a dream [just like a withered �ower, 
a snakebite and - I am almost sure - a door coming o� the 
hinges] generally mean doom is about to fall one.

The fact that I woke up before the door was dislodged out 
of its hinges did not give me the comfort it should. While I 
went about putting my apartment in order and leaving some 
of the cooked food my mom sent me in the fridge to thaw, 
I worried something bad would come out of Wasihun’s San 
Francisco visit. Anxious and excited, I waited breathlessly 
for his call that did not come. The old fear I grew up with, 
that I won’t see the ones I love if I let them out of sight, has 
so gnawed at my heart I was tearful by the time I left work. 
Leaving a message to say I have been texting him all day 
long, and demanding for an explanation for his disappear-
ance, I crossed the parking lot of my work to my car. That is 
when a man jumped out of the darkness and attacked me.

Well... when a man jumped out of the darkness and grabbed 
my whole body from behind.

I have kicked and almost screamed when the "attack" 
turned into a kiss and Wasihun said he has been waiting here 
all afternoon, crazy girl, because he has missed me so much.

I yelled at him for frightening me. Then I looked at him 
and started crying. We have never been more in love than we 
did that night. We kissed and kissed and kissed. He said he 
has left his car at my apartment just so he could walk here 
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and 'surprise' me. I let him half carry half drag me to my car 
and he drove us home. When we got there, we went directly 
into the bedroom and had sex in every imaginable position – 
without the aid of story-telling or dirty Amharic words.

“This was really good, thank you,” I have said, crumbling 
into bed after washing up. He has smiled dreamily and said 
he did not think it was too bad either. Maybe we should take 
o� 6 days each month, if it means making up like this. And I 
have recognized the expression, from a long time ago. It was 
said in English, and the guy saying it to me was much taller, 
much more light-skinned, and loved less judgmentally. But 
it was said in the same way, and with the same warmth. So 
I have reached up, lay my head on his chest, and imagined 
I was falling asleep in his arm: Joe’s arm. Convinced, in my 
dream-like state, there was no reason it cannot work if I 
closed my eyes tight enough.

When I wake up from my sleep a little before midnight, he 
was still up, with his laptop between his legs on top of the 
blanket. "Hey" he said looking happily at me

"What are you doing?" I said, lifting myself up
"Oh trying to check out the apartment listings around 

here"
"Apartment listings? For who?" I said a little confused.
"For me" he smiled. "Your neighbor said there were so 

many much cheaper than this, if a little out of the way"
"Oh yeah you were saying you saw him earlier?"
"Not just saw him, talked to him," he said typing fast on 

the keyboard, "When I came out of your apartment, he was 
waiting for his dog to go. He said he remembers me from that 
night and we started talking"

"It's like he can't stop talking about it," I said, cursing in-
wardly "So what did he say?"

"He told me his wife has gone to stay with a woman she 
met while shopping at an Asian store as a protest to his 
mother moving in with them"

"His mother?" I said suspiciously "Why would his mother 

All about Will

309



move in with them?"
"Because they were broke after her husband lost his job" he 

said, "He said the guy was very good to him when he came 
from China, telling him he can move in with them to save 
money; even co-signing to support the girl if Nathan - your 
neighbor - was in anyway unable to provide for her after she 
came to America"

"That was nice of them," I observed
"Oh yeah. The stepfather did all that to please Nathan's 

mother, because Nathan is the only son who was on speak-
ing terms with her. And because they could use the help - the 
old man has always been unwell and medical bills can accu-
mulate. Anyway, Nathan had school debt and the expense of 
living in China. So he agreed to live with them until he saved 
enough to petition his wife. When his wife came, it was on 
the strict understanding that they would move out after she 
found her way around. He told her his mom was di�cult to 
live with, that she was �ighty and given to depression, bipo-
lar. Treating you like you are queen of the world one minute, 
and like you belong in the dumpster the next. But his mom 
was so good at working her charm on the girl that she 
refused to heed to his warnings and became buddy-buddy 
with the mother. Started going shopping with her, con�ding 
in her, became BFFS. By the time the girl realized what his 
mom thought she was getting was an obedient little daugh-
ter-in-law who would worship her while cooking and clean-
ing for her, he has already spent the money he saved for an 
apartment on buying a family SUV"

"Wow" I said, "He must be dying to con�de in someone to 
tell you all that"

"I don't think he has many friends" he observed, "The 
minute I told him I was an immigrant - like his wife - and 
what kind of job I do, it just poured out of him. Plus, Ameri-
cans, White Americans especially, don't feel they have to 
have the kind of loyalty to their parents and siblings like we 
do. He said if his wife wasn't so new to this culture, to smil-
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ing and stabbing you in the back, she would have better han-
dled his mom's temperament. But she getting pregnant soon 
after and being sensitive by nature, started locking herself 
in or throwing a �t almost every day. He said twice he found 
her wandering the streets like a person who has lost her 
mind, and once the cops brought her home after some creep 
tried to force her into his car and someone called 911"

"That can't have been easy," I observed
"Nor was it. But he stuck it out for as long as he can; being 

accused by his mother of being ungrateful and his wife cry-
ing night and day. Wanting to get away but unable to because 
he was scared to leave her among strangers in her condi-
tion. Tried not eating with the family, using a di�erent door 
to come in and go out, to avoid the living room when his 
parents were there. But his mother seems obsessed and just 
won't leave them be. At one point, he said he worried either 
his mom would poison his wife, or his wife would attack his 
mother and go to prison or get kicked back to her country. 
Anyhow, the minute the kid could stand; they packed their 
bags and moved to Washington State. They were happy until 
three years ago his step dad lost his job and their house be-
cause of it. The parents lived o� their saving for a while. 
When that was about to run out, the step-dad asked his bio-
logical daughter if they can come live with her. She said sure 
thing, but told him he has to choose between his wife or his 
health because she has no intention of putting up with that 
woman. That is when he called Nathan to ask if he can invite 
his mother to stay with them for a few months as a favor for 
him. She can help out with the new baby and get a tempor-
ary shelter until he �gured something out"

"Wow" I said envious of the mother "Her husband must 
love her so much to go through all this trouble for her"

"Well even women like her must have men who love them 
or evolution would have weed them out long time ago. In 
addition, seeing how needy she is, she is probably not such 
a bad wife to him. Anyway, he was telling me how he has re-
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solved, when his wife was willing to listen to reason, to get 
his mom a small room by herself - somewhere near where 
he can visit her every day and attend to her needs without 
having her deal with his wife, that it occurred to me that is 
exactly what I need to do"

"Huh?" I said, because I was not sure what he was getting at
"Rent an apartment here," he announced sitting with his 

legs wrapped around me. "Same building or very close by, 
at least. That way we’ll be living together save for having a 
di�erent mailing address. I don't mind paying a little extra if 
it means you will trust me. And I am sure your worry about 
not having enough time together will be put to rest when 
having me in close quarters. When Zemen comes, she can 
live in the other place and I will move in here with you. After 
she got her visa, we will tell our parents and make it o�cial. 
I will be close enough to keep an eye on them and be here for 
them when they need me, but we will all be able to live our 
own life"

"Nah" I said, imagining the awkwardness and jealousy that 
would follow if we were - say - to break up and one of us 
started dating. "That is exactly what Fana did for Mulugeta, 
until he hated her guts"

"But he was never in love with her" he said, "I am in love 
with you. You don't think I would want to end up with my 
brother's wife do you? The girl has becoming fucking grab-
ber. I mean I know years of scraping and �ghting with Andy 
for money, when he blows everything he has on drugs or 
those who sing his praise while laughing behind his back, 
can’t have been easy. I don’t wonder she became so deter-
mined and bitter. So the tiger-mom for her kids. Shamelessly 
so, sometimes. But I think sending whatever she asks has 
made her think she is entitled to my money. Yiftu was tell-
ing me how Zemen called to ask her to lend her money so she 
could buy a 'Satellite dish'. 'I will give it back to you when 
Eskinder sends me my stipend', is apparently the words she 
used. I don't have a fucking satellite cable and I live in fuck-
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ing America! Later she said it was because she thought it 
would give my dad something to do – there are times in 
which he sits in the living room, thinking God knows what! 
If that is the real reason, why go behind my back to ask Yiftu? 
And why get mad at Yiftu for telling me?!”

"I see," I said, waiting until his breathing became less shal-
low, “By the way, you keep saying Yiftu. Who is Yiftu?”

“Oh you know," he said, looking surprised “Yiftu! You 
haven't heard me talk about Yiftu before?”

“I have heard you mention her,” I said, “But you didn’t tell 
me who she was”

“She is my mom’s ward” he said mechanically “Like – Zin-
ash for you? Her mother worked for us; and my mom - she 
took her in when she was like four because the atmosphere 
in that family wasn’t very conducive for a child. Alcoholic 
grandfather and grandmother. Single mother – almost. So 
she grew up as part of the family – our family. I told her to 
keep an eye on my niece and nephew so she goes there from 
time to time and emails me updates”

If I was that kind of a woman, this was the point in the 
story I would say “Uh-huh” because there was obviously 
more to this Yiftu than he was saying. A childhood crush, 
maybe. Or a girl he kept in contact with hoping to take her 
abroad before his brother died. The woman he was telling 
me he will someday go home to marry. Everyone has one.

"Ok"
"So where was I?” He said, looking confused “Yes, the guys 

were saying I should lock the deal quickly if I love you so 
much, and I kind of agreed. I know it is too early in our re-
lationship but if you --- want to start planning for a family, I 
am down with it"

"Ohh"
"Yeah... because of your mom" he pleaded "And because I 

can't be wearing a condom all the time"
"How about San Francisco?" I said, smiling bitterly. "How 

about your Janitorial Company? Your testing bar?"
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"That is what I am working for" he said, "As for San 
Francisco, that was always a 10-year plan, not something I 
thought I could do without �xing all the holes in my life"

"And I am to have a child, what for 9 years?"
He laughed. "I am just trying to help"
"Don't worry, I won't go behind your back and get preg-

nant"
"Wow" he said, with high exaggeration "I try to be nice and 

this is the thanks I get"
"You don’t have to be nice” I said, “Not in that way, any-

way”
“You know what I mean” he said, discouraged
“I do,” I said, rubbing the side of his shoulder "I just don’t 

see what good having kids would accomplish other than 
complicating the rest of my life"

"Oh" he said, understanding "So this is about you making 
yourself available for other men in case we broke up"

"This is about me making sure I have a life if we broke up, 
and not spend the rest of my life tending to your kids" and 
before he added anything "I am going to sleep" I said, and 
turned the light o�

"You know what Masresha told me to do?" he said, after we 
lay in the dark, breathing unevenly. "He told me to get you 
drunk and have unprotected sex with you. That is how you 
keep a girl you love but aren't sure about with you - appar-
ently"

"What did you say?"
"I told him it pretty much amounts to a rape, especially 

now that I know where you stand"
"Good"
"Plus..." he sighed, “if you went behind my back and got rid 

of it - or if I found out you were trying to - to - I don't think I 
would be able to look at you the same way"

"Wasihun?" I said, almost tearful with anger, "I love you. 
And thank you for being a better person than your friend. 
But I don't want to discuss this - not now. Especially as op-
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posed to my past. Is that ok?"
He sighed, "I don't even know how we got here," he added, 

absolutely defeated.
I went back to my sleeplessness and to wondering why my 

boyfriend seems determined to take a grass out of the grass-
hut that was our relationship every chance he got.
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CHAPTER 53

F ana called the next day to know if Wasihun was back 
and if I were bringing him around before the food 
she cooked for ‘EnQutatash’ was all gone.

"I will ask him" I said, unhappily "But I don't know if he can. 
He has a lot of paperwork to go through. Plus... we barely 
have a day o� together"

Fana sound upset, and apparently vengeful. "Ok" she said "I 
was gonne keep this until I saw you but Aisha asked TG, who 
went to school with us, if she remember Wasihun and TG 
said she remembered him going around with this girl Hiwot. 
Has he told you about her?"

"No he hasn’t," I said, my stomach immediately tying in 
knots. "What kind of girl did she say she was?"

"Oh we all know Hiwot," answered Fana "She was pretty, 
like silly pretty, she painted her eyebrow, put fake lashes on 
her eyes, wore hats every day, like you know the ones that 
guys wear, like military hats?! Always dressing up like she is 
going to a party afterwards. Acting like a black-woman, you 
know, ghetto? Always mixing English with every Amharic"

Uh-uh.
"Not like you” Fana protested in alarm “She puts English 

where it is not appropriate, just to appear smart. And she has 
a very strong accent. Like when she said “Brazer”. Anyway, 
she was very stupid and vain. Has a beauty mark on her fore-
head, like Indians? Wears these really shiny cheap but trashy 
clothes”

“Wow”
"You won't guess she has two grown up kids the way she 

goes around acting. Now she is with this Mexican guy. I don’t 
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know what attracted her to him, except maybe he likes sex. 
Most of them have like six children. So Aisha called her and 
just kind of stirred her to talking about him. Said 'do you re-
member Wasihun, he was at Renton Tech with us. He is dat-
ing Fana's relative, etc."

"And?"
"And apparently, he was like very possessive and jealous. 

She said she broke up with him because she worried for her 
life"

"Ok"
"I am sure she was using him too, because she is single, 

right? But she had her eyes on a bigger �sh. She said he was 
buying her all sorts of stu�. Doing all her assignments for 
her. Even for her kids. Then when she started seeing other 
people, he went a little crazy"

I kept quiet, thinking. Does not sound that far-fetched.
"I will add her as my friend and you can check her Facebook 

out" Fana o�ered, "You know I don't like getting involved 
with other people's business, but you are my sister and I am 
the only family you have here. And after Aisha told me, I 
thought better safe than sorry. She may have lied or exagger-
ated some things; I will not put anything past that girl. But 
be careful, ok, you don't know what some men are capable of 
doing"

What I should be careful, I said to myself, is never telling 
Fana who I am dating. Look at what happens the one time I 
did.

"I will. Thank you"
"Are you upset?" she asked me warily
"Nope"
"In his defense, she said he was smart as a whip. When once 

a teacher asked him why he doesn't look interested in the 
class, because he is the one who asks questions and answers, 
he told the teacher he was just reading from a book and that 
is something he can do at home. The teacher was pissed o� 
so told him maybe he should give the course himself if he felt 
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that way. He - Wasihun - said maybe he will, then got up and 
left. The students gathered around after class and said he was 
right and complained to the school's management and they 
changed the teacher. I remember hearing about it but TG is 
the one who remind me"

Fucking hero.
"Yeah, that sounds like him"
"Everybody respected him. TG said she thinks he could do 

anything he put his mind to. I must admit," Fana breathed 
embarrassedly "that has made me change my mind about 
your boyfriend’s chosen �eld of profession"

“Really?” I said, not a little surprised. “But he earns more 
than you would have if you have stayed in school long 
enough to become a certi�ed MA”

“I am sure” she hesitated, “It’s just a man working a job that 
women usually do…”

“Is less than men who drive cabs for a living?!”
“Stop with your sarcasm,” Fana protested, showing the 

�rst sign of life, “I have nagged your brother to go to school 
since day one. He is the one who said he has no plan to stay 
in this country and the earlier he made money the sooner he 
can leave. I just didn’t know he meant to do it at a time when 
his kids needed their father the most”

“I am not talking about Mulugeta,” I lied grudgingly, “It is 
all those useless assholes around him. It is what made him 
not want to wear a scrub or work in a hospital, I think”

“Well at least we know now he doesn’t have to do it for 
the rest of his life,” she said, trying to cheer me up, “I mean 
I knew you won't go with stupid guys, but sometimes we 
get stuck into things that we don't want. It is hard to be a 
woman"

I smiled. We agree on that, at least.
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CHAPTER 54

I do not mind Wasihun not telling me about the women 
who have been in his life. But seeing this woman has 
a direct connection to Fana and likely to haunt me in 

the future, I decided to come out and ask it.
“By the way,” I said, watching him peel the sugar o� a can-

died Pecan snack I got before the start of his favorite team’s 
soccer game [sugar, along with honey and vinegar, are one 
of the things he can’t eat without upsetting his stomach; a 
stomach so fucked up he has to subsist on milk and bread 
for like 6 months to stop it from bleeding few years ago. He 
thinks it is the acid released by the stress of living in Ger-
many, for he was as healthy as a young calf before he went 
there. The doctors, however, think it is the fermentation in 
‘Injera’ causing all the havoc. How would they explain his 
beer tolerance?] “This girl Aisha was at Fana’s the other day. 
We were talking blah-blah and your friend’s call came”

“Nega? Yeah he told me he called you. Didn’t I call it? The 
minute he met the girl and she suddenly started playing coy, 
he decided to cut his loss and reunite with Eyeru. She has a 
big butt, but there is a limit to how far big butts can take 
you”

"Oh, I didn't know you were a fan of big butts too" I said, 
minding it.

"I don't call myself 'Ass-man' like him" he said with a dis-
tinct displeasure at the expression "But I like girls being 
shaped like girls. So although I don't expect her to swing 
like a pendulum, her butt should not be a well-kept secret 
either"

"A well-kept secret?"
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"Yeah, you haven't seen butts like that?" he asked and 
chuckled "The kind that is not �at but not really there so you 
gotta really look close to see it move?"

"How about mine?" I asked, a little curious, but mostly 
�shing for a compliment.

"Yours is no secret," he said, reaching with his hand to grab 
it, "not even when you wear those shapeless gray pants"

"Nooo" I laughed, wiggling away. If there was no speci�c 
goal to this whole conversation, I would have savored all the 
attention Wasihun was willing to rain on my bottom. For 
although grateful I was not being hassled to have anal sex 
at least once a month, the way Joe hassled me, I have been 
made curious by Wasihun's modest, if not rare, interest in 
my behind [a curiosity that cast more burden on my breasts 
to appear bigger, even if he usually tells them they were 
the only reason he comes around to see me]. “Anyway, Fana 
asked Aisha if she remembered you from class and she said 
you were ‘going out’ with this girl Hiwot?”

“Going out?” he said, his face unreadable.
“I don’t know… like you were dating?” I said in wonder-

ment. “Because my understanding was you haven’t had any 
relationship after you came to America"

"I have had a relationship after I came to America" he said 
coldly "It was short and painful, but I did"

"Or maybe that is the impression I got when you said you 
didn't sit and talk to a woman 'for the last �ve years'" he nod-
ded his head in agreement "So when I heard you were not 
only dating this girl but you were living together and going 
to school together less than 4 years ago...”

“We didn’t go to school together,” he said, after sighing 
heavily “I was going. And she was going. Once, she �agged me 
down and said we go to school together. I said sure. Then she 
kept �agging me down so much that I told her she should 
have her car �xed, even took her to a garage owned by these 
guys from Qera. Soon, I realized there was more to her life 
than a car problem. One, she has no concept of boundaries. 
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You think somebody asking you why you aren’t going to 
church is invasion to your privacy? Try a woman who sticks 
her hand in your pocket, while you are driving 60 miles per 
hour, to make sure you aren’t hiding a gum from her. Plus, 
she has this way of mindlessly rambling. Talk talk talk. 
Which I thought was amusing at �rst. Not to mention how 
she is on the phone 24/7. It was like an earring with her. I 
once asked if she conducts business on her phone and she 
laughed and said she actually does. Goes from house to 
house and sells these women’s products. Chinese mercantile, 
calling card, reduced-price tickets Etc. I just told myself 
‘whatever she o�ered, say no’. And it did work for me for a 
while. I avoided her in school, started leaving class early so 
she doesn’t carpool with me. Then I heard she was spreading 
rumors about me. Not harmful rumors, just telling people 
all these stories about us. Like out of the blue! That we knew 
each other back home. That her sister has married my 
brother, or some such nonsense. When I �nally heard of it 
and confronted her, she laughed and said she was trying to 
get my attention because she liked me. Apparently, she has 
been ‘in love’ with me ever since I gave her a ride. I was like 
‘whatever’. You know? When a girl with long legs tells you 
her kids have gone to sleep and if you would like to come up 
at 10 at night, it is hard to say no. She would o�er to suck my 
dick in the school parking lot. Have sex at the back of the car. 
Take all these photos of her trying all these clothes and text 
them to me. She wasn’t smart enough to fake true emotion 
so I knew there was no ‘love’ in it. But I am a guy so… you 
know… started spending the night with her whenever I gave 
her a ride. It was a strictly bed to car situation. We didn’t 
even have dinner together. Then like two months later, she 
started talking about the di�culty she was having to make 
ends meet despite being on section 8 and getting some 
money from the ex. By this time, I was spending most of my 
time at her place because my roommate was getting on my 
nerves. So I said 'what have I got to lose' and moved in with 
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her. I will be saving some money while also helping a fellow 
country person. I will not lie to you. It was all fun and games 
the �rst few weeks. I have my own room but she would come 
in and slip in my bed after the kids went to sleep. Cook din-
ner and make the kids stay up so we can eat together. Got 
mad at me for not buying her a birthday present. For not 
o�ering to pay for stu� when we go grocery shopping. It was 
becoming ridiculous so I told her I was feeling sti�ed, and if 
she doesn’t change her ways, I would move out. One word 
led to another and I made it clear I wasn’t there to play 
daddy to her kids. That I have all these dreams and I have no 
intention to settle. And, if I did, that it won’t be with her. 
That pissed her o� like she expected quick returns on all the 
e�orts, 'investments', she has been putting in with me. Im-
mediately, she started leaving at night, dressed up like a hoe, 
while her kids are still at home alone. Having guys over and 
making so much noise that I was forced to get up and tell 
them to keep it down. Trying to turn the kids against me, al-
though I was the only one they have. It was like talking to a 
deaf person. I would say, for example, “Why won’t you have 
someone watch the kids if you are going out. I am not here to 
play shepherd to your kids,” and she would answer, “I can go 
where I want with whom I want. You are not the boss of me”. 
Stu� like that. I mean everything that I thought was cute 
turned out to be just downright stupidity. So I said “sorry 
kids” and the �rst chance I got, I packed my things and 
moved out. She called and insulted me, �rst said I still owe 
her rent – despite all the money I lend her to have her car 
�xed. That she would tell people how bad I was in bed. That 
I have a small dick blah blah, I said ‘good luck with that’. She 
called my sister-in-law all the way in Ethiopia and told her 
what a shit her brother-in-law was. How I used her and threw 
her out like yesterday’s garbage. [She has answered Zemen’s 
phone once and asked her who she was, that is how they be-
come acquainted, because when it comes to money, every 
woman in the man’s life was a competition]. Anyway, that is 
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who Hiwot is. She still gives me a nasty look when our roads 
cross. But that is who she is”

“Ok” I said, still guarded.
“That is why I resisted you so hard the �rst time. You are 

the �rst real relationship I had after I met her”
“I �gured,” I said, feeling sad for no apparent reason. Maybe 

because I can see this, too, won’t last.
“And because you wouldn’t take no for an answer. Got a lit-

tle PTSD going on, I guess, although I knew you weren’t the 
kind of person she was. And that I was actually in love with 
you”

“Got it”
“Did your cousin tell you what I am supposed to have 

done?”
“Some of it,” I said, still avoiding his eyes. “That you were 

jealous and controlling. That she dumped you because she 
feared for her life, etc.”

“Yup, that is her” he agreed carelessly, “when I �rst heard, I 
was so pissed o� I couldn’t even go to sleep. Then I realized 
it was a lash I gotta take for getting into something I knew, 
knew, was a bad idea. I am sorry you have to be implicated to 
a boyfriend with the smallest penis in the world” he added, 
“I know how important appearances are to you”

Where have I heard that before?
“I don’t care about that,” I said, although it really bothered 

me that people saw my boyfriend as someone he is not “But 
I knew there were some prices to pay when dating among 
your own kind”

“Am I your own kind?” he said, suddenly breaking into a 
smile.

“Aren’t you?!” I asked, trying to unclench my jaw but un-
able to pull a smile

“I don’t know what you are,” he said kissing me. “Only that 
you deserve better than what you are getting from me and 
everyone else”
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CHAPTER 55

It was as if a bright light, as rude and uncompromising 
as the one they use in stadiums, has been �ipped on 
at our relationship; and that light has brought out [as 

a magnifying mirror reveals all the hair and pores on one's 
skin] all the blemishes on it. In place of the honest, forth-
right, stubborn Habesha, Wasihun has turned out to be, at 
best, a man who would fuck his way into a convenient life. 
At worst, a psycho who would �y into rage and harass a girl 
with neither brains nor integrity to her name.

If the insult was only known to me, and I was allowed 
to grieve my disappointment privately; it won’t have hurt 
so much. But wearing it in public – a public that had Fana 
& Friends as spectators, that was the salt in the wound. So 
I avoided his eyes when he looked at me that week, and 
hugged my pillow more than I hugged him when we went to 
bed. Sex was out of the question. Then again, he knew better 
than to ask.

Wouldn’t this be a good time for a piece of rhubarb pie? [Noth-
ing takes the taste of shame and humiliation out of your mouth 
quiet like Bebopareebop Rhubarb Pie]

Or a temptation in the form of a co-worker; a temptation 
called Garett.

This was in a bar in Seattle, at one of those parties our co-
workers throw – as Amy and her friends would have called 
it - "just because". Not that one blames them. A hospital is 
a big place to work at. When you are in it, it feels even 
more overwhelming. To ease that burden by compartmen-
talizing, teammates group themselves by building, by de-
partment, by �oor, by profession, by senior/junior, as well as 
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opener and closer. I have generally avoided these gatherings. 
It is not as if anyone would miss me, I have grumbled once or 
twice, not to mention how Wasihun won’t even think of it 
and Donna, who seem itching to avoid hanging out with me 
as I was with her, could ever �nd the time.

This time it was Monique's birthday. She has told me it was 
�ne if I can't make it, no worries. But her best friend, and 
also the woman in charge of baking the birthday cupcakes, 
Tina the Receptionist [not to be confused with Latina, short 
for ‘Letebirthan’, the NA from my home town and/or Tisa 
– the Charge Nurse who makes grown men cry] has remind 
me how girls as far away from our department as Pharmacy 
were dropping in. Wouldn't it be weird if the two people 
closest to Mooki, me and Kathy, were not to show up?!

Therefore, I “carpooled” to the place with a girl from 
Dermatology surgical [who knew a girl who knew a girl I 
worked with in Fremont], waited outside the bar while she 
and her boyfriend argued over what time he was to come 
pick us up, then presented the “party girl” with a small 
bracelet I was given by a relative before returning to Amer-
ica for the second time – a bracelet that was too colorful and 
too hippie for me to wear. Of course, I had no idea then that 
presents weren’t a requirement when you were taken to a 
bar and forced to pay for your drinks in memoriam of some-
body’s birthday. When Monique, her fat neck glowing with 
sweat and a drooping chain that seems to cover the part of 
her chest her dress was too low-cut to cover, said “You didn’t 
have to do that”, I lied and said it was a thank you for being 
always there for me. In my desire not to be mistaken for her 
little apprentice, by virtue of being black; and not appear 
party to her grating laugh, her ability to push buttons with-
out appearing to do so , and her “you are as young as you feel” 
attitude [making her act quite inappropriate when it comes 
to, say, handsome men, dress codes and pillow-talk] it is true 
that I have been more deceitful than she could ever be. But 
be there for me, she has not, not even when I �rst started and 
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got my butt kicked between Kathy's mood-swings and her 
calculated cheerfulness.

She laughed joyously, let me help her tie the Ethiopian-
�ag strap around her dimpled arm, then spread it out to the 
woman standing next to her. “Look” she said, silencing my 
need to remain unanimous, “What my girl May gave me!”

The woman, from Accounting, looked unpleasantly at my 
gift and then I. “Were we supposed to bring a present?” she 
asked coldly, “I didn’t know that”

“Oh hush” Monique laughed, and asked where my “Boo” 
was. I said my boo works most weeknights, but I was here 
with Sarah, who will join us after �nding a hanger for her 
coat.

Monique gave me a second hug for coming – and the gift - 
pointed me to where the bar was and turned to continue her 
chat with the Accounting lady. It was after I walked away, 
found myself a wall, and stood watching those who came 
and went that I saw Garett. Saw him – I mean to say – out 
of his uniform. I was taken by surprise at how di�erent he 
looked, how shaggy-haired and mesmerizing with those big 
brown eyes. Before that night, he was Garett, son to a friend 
of Kathy's, who still saw him as the little boy who did his 
homework at the hospital where his mother battled breast-
cancer and won, twice!. He was a lab-assistant who tied his 
hair in a bun and went out to smoke three times a day. He 
was known, and avoided by the best intentioned, for ask-
ing the most cynical questions, and never making a secret 
of his distaste for the place and the people in it. The past 
time his mother and "auntie" seem to still hope he would 
one day grow out of, performance art, appear to be his real 
passion. Everybody knows that is where he goes the days 
he brought his skateboard and sailed smoothly out of the 
building. None of this, even if I had any interest in him, has 
left a particular impression on me. This was Washington 
State, after all, who among men doesn’t play in a band, per-
form on some stage, or know how to bake?! He was a nice 
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enough guy, always saying hi when he came to our o�ce to 
give Kathy some message his mom sent her. Kind of cute too, 
in a non-threatening, non-exciting way. Tall and digni�ed in 
a lab coat that was almost as white as his skin. Nothing dis-
tinguishable other than his long “turkey”-neck, with a giant 
Adam’s apple in its middle. A little lanky, maybe.

When that night I saw him out of his uniform, and in a half-
zip pullover [what is it with me and men who wear sweaters 
anyway, why do I feel an instant comfort near them?!] his 
golden tresses wisped about his long neck; I could not help 
but remember how he always faintly resembled Joe.

"Hi!" I said, when he sidled over to keep me company, "I 
can’t believe it’s you. You look so di�erent out of your coat"

"Yeah?" He smiled graciously, nursing his beer in his hand 
and watching me from hidden eyelashes, "You kind of do, 
too"

"But I never wear scrubs" I protested pointlessly. Of course 
I do not wear scrubs. But I do not wear dresses and short 
heels to work either.

"I know but…"
His eyes were �oating somewhere between my curled hair 

and my neck, searching for an appropriate expression – it 
seems – that would either compliment on or ask a question 
of something he noticed there when we were distracted by 
Sarah bringing me my drink. I thanked her and put my hand 
in my purse to pay for it before she reminds me how now 
wasn’t the time to settle the bill. She means to get me drunk, 
and see who I would end up hooking up with [haven’t I told 
her how I have avoided American bars because I have been 
told they were for people who wanna hook up? Now that I 
was here, it is their sacred duty to see me through the said 
initiation!].

Having received the kind of laughter and ga� that she was 
looking for from that, she continued to elaborate how rad-
ically di�erent my life would have been if I worked in sur-
gery. How she and Sharon would have taken me to places and 
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introduced me to things. [Remember Mohammed, she asked 
of those who have stayed with the company longer than I, 
the Muslim guy who used to work at joint camp? He said he 
hadn’t had hamburger for the 7 years he has lived in America 
because he assumed it had "ham" in it. If they can break into 
that, there is no telling what they can do with a willing play 
dough like me].

While the girls watched me with polite interest, Garett - 
who just caught up with what she meant at the mention of a 
fellow East-African, said he was surprised that I wasn’t from 
America, because he always thought I was. He got admon-
ished for that. No I was Ethiopian, Sarah added. It is hard 
to tell by my accent, because it is not as strong as – say – 
the guy in the kitchen or the two NAs- but it is there if you 
paid attention. There is the personality trait too, of course. 
Most immigrants from Africa, can she say it without sounding 
stereotyping? are kind of quiet and timid. The do not possess 
the strong - “vivacious” - personality like, say, Monique who 
was born and brought up here does.

This, obviously, was a subject nobody wanted to pursue or 
dwell upon. So the two girls who joined our little party to 
avoid standing by themselves spread out with their drinks; 
which left me, Sarah and Garett to make awkward com-
ments about the heat in here, the weather out there and life.

After Sarah [impatient and always in the move] went to get 
another drink for me and water for herself, he noticed my 
interest in the guys playing pool; where another celebrity-
type colleague was making all kinds of noises, that he asked 
if I have ever played pool. I told him I have not.

"Would you like to? I can show you how!"
I was not sure I wanted to but I guessed it would give me 

something else to do than �dget with my purse and empty 
glass, so I agreed. "But let’s wait until Becky moved" I begged, 
"She can be a little –too much".

That made him smile; a startled happy smile. "I know what 
you mean”
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The drinks were brought back, conversation re-ignited - 
this time about a brawl by the bar which ended by the bar-
tender threatening to call the cops before the guy’s friends 
dragged him away. When Becky Days [aka Rebecca Diaz; the 
Hispanic girl from Texas who responds in English to those 
talking to her in Spanish and acted more White than the 
skinny blondes she hangs out with] and her party moved; we 
grabbed the pool 'cues' and "called it", as the saying goes.

There was nothing really physical about teaching and 
being taught pool, unless you wanted and tried to make it 
physical. So I do not think that is when Garett morphed from 
a skinny tall white kid to this hot dish of desirability. There 
was a lot of laughter, true. I dug the table with the stick. I hit 
myself on the chin. I almost gauged his insides. After Sarah 
got bored and everybody else seems to have moved down-
stairs – where "the real action" and the bar were – we walked 
around the table eyeing balls and making jokes. But it was 
later – much later – when I saw him go out to smoke for the 
nth time and thought I might step out to get some air that 
we really bonded.

He o�ered me a cigarette, giving a warning that it was bad 
for me. When I refused, he asked if this wasn’t supposed to 
be part of my big American experiment – like Sarah said? 
And, as I am enriching my life and getting materials to write 
home about, won’t I give drinking and smoking a go?

"Come on…" he said, digging out another cigarette from his 
jacket and looking for his lighter – "I won’t have encouraged 
you to try it if it wasn’t good. Just inhale and hold it. You will 
see?"

This was something I never thought I would do. Smoking 
outside an American bar, surrounded by smokers under a 
drizzly rain. But he was good to me and I took it. I inhaled; 
I exhaled, and coughed obligingly. That made him laugh and 
my eyes water. However, immediately afterwards, I felt the 
small buzz I did the morning I sat by Joe while he smoked 
grass.
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"Oh my God" I said, surprised. "I didn't know cigarettes can 
a�ect you like this"

"I know," he said, smiling, "that’s why most people only 
smoke when they drink. It really does change your mood"

"Let me try again" I said, eagerly taking the cigarette back. 
Wasihun would be doing his rounds by now. Shall I ask Gar-
ett to take a photo of me with the cigarette and send it to 
him?

"Here" he said, looking at me warmly, "Don’t inhale so fast 
though, you don’t want to get a headache"

I smoked a little more; the way I held the cigarettes mak-
ing him laugh; then we went in.

"The next one is on me", he said, heading to the bar "And I 
know what to get you. No question!"

When he brought it back, I noticed it has everything I 
liked. Something pink, something lemony, some salt, and 
the little umbrella on top. "I said no question. Just drink!" 
he said, when I wondered what it was. I took the shot; it 
was both bitter and cold. It tasted as delicious as the drinks 
Wasihun makes me. "It’s so yummy, I want to lick the glass" I 
con�ded, feeling myself more than slightly drunk.

"Lick away!" he said, laughing. Then “covered” me while I 
gave the public my back to lick the garnish around the glass. 
"You really have to stop worrying what people think," he 
added afterwards, "Seriously. It’s a drag"

And so I talked about the way I was brought up. How I 
was as recently as three years ago. And how far I have come. 
When, �nally, Sarah returned and said she wants to leave this 
joint because it was dying already; Garett said he and the 
guys from Purchasing were planning to go to a Karaoke next 
door; so we should stick around.

"Have you been to a karaoke bar?" he asked me, when she 
protested.

"Naw" I said laughing, "But I have heard about them. People 
make you sing, right?"

"You don’t have to sing," He said mischievously "Unless 

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

330

you want to. What do you say, Sarah? Let us take her to a 
karaoke bar and pop her cherry?"

Sarah was clearly bored. But she didn’t want to appear 
lame by standing in the way of my education. After a lot of 
walking up and down the stairs, a frantic search for a coat 
she was sure somebody has walked out with, and a drunken 
walk in the bitter cold - where I checked my phone for a mes-
sage from my "boo" and noticed none, we found ourselves in 
a bar a couple of doors down.
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CHAPTER 56

There was nothing dying at the karaoke bar, not even 
the potted palm trees breathing the room's toxic 
air by the window. So many of our co-workers have 

brought the party here - along with "the birthday girl", there 
was standing room only. After we placed ourselves between 
a sound system and a hula girl cutout, Tina came on stage 
and shyly led a room full of people sing Stevie Wonder's ver-
sion of "happy birthday". Becky followed that with "Hello, 
is it me you’re looking for" – which is an expression she al-
ways followed her "hello" with even at work. Then another 
colleague, a shy guy from Warehouse, went on the stage and 
mumbled something nobody was able to follow but found 
funny enough to ask for an encore. All Garett wanted to do 
was stand by me and make fun of the stupid ones - that, 
we have discovered to our liking, was something we have in 
common. And, ofcourse, "Auntie Kathy". However, he soon 
found himself being dragged to the stage by somebody who 
knew he "played".

I do not know much about guitars. I certainly have never 
seen guitar being played on stage other than those I watched 
on TV. However, the way he played it, holding the guitar 
close to his chest while leaning forward with his body [as if 
he wanted the guitar and the song he played on it, for it, to 
remain a secret], was beautiful. After we watched him, mes-
merized, playing a song whose tunes even I recognized, and 
howled in support when he got done; he came back.

"Wanna smoke?" he whispered to me, when I tried to mur-
mur some compliments above the congratulating sounds 
and noises of those around me.
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"Sh--ure..." I slurred, �attered that he chose me as the per-
son to escape the people around him with.

We found our way out of the crowded bar, with Garett 
leading me gently by the arm, and stood under a street lamp 
with a drooping pinkish �owers around it.

Garett's face was hot and sweaty in the �icker of the 
match-light. His eyes shone with a sentiment I could not put 
my �nger on [excitement?, anticipation, sudden shyness?]. 
In the light rain, I can see some of his hair was stuck to his 
neck. He looked and felt – hot. Also not that young. Also not 
that unattainable. [Wasn't there an intimate squeeze to the 
way he held my hand?, an amorous thrill in the way we stood 
facing one another?, a brave new world ready to throw its 
doors wide open for us if we only but dared?!]

"Shucks, this is my last cigarette" he said, after going 
through all his pockets and �nding none. "Here, don’t inhale 
fast- don’t want you to blaming me when you wake up with 
a headache tomorrow"

"I won’t" I said and took a long sucking of the gasper. "I am 
o� Saturdays – plus I had the-" cough "best time of my life. A 
little headache won't hurt me"

"Oh yeah?" he said, releasing the smoke in the shape of a 
heart while smiling at me, "I had a great time too. We should 
hang out sometime"

“Yes!" I said, taking back the cigarette and almost burning 
my �nger in the process. "We should do that”

"Cool" he said, watching me meditatively, as if what he said 
was not a mere polite remark, but something he meant to 
act on. "I work mid tomorrow, so I don’t leave until seven" 
he added, his voice slightly lower -and thicker - than before, 
"But if you want, we can meet for a drink after that"

“A drink?”
“Or dinner…” he smiled, “Whatever you are up for”
Before I could recover from the shock and the drunkenness 

that deserted me - leaving me feverish and clear-eyed – as 
life, which thus far moved swiftly, seems to still itself and 
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pass by in slow motion—
"Here you are!" Sarah yelled "Geez Louise. I thought you 

were kidnapped."
I was in mid-thought, about to tell her that I was out here 

with Garett and that he was saying we should all meet after 
work tomorrow, when he held my gaze and said "Yeah. I got 
her drunk, now I am getting her stoned"

"You, rascal, you" Sarah laughed and gave him a punch.
An interval of cold wind and numb indecision followed. 

In that cold and numb indecision, I watched Sarah taking 
a pu� of his cigarette, trembling dreadfully, and asking for 
more. He said he’d get more, and was about to dash [or es-
cape?] to the 7/11 a block away when she assured him that 
we didn’t have the time for it. Her boyfriend is around the 
block and wants us to stand at a speci�c spot to be picked. 
He said, looking quite discouraged and suddenly bored, that 
he would have to wait for Hugo to �nish watching the game 
as he was their designated driver.

Before he resignedly walked back into the bar, "Ladies!" he 
said, and bowed dramatically. Sarah laughed while I waved 
my hand in response and mumbled a thanks. I was not sure if 
he heard it. Or if he wasn’t mad at me. Or if Sarah was being 
serious when she hoped Garett won't hate her for taking me 
away from him. For a sociopath, she added, he seems awfully 
sweet on me.

After I walked up the stairs, supporting myself on the rail, 
still hearing Sarah's giggle and her boyfriend's grumbling in 
my ear; I locked the door [checked it was locked] and looked 
around the half-lit room. The ghostly �gure of an accusing 
Wasihun looking back at me I expected was not there. I was 
alone. The question that crowded my head, or the loneliness 
I felt after seeing Garett walk back into the bar, must have 
a�ected my senses. Because the room looked particularly 
dark and rather dingy while I stood by the door trying to 
still my heart.

Was I asked out, the �rst time since I came to America, by 

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

334

a kid who cannot be older than 29 years old? And was I actu-
ally considering it? Was that all it took to make me abandon 
my principles and "lose my hat over" a guy: a beautiful face?, 
mesmerizing eyes?, a kind and gifted boy-man who carries 
with him the faint memory of a love lost?!

What made him do it, I wondered, examining my face in 
the bathroom mirror. Because he was the kind of guy who 
took advantage of drunk girls?, or because I gave him the im-
pression that I was easy? Or has he always been interested 
in me and have I failed to notice it because of his youth, his 
closeness to Kathy, the fact that he was White and cute?

The more I wondered, the more �ushed I became. If sex 
was what he had in mind, I would have to slip the word "my 
boyfriend" into a conversation next time we talked and see 
his reaction to it. But if it was romance, a relationship, [love, 
dating, sitting across a table from that face – from that famil-
iar yet strange at the same time face; a face that was Garett’s 
but desirably so – that face which has been making the inside 
of my feet both hot and cold; my brain feverish, my heart 
banging and my imagination wild]; if his intention was to 
hold hands, to whisper a�ectionate words while we passed 
each other by, and steal a kiss when no one was looking, can I 
say 'no'? Will I give up romance for the cold, hard, unpleasant 
business my relationship has grown into? Do I not want to 
live forever young, forever in love, forever kissing and going 
home alone to dream of he who kissed me?

I don’t know how long I sat in that position before 
Wasihun’s text came to remind me of my duties and how 
Garett hasn’t taken my number. I will not be able to see him 
tomorrow, even if I wanted to.

“You home yet?”
I sighed. I groaned. "Yes" I texted back.
There was a ringing. I picked up.
"How bad was it?" he asked in a warm voice that my senses 

still revolted against.
"It was alright," I said, trying to sound as ‘normal’ as I can. 
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We may have to break up soon. But that doesn't mean we 
can't be civil to each other presently. "Sorry I didn’t call earl-
ier. I just got home"

"It is �ne,” he answered charitably, “I have made you some 
'misir wot', by the way, in case you got hungry. It is in the 
blue-lid Tupperware, not the ‘cancerous’ one"

"Aw," I said, my heart sinking from a feeling of disappoint-
ment - at myself, �rst, for letting my heart wander. Then 
the fading image of Garett. Then at the cold un-illuminated 
�gure of Wasihun, who busied himself with the job of lov-
ing me while my heart was itching for and glowing at the 
thought of people who were not him; who will never be like 
him for me! "Thank you, sweetheart"

"Yeah, well, I was crazy restless so I have to do something. 
Plus, you said you liked it so…” he sighed, as if that explan-
ation took longer than he hoped it would “Are you too tired 
to talk?"

I was very tired to talk. I was tired to think. I was fade 
up with life. But not over having to give up sucking the lips 
o� Garett [and the promise of a whirlwind romance]. I was 
sad and heartbroken because the man I love has lusted after, 
sweated over, and dipped his penis in the vagina of a brain-
less cunt, de�ling me and my love in the process. How can I 
love him, knowing that? How can I look him in the eye? How 
can I face anyone of Fana's guests knowing whose reject I was 
dating?!

Then I remembered Cody.
And Cody's �nger.
And Cody's skin.
[And whose "reject" I was]
"No, why?” I said taking out a plate from the drawer, put-

ting a bit of Injera on it, and pouring the cold ‘wot’ from the 
fridge. The mention of food has awakened my hunger and it 
was gnawing at the lining of my stomach even as I spoke. Yes. 
I am going to eat past 11 pm; and I am going to get fat. What 
is a monogamous relationship good for if not to get away 
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with weight gain?! What use do I have for my body anymore 
anyway?

"I don’t know. We haven’t been talking much lately,” he 
said shyly, almost apologetically “Not to mention how I 
haven’t seen you all day and you have been to a bar with-
out me. Who knows what you have been doing and who you 
have been doing it with?”

"No one that matters” I said, putting the phone between 
my ear and my neck while reaching for the remote control, 
“So what do you want to talk about?"

And so he told me how he heard a baby cry next door, 
Nathan must have gone to the hospital and brought his wife 
home [she can't expect complete strangers to take care of 
her - however angry she was]. How a neighbor has come 
knocking at the door to make him sign a petition against 
boarding up the swimming pool and hot tub [an outsider has 
been using it by breaking the lock, and Admin has tired of 
replacing it]. And the apartments whose lease he was told 
would expire before January and those he hopes would not 
renew.

"You are still on board, right?" He asked hesitantly, "If I 
found one to your liking, you would co-rent it with me or 
pay for the food - whatever?!"

"I thought the problem was with your plan to move to San 
Francisco after Zemen came," I said "Not with me not want-
ing to live with you"

"What if I..." he delayed his breathing "changed my mind 
about that?"

"You mean...?"
"I do not go to San Francisco?"
"Ever?!"
He made no response. It was obvious he could not trust 

himself to speak due to the struggle wrangling in his breast.
"But you love that place!"
"And you won't" he said simply "and I want to be with you. 

So if you are still willing to live with me...to keep on loving 
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me" he swallowed "I am willing to not go there"
My darling love. My sweet fallen angel. My broken-winged 

sinner.
"But why?" I said, mysti�ed "Why are you so intent on liv-

ing with me? I mean, we have a good thing going on now, 
don't we?! We have three hours a day together, we... aren't 
bored with one another from spending too much time. 
What would living together change?"

"I want to live with you because I am a single man every 
time I leave you" He said, a little sullen, "And that makes me 
restless, as if my life was a wet clay somebody put aside and 
forgot all about. I miss family life, despite all the turmoil 
that goes into it. That is why I want to be with you, because 
when we are together I will have a family to come home to"

I never understood his obsession with the idea of a family. 
But I know the temptation to lay all down when threatened 
with losing the one you love. And I was not about to take ad-
vantage of a promise made under duress. "How about,” I said 
gently, “you do not commit yourself until Zemen comes? I 
mean we can live together but not decide on whether you 
will move to San Francisco until everything is �xed for her"

"But that is an eternity away" he groaned, "I don't want our 
relationship to be in limbo till then. I mean we haven’t been 
together for six months and look at what is happening"

I smiled. So like him to think committing ourselves would 
scare unpleasantness away.

"It won’t be an eternity away if you became a citizen!" I 
observed. "Were you to do that, the process would be much 
shorter, and even I can consider taking a year o� work and 
moving to San Francisco, to see if I can survive it"

"But you know how important the citizenship thing is to 
me" he said mournfully "How it has to do with the very es-
sence of who I am"

"And you think leaving my apartment, Washington State, 
and starting from scratch is something that comes naturally 
to me?" I asked. "C'mon... quid pro quo, that is how a relation-
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ship works, isn't it?!"
"Can I think about it?" He asked, in a voice of a drowning 

man "It is... it is rather important to me"
"Take your time" I said, and yawned "We have three more 

months before the New Year, not to mention the people who 
may decide to move out before then"
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CHAPTER 57

His name was "Leul". I �rst heard of him from Fana; 
after she mentioned Mulugeta’s "bastard" in a 
drank stupor. However excessively it interested 

me, I did not ask her to explain further when she came stum-
bling down, with a shoe in her hand, to see who was making 
those stealthy noises the morning after I spent the night at 
her place. While holding onto her throbbing head, she apolo-
gized for saying things she did not want remembered. Then 
o�ered to make me breakfast before giving me a hug, and 
walking outside with me - shivering - to see me get into the 
cab I called before the break of dawn.

So the morning I called Mulugeta to tell him I have mailed 
him the laptop and stationary he asked for, I came out and 
said it. "Did you have a love child?"

"A what?!"
"A love child - other than the three I know?"
"Who told you?"
"Why is it important who told me, is it true?"
"It must be" he said, being di�cult unnecessarily, “or why 

would they make up something like that?”
"How come you didn't tell me?" I said, not trying to hide 

the accusative note “If not at �rst, at least when you leave?”
“Because he has got a man he calls 'daddy' and his mother 

has made it clear they don’t need me in their lives"
"But he is your son!"
He ignored me.
“At least tell me how it happened," I entreated
"How it happened,” he said philosophically “Well... as they 

say back in your adopted country, when a man and a woman 
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have a special feeling for one another..."
"Please Mulugeta" I said, bitterly. "I am serious"
“Ask my wife" he groaned, "She would give you the whole 

gory detail. First, she told me she wants to meet him. When 
the mother said no, she went around checking on them. 
Then decided she never wants to hear of him, or his mother. 
I tried to assure her his mother is a very capable woman 
and won't contact my wife or family for a penny if I were to 
die. That o�ended her, as if that woman’s independence was 
meant to slight her own dependence. Said if she has become 
such a burden to me, she would leave. I said ‘well you know 
where the door is’. Packed her bags and went to her sister's 
place. I have to send elders after elders before she agreed to 
come back. I still don’t know why I bothered"

"No, I am not going to ask Fana" I said bitterly "She is al-
ready going through enough. Do you know she knows every-
thing?"

"What do you mean 'she knows everything'?"
"About the women, Fikirte and Qelemwa. I mean 

Qelemwa...?"
He was silent. "I just..." I started and breathed heavily.
"Yeah, we know what your opinion on it is. You have made 

that very clear that night when you asked me to leave your 
apartment like a dog with his tail between his legs"

“Is that why you left without saying goodbye?” I asked, 
grieved.

“That is why I went to Qelemwa that particular night” 
he said vengefully, “Because she isn’t a cock-tease like you. 
She doesn’t string a guy for decades for the sole purpose of 
throwing cold water on his dick at the last minute. When 
Qelemwa opens her door, she means business. She means to 
get thoroughly fucked”

"Anyway..." I said, electri�ed by the memory of the �rst and 
last quarrel we had, the way he kissed me before that quar-
rel, and how I would have end up in bed with him [having un-
protected sex, perhaps] if it wasn’t for this very subject. "So 
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who is this kid and who is his mother?"
"She is a lawyer and her kid is what you call 'African Ameri-

can'"
"Is she white?" I said dejectedly. He was not the kind to 

romance a porker, I know that. Still, imagining him with 
some liberal chick who thinks she is making a point by going 
around with a black guy was as unappetizing.

Maybe you can't help caring when the black guy is your 
kind of black guy!

"Black and Indian" he said "Or 'Native American' to you, 
although I didn't see it. She was getting on her age, refusing 
to settle for all the losers around her, but desperate to have a 
child. I don't know what quali�ed me, my uncorrupted Eng-
lish, the fact that I wasn't totally lacking in IQ - despite my 
horrible accent, or my non-kinky hair. But she said she was 
out on the town with her girlfriends and, after asking me a 
few questions about where I was from, and what brought me 
here, she said I can come up for a drink if I wanted. I said “nah 
I am good”. She laughed and gave me her business card along 
with the cab-fare and said I could call her if I changed my 
mind.

I called the minute I got home, and she said we should have 
dinner the next day; that I can pick her up using my cab if I 
want, but to dress up nice. Which I did. Went to this high-
end hotel in Bellevue. She picked the cheque, but told me I 
can take her to my place in return. When I hesitated, because 
it was not the kind of place you bring a woman like her into, 
she asked “What about my place?”. So we went to this villa at 
the good side of Rainier Avenue – where the Jewish center is. 
She said her mom lives with her, but she is the one paying the 
mortgage, and we tiptoed up the stairs. It was the �rst time 
a woman made a move on me, and that I slept with a non-
Ethiopian broad. The fact that she was older, and knew what 
she wanted - that was exciting. I thought it would be some-
thing we can do on a regular basis, even if she made me leave 
before her mom woke up. She had breasts as big as Queen 

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

342

Latifah’s, and I couldn’t stop fantasizing about them and 
thinking what I wanted to do with them. Only, she sound 
more annoyed than pleased when I called. So, after a discour-
aging late-night phone call or two, I gave up.

Then, like 10 months later, she called and told me I have a 
boy. She didn't want any help from me, not that I could have 
helped her if I wanted. And said she would tell her kid who 
his daddy is when and if he asked; but not to worry. She was 
very jaded. Very unsentimental. By the end of the day, I felt 
so cut o� that I didn't even tell my mom I have a kid [she 
would either want me to steal it or cry her eyes out until 
the end of her days that I don’t get to live with my kid]. Said 
she will think about it when I told her I wanted to see him. 
Finally, she called and said I can hang out with them as long 
as I was willing to follow her rule: no mention that I was his 
dad - not that it can tell the di�erence, being young as he 
was. What kind of toys and books to bring him, how and how 
not to talk to him! I said sure and went to see them. There 
was a nursery, a babysitter and her mom, who was this really 
old nice black lady; white hair, afro, you know the kind! She 
confessed to me, when we were left alone, that she didn't 
think her daughter was doing the right thing, but she wasn't 
one to disagree with her because her daughter has told her to 
go back home when they had an argument once before and 
would do it again if she must. I visited once or twice. Didn't 
feel very welcome, so stopped going.

About two years later, she called and asked if I wanted to 
meet for dinner. I went, all dressed up and horny to boot, to 
be met by she and this -- older guy. The purpose? To make 
me sign away my parental rights! She has apparently met and 
fallen in love with this guy who didn't, wouldn't, or couldn't 
have kids and he wants to adopt her son as his own. I did not 
want to sign it at �rst, in fact I said 'no'. Always had a feeling 
she would relent when the kid comes of age and started ask-
ing who his daddy was. But thought about it and decided it 
was the best thing to do for all around. There was no paren-
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tal feeling, no ownership, and if it helps the poor kid - that is 
what matters.

When I told my wife the �rst month we met, as an 'FYI', she 
was very friendly to the idea. Said she wanted to meet him; 
that I should �ght for him, that I shouldn't let a child of mine 
wander around not knowing who he is. I said 'settle down' 
and told her how it stood. Through the years, and especially 
after having children of her own, I don't know what that 
whore sister of her told her, she developed an intense dislike 
to a kid whose looks she doesn't even know. I mean Fana has 
to have some enemy all the time, somebody not allowing 
her to enjoy her life to the fullest. Some nagging feeling, 
something to bother over, however small or insigni�cant it 
maybe. She needs it. She strives on it. Otherwise, the bore-
dom would kill her. If it isn't you, it is her job. If it is not her 
job, it is my lack of desire to hang out with her friends or her 
mom's health. She would obsess over it. In the end, she de-
clared she doesn't want her kids to know about this boy and 
she would leave me and divorce me if I attempted anything. 
I said 'whatever'. Kendra has my information, if she needs to 
contact me, but she hasn't so far. I sometimes even forget 
that I have a son by another woman"

“What is his name?” I said
“Leul,” He said, “or ‘Prince’ as he likes to be called. I sug-

gested it as a possibility when she said they just called him 
Booboo for now. She said she has other ideas, but thank you 
for the feedback. But I think she liked the sound of it, or 
wanted some form of his Ethiopian-ness to remain. She later 
called to ask me how to spell it. That is as far as my contribu-
tion went, as being a father goes, save for the sperm"

"So... there is nothing I can do, I can't see him, tell him I am 
his aunt... nothing...?"

"Afraid not" Mulugeta said, "That is what I told my sisters 
the last time they mentioned it. But, unlike them, you are at 
a place where you can be there for your other two nephews 
and a niece"
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"Of course" I sighed
"What now?"
"It's just..." I tried to think how to best put this to him with-

out worrying him. Then I remembered the state his wife was 
in the last time I saw her. The women to whose criticism and 
mockery he left her. The fact that he left her with three kids 
to start a life of his own. "Betsu was crying last time I was 
there saying how he misses me and Selam; because he feels 
lonely as the older kid in the house and has always wanted an 
older brother or sister and we were all he got"

There was a long silence. A very long silence.
Regardless of how strong a front he puts; I know how pain-

ful it was for him to think of his eldest son; the one reason 
he put up with Fana and her bitter tongue for, he has told me 
once. He never felt, he has added, the connection he felt with 
Betsu with neither Hagere nor Babi. None of his other chil-
dren have made he feel proud to be a father. None of them 
have �lled him with the hope and optimism Betsu did. None 
would grow out to be, if Fana and her family can help it, as 
bright, and intuitive, and grave as his little boy. Not that he 
won’t have traded everything he has to see the kid happy 
instead. But considering how Betsinat came of age in an en-
vironment that has Fana for a mother and an emotionally 
unavailable jerk for a father… well…

"I am sorry," I said, despite the righteous indignation that 
led to the confession, "But I was hoping..."

"I will call him and talk to him," he said, cutting me o�, 
"Maybe she can take a month or so o� and bring them here"

Or he can come back and try to make it work with her - in 
whatever capacity he wants.

"That is a good idea," I said
Another long silence, a quick goodbye and a postscript "By 

the way, how is Wasihun?”
“He is good,” I said, surprised he actually named him.
“He looks like a good man” Mulugeta observed, “He seems 

to like you”
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“Really?”
He sighed, as if my wanting to hear more annoyed him.
“Yeah, he wanted to renovate his parent's house - appar-

ently his dad has already transferred it in his name, and said 
he wants to get the whole cement from me. Then brought 
around this guy [Seid, a very nice man] who owns the build-
ing �rm to work out the details. They were telling me how 
they end up being friends - with his brother killing himself 
in the house Seid was building him, and him being the �rst 
to �nd him, etcetera, and..." he sighed "He lived in East Ger-
many, did he tell you?”

East Germany. Always the communist. “No he didn’t,” I 
said surprised. “I mean yes about the Germany not that he 
introduced you to Seid”

“Yeah, a promising introduction too, if I may add, seeing 
all the businesses he would bring me and I him once we �n-
ished this project. He doesn't look like the kind of person 
who would take bribes, although I am not above giving it. 
Not sure if it is because he is an observant Muslim or because 
he is a good person by nature” then back to the subject at 
hand “Are you seeing him?" he asked "Wasihun I mean"

I hesitated but just for a second. “Yes!”
“And I assume you plan to marry him?”
I laughed. “I don’t know”
“You don't know? Don't tell me you have latched on to 

these western values of 'I am leaving my option open' too?"
"No, it's... he has got some stu� going on, with his family"
"Yes he has told me" he said "Do you know his dad was there 

when I went to drop the package?”
“No I didn’t,” I said both embarrassed and proud “What is 

his dad like?”
“You know… old school. Stubborn, maybe, but sensible for 

his age. Soft spoken. I was wondering why he looks so broken 
before I put two and two together later. Grief does that to 
you I imagine”

“You liked him though?” I said
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“Yeah, when I told him how I left the country, he told me 
he used to be a Dergue o�cial and has even gone to jail be-
cause of it”

Uh-Oh.
“I shook his hand and said, ‘water under the bridge’. Then I 

invited them to come out with me for some beer. They said 
sure, after the father fussed about nobody being at home to 
keep an eye on the door. The funny thing is, your ‘boyfriend’ 
– no doubt having heard of my past – was trying to talk over 
his dad when his father mentioned his service under Der-
gue. After we made peace, he looked so happy and relieved I 
felt sorry for him. Anyway, we ate dinner, had some beer at 
this restaurant near Wollo Sefer and I dropped them outside 
their house”

“Good” I said. "Thank you"
“Don't thank me. I did it for myself," he said, being quarrel-

some. Then he continued, "I know my approval counts for 
nothing but if you need it, you got it. Marry him, if you are 
sure it would make you happy. He is quiet, responsible and 
thoughtful. Not one of those 'hear me hear me' types you 
come across in America. Eager to belong. Eager to please. Re-
minds me of my younger self"

“I know," I said cheerfully, "I think that is what attracted 
me to him at �rst, without my knowing it"

"On top of being a Habesha, you mean?"
I can say 'yes' to please him, that dating White men has 

been washed out of my system after Joe. Or I can admit that 
it just happened. But he did not wait for my answer.

"Your mother is old" he continued raggedly "Get married 
and let her have some bloody grandkids to keep her active. 
It is like she mumbles instead of talks when you ask her 
opinion over anything. Laughs even when she is telling you 
something sad. The darkness of that room, though good to 
guard against the heat, is getting to her - I think. She is always 
having neighbors around or just sitting outside - no doubt to 
avoid being alone in the dark. I know you will never forgive 
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yourself if something happened to her, so just do it already"
I fall silent at that. Silence was the better thing to do rather 

than yell at my sponsor to be a little more considerate to 
other people’s feelings.

“At least this way I know my kids would have some decent 
guy to look up to,” he concluded.
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CHAPTER 58

If I were asked how I felt about Wasihun before 
Mulugeta's recommendation which was followed by a 
bad news from home, I would have said I loved him 

but I would have gotten over him after taking the time to 
grieve. His love, indeed, was nowhere near devastating as 
Joe's love has been. I loved him with the superior knowledge 
that he loved me more. That he was not easy to live with, 
despite being much more emotionally involved in me and 
my a�airs. And that, perhaps, those three months of separ-
ation between �rst sleeping with him and his deciding to 
date me may have robbed me o� my sentimentality and put 
me on a permanent guard for the day he sees as inevitable.

In seeing the red �ags, however, I did not overlook the bud-
ding shrubs [like an ornamental tree arti�cially prevented 
from reaching its normal size] that populated his personal-
ity. How he was as sarcastic, as funny, and observant as I 
once was. How he was conscious of other people's impres-
sion of him, despite claiming not to care [gone are the days 
in which I am chased down the aisle of a grocery store by 
a Joe who farted just to embarrass me; having a boyfriend 
who won't buy a new pair of shoe until the ones he felt com-
fortable with literally fall apart, or walking around with a 
man who isn't afraid to go commando if he runs out of clean 
underwear, or a pair of socks]. How he reminds me of all 
these biblical characters I grew up with: the passion and loy-
alty of David, the stubborn self-righteousness of Daniel, the 
wretchedness and melodrama of Job.

Whenever he comes across new ideas, instead of jumping 
on them the way Joe did, Wasihun watched them suspi-

349



ciously or poked and probed them to �nd out where their 
weaknesses lie. Resisting change was much easier to him. 
That this was his way and whoever does not like it can say 
goodbye on the way out. That his things were his things and 
no one should tell him how to handle them, do them or 
take care of them. As much as Joe hated earthly-possession, 
Wasihun held onto everything he has with all the stubborn 
determination of an immigrant. He was not insecure, or at 
least he was not insecure that way. He just liked his things 
and, despite a claim to respect other people's things, held 
them dearer to his heart. He liked routine. He felt comfort-
able with repetition. He was not the kind to get bored. He 
used to be the kind of guy who considered the stability a re-
lationship brings him more promising than the sex it o�ered 
him - at least until he met me and begun second guessing 
himself.

However, [despite the determination to say 'no', to protest 
'why', to take o�ense] there was a quiet way of him coming 
around. More than once he has protested against something 
I wanted him to try, or like, or believe and he would outright 
reject me – in a way that makes me feel contradicting me was 
something that gave him satisfaction or made him feel su-
perior to me. And he was not far from trying to prove there 
were things he knew that I did not. However, a day would 
come in which he would throw a word, perform an action, 
or profess to having tried that thing against which he pro-
tested. Before I met him, he was the kind who drank co�ee 
black, considered anything you put milk on – yogurt, cereal, 
soup - emasculating and hated sweets except for 'Panettone' 
bread, which he did not know was a legacy of the Italian oc-
cupation when his aunts used to bring it as a holiday treat 
when he was a kid.

He was, to use my own expression, an "I hate it" than "I 
don't know it" kind of person [although, to give him credit, 
he has experimented enough the �rst time he went to Ger-
many. Then, as is usually the case with people forced out of 
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home, decided to settle on all the things he liked and held 
dear from back home]. He has come around, since then, not 
just on milk and sweets but in using exclamations and book-
found expressions he picks up from me. Yes, the wear and 
tear of �ghting over every little thing with a passion un-
called for can be taxing on one's emotional health, not to 
mention the hopefulness with which one viewed one's rela-
tionship. But it was reassuring to judge, not by his word but 
his action, that he desires to be the man I wanted him to be 
deep down.

One of these incidents occurred a few days after I 
started viewing my relationship in the encouraging light of 
Mulugeta's approval. We were standing outside a building in 
Bellevue, where one of his friend's older sister works, so I 
could be introduced to her [and help her �nd an apartment 
in Federal Way] when she comes out. The brother has gone 
in, brought his sister out, introduced us [with an order for 
me to befriend her and visit with her as often as I can after 
she moved to Federal Way]. Then he has shook hands with 
me, exchanged a �st-bump with his friend then commented 
with in�nite amusement how I must be keeping Wasihun 
satis�ed because my boyfriend - rubbing Wasihun's stomach 
– “was getting a bit of a stomach". This comment has just 
not shocked me and made me run to Wasihun’s defense, but 
resulted in his skipping dinner [it's not like he has an op-
portunity to burn it - the way I do] and su�ering from ei-
ther performance-anxiety or turning me o� by being naked 
while on top of me. Soon after he started gorging Gatorade, 
Seyoum complained how Wasihun's cardio machine keeps 
giving him a heart attack every time he came home late.

“You got a cardio machine?” I said, while going through 
some album of Seyoum’s

“It’s a power tower,” He said, heading to the restroom “For 
Etye Tewabu to hang her laundry on when it’s wet out”

I did not let the joke fool me. I have noticed how he 
no longer bugged me to have sex with him before I leave 
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for work and how – the few times we had it – he either 
complained of muscle ache or fall asleep immediately after 
[without the need to relax and wind down], making me won-
der if his heart was giving him trouble before its time. "So 
that is why you are already tired when you get here! I was 
beginning to wonder if you were getting enough sleep," I said

"I do get enough sleep. In fact, I have found myself falling 
asleep at work"

"But why..." I said, standing by the restroom door. "Is it be-
cause of what was his name said the other day?"

"Not just that. I have realized I was growing weaker even 
before that. We were trying to calm one of the residents 
the other day and it almost knocked my breath away. So I 
thought I would do a little push up. Which didn't make me 
feel any better. I never had six-pack, but I was very �t when I 
was in Germany. Now, a little push would take me down"

“If that is the case, then it is alright" I said, "If not, remem-
ber that I like my boyfriends to be bigger than me so I can 
lose and gain weight without feeling like I look bad next to 
them"

"I thought ... wasn't your ex tall and skinny?" he asked turn-
ing brie�y towards me

"Who Joe?" I said, a little thrown by the censor in his tone. 
Where on earth did he see Joe's photo? I have locked it, along 
with the photos taken of my fake wedding with Mulugeta, in 
the storage unit next to my patio.

"Did you have other boyfriends I don't know about?" he 
said dryly. As a matter of fact, I have had a �eeting worry his 
and Dereje’s way would cross one of those days and he would 
come home sullen and angry.

"Yes but I wasn't happy about his being skinny either" I 
said, defensively "He just had a very fast metabolism, and 
with the stu� he was using and his lifestyle, he could never 
gain weight"

"I gain weight when I am in a relationship" he said, tink-
ling his pee into the toilet "then lose it when I get out of it. 
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We have this joke in San Francisco about Nega the �rst time 
Eyeru went to Ethiopia after they started dating. He was so 
miserable without her that he told us he has lost 10 pounds 
in the �rst two weeks she was gone. We didn't think he has, 
but nobody said anything because he was in such earnest. 
It was later when she called to ask me if 'Bariyaw' has in-
deed lost 10 pounds that I decided to investigate. I didn't 
say anything that day. But when we got together with the 
guys next time, I told my �ndings: how his weight scale has 
given me three �gures and the battery was to blame for the 
weight loss. You won't believe how they laughed at him and 
mocked him every time he said a word about Eyeru. I think 
that is what got him out of the funk he was in because no 
one would buy the long face anymore. He is one of those guys 
who works out intensely when he goes to the gym then gives 
it up because he hasn't lost all the extra pounds in three days. 
I think he worries he would get his brothers' neck when he 
ages, they have this fold of fat at the back of their neck. It is 
hereditary, although Eyeru would love him no matter what 
size he was"

Oh yeah, Eyeru again.
"I will love you too, no matter what size you are" I joked, 

wrapping my arm around his midri� while he shook his 
penis to get rid of whatever pee left on it, "a little less maybe 
if you became thinner than I. Gina – this girl I knew – used to 
say men with �at butt are most likely womanizers. So, with-
out even knowing it, I have got into the habit of checking out 
men’s butt. I like yours and I don’t want it to become �at, 
ok?”

“Will you leave me alone so I could do my business in 
peace?!” Wasihun said, twisting himself out of my arm in a 
violent dejection, “Jesus!”

I laughed and walked back into the living room to give 
Seyoum’s magazines of church-related scandal, miracle, and 
politics another look.
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CHAPTER 59

N one of this has made me realize how precious and 
invaluable Wasihun has become to me until death 
was announced in my family.

He was supposed to keep it a secret from me. Death ought 
to spring on you on a Sunday morning, while you are listen-
ing to the radio in bed, thinking all was well with the world. 
The messengers are supposed to knock on your door, walk 
in with dark clouds hanging from their eyelids, and break it 
to you gently. The responsibility of making your house �t to 
receive them and their friends who would come at all hours 
of the day to “mourn with you” was left to the person closest 
to you and hopefully unrelated to the deceased. This per-
son will bring out the best china, make sure your fridge was 
stocked to feed your guests and the guests that follow them, 
and have your black dress handy for when you need to go 
back to work. More importantly, he was supposed to make 
sure the news didn’t reach you a minute before the messen-
gers arrived; so you are surrounded by loved ones when you 
get it, and because shock, and sometimes relief, produces 
more tears than otherwise [and you would want to cry; no 
one forgives those who were unable to cry for a loved one]. 
That, at least, was what Fana hoped would happen when she 
gave Wasihun a call a few days earlier and told him to get me 
ready for the impending doom. Wasihun chewed over the 
fact, twisted and turned about it, and an evening before the 
knock on the door came; he gave up his sudden desire to put 
my place in order and sat me down.

“I have something to tell you” he said, his eyes exploring 
my face, while his hands – less chilled than they usually are – 
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held mine �rmly. “It is a bad news and I am not supposed to 
tell you. But I don’t want you to face it the way I did when 
Andy died, unprepared”

I wasn’t sure how other people react under such circum-
stances. I just felt a need to press pause and go pee.

“Ok”
“Your cousin took my number from Seyoum the other day 

and called me” he said entreatingly. I nodded my head. This 
day was bound to happen. I just didn’t expect it to be today. 
“She said they were coming tomorrow morning to break the 
news of your aunt’s death to you”

“My aunt?”
Not my mom? Not sweet Zinu? Not Wajo, or Sileshi, or 

Chuchu?
“On your father’s side!” he said in a hopeful voice, “She 

wasn’t sick for long, that is all they told me. She died a few 
days after they got her into the hospital, her body kept re-
jecting the medicine because she was unable to eat any food 
so they brought her back and she died peacefully at home”

“Oh my God, it is Ita�erahu, isn’t it?” I said, covering my 
face with horror. “My mom told me to call her and ask how 
she was like two weeks ago. I thought it was her gastritis, she 
had gastritis as far back as I can remember, so I said I will call 
her when I have time and forgot all about it”

“Were you very close?” Wasihun asked, in a voice that is 
meant to be conciliatory, but only succeeding in making me 
cry.

“She is the only family on my dad’s side who came to visit 
us at least once a week” I wept, “She was very shy, and a lit-
tle scared of me - I think, exasperating, so I just said hi when 
I came across her in the kitchen and went on my business. 
When I graduated from college she .. she..”

“Yes?”
“She brought me a brooch” I sobbed, “She wasn’t the kind 

who knows about gifts or gift-giving. So I knew she dug out 
something she bought for herself, something that meant a 
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lot to her, when she heard the rest of the family discussing 
what they got me. It was wrapped in a newspaper - this red 
rose made from a very shiny metal - and she slipped it into 
my hands when I walked her out, begging me not to show it 
to anybody because she thought they would laugh at her. She 
hasn’t got any income of her own so it made me cry”

“I am sorry” he said, squeezing my shoulder. “But she 
didn’t su�er for long. That is good, isn’t it?”

“Her whole life was su�ering!” I wailed, “My mom has told 
me how she used to hit back when her husband tried to beat 
her when she was much younger. How many times she run 
away before she was told she has to go back for her kids’ sake. 
I could not believe it because she was this shell of a person, a 
timid shadow who spent her day going to the houses of those 
who merely tolerated her, when they bothered to acknow-
ledge her presence, just to get away from a husband who was 
doubly nasty now that he was retired and at home all the 
time”

“It may not be her,” Wasihun said in a hopeful voice. “Why 
won’t you call your mom and ask?”

And so I called home, with my knees knocking together 
and my stomach having gone completely to water. My 
mother, who was at the home of the deceased at the time, 
con�rmed it was indeed Ita�erahu, cried with me and 
passed the phone around to the children of the dead who 
cried fresh tears at hearing my voice. I was much calmer 
and appeased after the almost half hour conversation where 
I lamented the aunt whose life I should have tried to make 
better, whose husband I should have had murdered, whose 
children I should have tried to keep in touch with.

Wasihun sat there, now rubbing my shoulder, now squeez-
ing my hand, now �xing my hair at the back of my ears. 
When I was done talking, and crying, and wringing my arm, 
he asked if he wants me to call Fana back and tell her not to 
bother coming tomorrow.

“No, let them come” I said, drying my swollen eyelids in 
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the restroom mirror. “I would have to ‘sit in mourning’ re-
gardless of who brought the news anyway”

So many people have come to visit me the following week. 
My neighbor with his [taller, whiter but none the less Asian-
looking, quiet] boy, Fana and her kids, Seyoum and two of 
Wasihun's friends, their land lady, Monique - who appears 
more interested in my "handsome" boyfriend than my dead 
relative [for I cannot be said to have “sat in mourning” if 
I haven’t called out from work for at least three days and 
made myself available to whoever wanting to come visit], 
and a hippie down-stairs neighbor who left some prayer 
beads on my co�ee table [which Fana poured water on before 
throwing out] after she knocked over my door to con�rm 
murder wasn’t being committed when I started crying be-
fore Fana and her three friends had a chance to explain what 
they came for that Sunday morning.

All these visitors have embarrassed and humbled me [with 
their advices, the bags of oranges and the various fruit juice 
bottles they had wrapped in 'Real Change' newspaper before 
the fridge run out of space for it]; making me want to be a 
better friend, a better neighbor, and a better Ethiopian.

My favorite part of it all, however, was watching Betsu 
and Hagere on Wasihun's knees [with his haggard face, sleepy 
eyes, and hairy feet in a sandal he was not used to wearing] 
playing a game that we played as children. When he looked 
up, after letting Betsu defeat him in an arm-wrestling, he has 
smiled and his look has softened; which has made me want 
to grab him right there and have violent sex with him. He 
would remember this moment as the one time that made 
him feel so loved he wished he could keep it in a bottle so 
he can take a whi� of it every time he felt insecure about my 
emotional �delity.

"I don't know," I said, after he saw my ‘cousin’ and her chil-
dren [who stumbled down the stairs with him lifting them 
like dumbbells] to the car, "I like seeing you playing a host. 
You look so awkward and beautiful, it makes me want to 

All about Will

357



reach up and kiss you"
"Oh yeah?" He said, grabbing plates o� the table, his mind 

clearly somewhere else. "Do you think your cousin likes me? 
I mean, she is rather biased against me because of that Hiwot 
episode!"

"She loved you," I said, avoiding the Hiwot episode so I can 
get some sleep that night and not think about Garett and the 
way he viewed me bitterly, and then with indi�erence, ever 
since he stopped by our o�ce the Monday after Monique's 
birthday and failed to make me look up from my work how-
ever loud he talked and jovially he laughed. Even Monique, 
who rarely commented on others' behavior, has rolled her 
eyes afterwards and asked what that was all about. "Except 
for the fact that you can’t be trusted with keeping a secret. 
Why did you tell me, by the way? Were you really worried I 
would pass out or something if I wasn’t well prepared?"

“Nah” he shrugged his shoulder, “To be honest, I was wor-
ried you won’t cry. Remember how you told me how funeral 
home dramatics never really work for you?”

“Yes?”
“I understand why, they never did for me either until my 
brother died and I couldn’t wait for an old friend to walk in 
so I could tear my face apart. But I knew the guilt and self-
recrimination that follows not being able to cry, especially 
when you are a girl. One of my aunts – not the crazy one 
– supposedly asked for food after her mother’s funeral and 
the neighborhood women never forgave her for it although 
she said she must have been misheard. You know how you 
are supposed to lose all appetite and self-interest until days 
after the funeral? Anyway, that is why I decided to tell you. If 
you can cry, good. If not we will get you a Vicks or something 
you can put in your eyes when no one is looking”

“And you won’t judge me?” I laughed, “You won’t think 
badly of me when you see me crying with the aid of a Vicks?”

“I don’t think I went that far,” he said with a bemused 
smile, “All I worried about was you being at the receiving 
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end of that look and having to live with that judgement”
“My hero!” I said throwing my arms around his neck and 

kissing his cheek “I am glad I proved you wrong, at least this 
time around. By the way, the past three days have given me a 
lot of time to think”

"Yeah? About what?"
"My mom"
"Because she called the other day?" he said, kneeling next 

to me on the bed so he can hold my hair apart while I did the 
brushed part.

"No... Just generally" I said, feeling a sti�ness in my neck 
that I recognized as a strain borne of inactivity. "You know, 
in view of what we talked about when you came from San 
Francisco. The whole thinking about starting a family, blah-
blah"

He looked down at me between two strands of my hair. 
Alert. Eager. Suspicious.

"Ok?"
"I mean I still want us to live together under one roof. I still 

don't want to get pregnant and then complicate things if you 
were to go to San Francisco"

"Go on"
"But - if I got pregnant with your baby, I won't abort it"
He smiled almost hesitantly. "That is good"
“Yeah. And if you want me to say hi to your dad when you 

call him, I don’t mind doing so”
“My dad?” he said, looking a little confused “yeah, for sure”
“I am not saying I want to” I laughed nervously, sensing the 

same doubt I felt about Joe saying ‘hi’ to my mom in him. 
Not wanting to give false hopes to a single parent in case this 
thing didn’t pan out. “I am saying I can if you want me to”

“Of course I would want you to” he said avoiding my eyes 
“after I have put Zemen’s case in order. I am not ready to an-
swer his questions right now. He would ask me why I am not 
marrying you or why I am wasting your time"

“You will tell him I have no interest in weddings”
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He looked at me cautiously, as if he did not believe that 
story.

“I am serious” I said, “I have already had the bridesmaids 
and seen how I look in a wedding dress. I don’t need that stu� 
to be happy”

“But that wasn’t a real wedding” he said, “When it is for 
real, it is bound to feel di�erent. I have been a groomsman 
to this friend of Nega’s in San Francisco. His �ancée has lived 
with him for months before they got married. But the night 
of the wedding, he said he couldn’t make her stop crying. She 
had a panic attack when she realized there was no going back 
now”

“So are you saying,” I said, in disbelief, “That you want to 
actually do the ceremony if – we, somehow – got there?”

“I don’t like the expense, if that is what you mean,” he an-
swered “But I do want to stand in front of people and pledge 
myself to you”

“You mean in a church!” I said, suspiciously, “You know I 
don’t mind dating somebody who isn’t the same religion as I, 
as long as they aren’t a Satanist. But I do mind being forced to 
kiss a cross that means nothing to me and be forced to kneel 
in front of religious �gures I do not care for. I do draw the line 
there”

“We can do it at a Protestant church if you want,” he said, 
“But I want to be able to put a ring on your �nger, and marry 
you in front of my family and friends. My mom used to beg 
me not to take that away from her, even if I decided to marry 
a German girl. Every time she and my dad were invited to 
a wedding, a 'cocktail reception wedding' as it was called, 
she would save her share on a napkin and bring the goods 
[cookies, meatballs, fried delicacies] home to us. She never 
had a wedding of her own, so other than seeing us graduate 
with a degree from some school and having children of our 
own, it was the one dream she had. And I mean to make her 
proud still. She may not be alive to see it, but she has sisters 
who are; sisters who will make the wedding tent look like a 
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funeral home with the cries and chest beating. Still I would 
like to do it for her for I have promised her, a few years after 
she died, that I will marry a girl she would be proud of and I 
will bring that girl to her grave to say hi to her”

“Ok” I said, feeling sentimental despite the grim picture he 
was drawing, “If it makes you happy”

“It would!” he said, wiping a tear, “When and if we decide 
to have kids, you can give birth to them here. You can de-
cide what religion to bring them up in and what school they 
should go to. But before their Christening day approaches, 
we will �y to Ethiopia and have them baptized at an Ortho-
dox Christian church. Because I like the Christening cere-
mony there, and I want either Eyeru or Nega to become a 
Godparent to our children. Those two are as good a brother 
and sister to me”

“You have thought about this!” I said surprised
“Yes I have” he said proudly, “That was the hope I worked 

for in Germany until my mom died, and then my brother fol-
lowed, robbing me of the home I hoped to go back to some-
day”

“Ok”
“So are we agreed?”
“Yes” I said, hesitatingly “as long as we just called a date, 

went home, and did it. I don't want to be proposed to, 
however much your friends say women like that. It is silly 
enough when White people do it. On Habeshas... it is down-
right phony"

"Cool" he said smiling and shaking his head. "No public pro-
posal. Got it. What else?"

"God willing, when that day comes, I would like to take 
your last name. I know it is not exactly Ethiopian and I have 
resisted when ... you know ... Joe asked me if I would take his. 
But I won’t feel as fake being Mrs. Eskinder Tariku as much as 
I would Mrs. Joe Plaster"

"I see"
Considering the happy note with which this conversation 
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was concluded, one would think we would see nothing but 
rainbows and �reworks for the rest of the evening. But there 
was none of that. In fact, it was so quiet and anxious that I 
wondered if Wasihun, like the bride of Nega’s friend, has just 
realized what a serious commitment this was and wonder-
ing if he was equal to it.
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CHAPTER 60

In an attempt to prove I won't make for a bad wife, 
I stopped protesting: the songs, the movies, the food. 
I no longer cared what was his or mine, as long as 

we can make it ours. It was not a submission of will, or a 
di�erent view on the relationship of a man and a woman. 
But a discovery of something I felt for Joe the minute I saw 
him, and a feeling that has been coming and going by how 
often we had an argument with Wasihun. I no longer scanned 
faces, weighing them against the man who I �nd �at faced on 
my bed, making noises ranging from soft whistling to loud, 
sudden snorts. I was no longer looking for a way out, wait-
ing for a sweet-relief breakup to come, seeing his faults. I 
downloaded songs from his mp3 into my mp3 player, and it 
played in my car, in my head, and in my dreams. I watched 
his movies, visited the sick and the imprisoned with him, 
even knocking at my neighbor's door the afternoon Nathan 
[I guess we have to call him now] brought the sleepy pink-
lump of a child to the door for Wasihun's examination.

Yes, he answered, still hesitant to look me in the eye [al-
though his oldest son, who has grown taller, skinner, and 
more shy during their absence, seems still fascinated by 
my features]; his mother is coming next week. She will be 
here for three months, helping with little Gabriel and assist-
ing his wife with planning her trip to China. He trusts his 
stepfather to sort everything out before Nathan’s wife and 
children were restored to him from their six-month stay in 
China. If not, he'd have to put his foot down and tell his mom 
he can only help her so far. You gotta cut the apron strings 
someday, and that is the sad truth.
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Back in my apartment, Wasihun has rubbed my shoulder 
and asked if I was ok. And I said of course, why won't I be? The 
only aspect of my abortion I regret, I added, is my mother. 
Children are tiny and breakable. It is only wise not to leave 
them around someone as scared and jumpy as I was. Wasihun 
has seemed as unconvinced by my explanation as he usu-
ally was with subjects from my past. And I have let it go. 
My Mother's Day experience alongside Kathy has taught me 
this was one straight and narrow path where people always 
blame your anger, frustration, and mood-swings on not hav-
ing been blessed with a child. And that no amount of soul-
baring, swearing, and look of revulsion at the sight of a little 
shit throwing a tantrum at a department store would stop 
them from feeling sorry for you.

Perhaps I have become a little too understanding of him, a 
little too eager to please, a little too 'two hearts beating in 
one body' because I found out that I haven’t even made the 
cut the afternoon he and Seyoum decided to hang out with 
Dagninet. The same Dagninet, I might add, that Wasihun, 
with his heavy arms on my shoulder, watched quietly while 
Seyoum discussed his stock-exchange related-dreams [aka 
“something some asshole put into his head which he isn’t 
likely to let go of unless at the pain of loss”] while Dagninet - 
slimmer than I saw him last but signi�cantly older-looking, 
threw his smiling eyes at us and said nice things about me.

"But he is my friend" I wailed, when he prepared to go home 
to change for the said outing "You can't just appropriate my 
friend and leave me home"

"What does it mean 'appropriate him’? We won't take him 
away from you or tell him not to be friends with you any-
more. We are just going to take him to Tukwila and let him 
chew some chaat. Are you willing to go to a chaat place with 
us?!”

"But you didn't even want me to meet him, let alone be 
friends with him yourself" I said because there was no other 
point I could argue over
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"Well after I stopped seeing him as a threat, he turned out 
to be a cool dude - just as you said," he said accusatively 
"What does it matter who he hangs out with after he came 
here anyway? It isn't like he was coming here just for you"

"It matters because it makes me feel like I am the little 
wife staying at home while my husband goes out gallivant-
ing with his friends"

"You want to go gallivanting with him, is that it?" he asked 
a�ectionately "Then go ahead, pick a date and I will drop 
you there myself"

"Right!"
"No, I mean it. I trust you. In fact, I trust you so much that I 

won't believe them if they told me they saw you in bed with 
another guy"

"Since when?" I said, eyeing him narrowly
"Since we discussed it,” he said vaguely “That is verbal 

commitment and, unless I have forgotten my Business Law 
101, it is binding until nulli�ed by both of us"

"It feels like you have started taking me for granted, that is 
what it feels like” I said, heading to the laptop

“I am not taking you for granted,” he groaned, “I said I 
won’t trust them – not I won’t verify! Moreover, it is not 
even I who said we are going to make a man’s night out of it; 
it was Seyoum”

“To get rid of me?”
“To get rid of all women!” he said, “Seyoum loves you, you 

know that. He has joked once or twice if he hasn't passed you 
to me, you might have end up with him” he cut my protest-
ation with the raising of the hand “But you know how men 
are when girls are around, especially someone like you. They 
want to be proper and trimmed. Sti� like a starched suit. 
The one time we get to be ourselves in this country is when 
we get together. You have a girl around, then it's like going to 
work"

"I am sorry us being around is standing in the way of you 
behaving badly" I grumbled "or hitting on women"
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"Ok" he said giving up, "you can come with me. But don't 
complain if you saw Tekola's face fall when he sees you"

"Don't tell me he hates me because I took Jema's side that 
day?"

"He doesn't hate you. But he doesn't know what she told 
you so he assumes you may not like him”

“Yeah well, ‘he who has a fart can’t bear jumping’” I replied 
tartly “If he hasn’t done something bad to her he won’t have 
worried I will hate him for it”

“I would like to think that is really none of our concern” he 
grumbled “Plus, taking you a second time around a guy who 
once hoped to date you, it is like trying to rub salt into his 
wound”

“I am glad you have started caring for his feelings” I said, 
“Instead of mine. Anyway have fun”

"Are you going to be ok?” he said, looking suspiciously at 
me.

“Yup” I said, opening my laptop with a �ourish, “I did live 
without you for 36 years, you know?”

He sighed and walked out, having forgotten - I would like 
to think - to kiss me.

I was restless for a few minutes before my dissatisfaction 
grew into boredom. I went through all the channels on my 
cable, �nding nothing of interest. Then decided to google 
people I found of interest. First I found Hiwot, who was 
friends with one of Fana's friends and the only person on 
whose photos checkered hats of all color and creed [in a 
very becoming way, I must say] appears almost all the time. 
Next to the caps/hats, what took most of her Facebook wall 
were religious photos and a�rmations from some idiot on 
the net, quotes from stupid romantic movies, and sensa-
tional news items such as what Jennifer Aniston Brad Pitt's 
divorce must have caused a decade ago. She certainly was a 
big "fun" of ‘FRIENDS’, "Acapulco Bay", and "Prison Break" - TV 
show that were famous in Ethiopia a decade ago. One or two 
photos of a Hispanic man, who has put her on his knee and 
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grabbed her butt in an unabashed protective way. She looks 
much younger and feather-brained than I assumed her to be. 
Silly and likable, like Fana.

Then I proceeded to Tony’s pro�le. The last time I logged 
in, I have noticed how his status was upgraded to “In a re-
lationship”, albeit with someone whose pro�le and photo I 
was unable to access. I have asked to be added as a friend, 
therefore, so I can rummage through his pro�le, �nd her, 
and send her a message delegating me as the person she has 
to answer to was she to hurt him. I needn’t have bothered. 
Tony’s beloved was not just a die-hard Christian, a die-
hard Christian whose gospel song videos only showed lyrics 
against a background of nature scenes, the breaking sun, and 
White-Jesus; but looks almost as virginal and austere as I did 
- before meeting Joe removed the scales from my eyes. Their 
engagement photo is that of a wet Tony receiving a bible, 

then a hug, from her by the baptistry pool of a 7th Day Ad-
ventist church near where my cousin Sileshi and his friends 
held soccer matches. She was not just Ethiopian, but still liv-
ing back home.

Oh Tony…Tony.
Finally, I paid Joe’s pro�le the perpetual visit, certain there 

would be nothing new on it. To my surprise, and dismay, 
there was something new and that something new had gar-
nered a response and a liking.

“Thank you for all those who sent your condolences for 
the death of my mother”

There was, attached to the message, a short bio of Trudy 
no doubt taken from a memorial card.

I was stunned for a few minutes. Then looked up Gina's pro-
�le. She has also "liked" Joe’s comment, and posted a Christ-
mas essay Trudy wrote as a young girl, followed by the pic-
ture of a sleeping angel. Has his mother really passed away? 
How? Why?!

I spent half an hour of feverish indecision. Then pressed 
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star six to hide my number and called Joe. I was sure he was 
either at work or commuting to home. Alas, he picked up at 
the second ring.

"Joe?" I said, when he quietly listened - no wonder thinking 
the "private" number to be a sales person.

"Hello?" he said, sounding shocked out of his silence "Who 
is this?"

"It's me," I said, and suddenly I found out that my throat 
was closed up with tears.

"Meyti?”
“Yes”
“Ok"
"I read... I saw... I saw your post on Facebook. It is true?"
"What post? Where are you calling from?"
"About Trudy"
He was quiet. Then he started breathing hard, I heard him 

swallowing and coughing for what felt like an hour.
"When did you see it?" he asked afterwards. I can hear a 

little babbling noise behind him, like a brook trying to jump 
down a rock.

"Earlier. I don't know. I was just checking your Facebook 
out - and I saw it. What happened? How did she ... how did 
she die?"

"Pulmonary embolism" he said, sucking air through his 
nose, "It started in her legs, and spread to her lung. If diag-
nosed earlier, they would have been able to address it. But 
she never complained, even though she has been su�ering 
from shortness of breath for a while - according to my aunt. 
It got bad really quickly"

"I am sorry," I said, crying with him. "I am so sorry"
"Where are you?" Joe asked again, with a weepy voice "I 

have been looking for you all over the country. Are you in 
Seattle?"

"No" I said, "Not in Seattle"
"But you are here right?"
"Yes"
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"Ok" he said
"I saw your baby" I said and burst into tears, "She is pretty. 

What is her name?"
"Una" he said, swallowing hard and breathing with his 

noise, as if he would have a heart attack. "It’s from Una 
O'Neil, you know her, Charlie Chaplin's wife?"

"Oh" I said
"Yeah" he laughed, "Gina loved the name when she was a 

kid, because they had the same last name and their �rst 
name sounds alike. Now that she has a girl of her own, she de-
cided to call her Una. Una Trudy Plaster. It is Korean"

"Makes sense" I said.
When they aren’t obsessed with them, they are obsessed 

with their food, or their language, or their kids - as if they 
would have given a shit if the infant girls abandoned in the 
forest were black instead of soul-less porcelain dolls.

"How is your own family?" he said, after blowing his nose "I 
heard you went back home a while ago?"

"Yes"
"I emailed you, did you see it?"
"Yes"
"Ok" he said, "Are you happy?"
"I am" I said and burst into tears again "How about you? Is 

Gina making you happy?"
"She is alright," he said, rather too quietly "It's just not been 

easy, my mom, and then moving here, and ... you know ... but 
it is much better here than there. At least I know her spirit 
would always be here. So tell me about you" he pressed on, 
"Are you seeing anyone?"

"Yes" I said, "His name is Wasihun"
"That sounds like an Ethiopian name," he said, a smile in 

his voice
"It is," I agreed
"Cool" said a happy Joe, "Didn't I tell you you’d end up with 

an Ethiopian guy?"
"Yes you did," I said, remembering how fogged I was as to 
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what gave him that impression “Are you still working at-"
"Nah. I am a stay-at-home dad now," he said and laughed, 

"Full time"
"Wow. So Gina is..."
"Yeah... the breadwinner. Which is �ne. We don't have to 

pay rent now that we are living in my family's home and she 
has to travel a lot, because she is the Union’s Seattle Rep now. 
Therefore, daddy has to stay home with baby-Una, right 
pumpkin?"

The baby cooed.
"How about you, you have changed a job - I learned?"
"Yes" I said, "Still a Coder though"
"It's not the worst thing to be I ham shure" Joe said, using 

a baby-voice to say the last three words, "God I am so fuck-
ing happy to hear from you" he said then, as if wide awake "I 
never thought, no matter what happens between us, I won't 
hear from you for more than a year. I miss you insanely"

"I miss you too," I said, bursting into another crying �t. "I 
called your number by mistake and hung up a while ago. Do 
you remember?"

"I thought so too" he said, wild with joy, "I called back but 
some other girl answered so I assumed I probably imagined 
it. So what have you been doing, did you go back to school as 
you planned?"

"No but I got a car," I said and laughed, "I am still hesitant to 
drive on the freeway but I know how to drive now"

Joe laughed "Good for you" he said "Good girl. I never 
thought you had it in you!"

"Neither did I. It is actually,” I cleared my throat, “Wasihun 
who – you know, gave me the courage to do it. He was my 
driving instructor”

“Oh?”
“Yeah. I know how to swim too. Nothing fancy, just enough 

to save myself if someone threw me in shallow water. And I 
have soaked in the hot tub like 4 times already"

"Imagine that!" he said laughing “You in a swimsuit”
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“I know” I laughed, “It is like a skirt, though, got it online 
after two days of looking"

Joe sighed deeply. "Thank you so much for calling" he said, 
"You won't believe how much my heart jumps every time I 
saw somebody who looks Habasha. A few months back we 
were passing by this Ethiopian restaurant, we never go in 
there although we both love Injera - because - you know. 
Anyway Gina said ‘would you like to grab something?’. I am 
like ‘ok?’ and you won’t believe how sick I became after-
wards. Just being around your people, and your sounds, and 
your world. Do you remember how you used to always close 
the living room door when you were cooking Ethiopian food 
- because you worried the smell would stick to your cloth?"

“Yes”
“And how I used to say you were paranoid? Well, you were 

right! The smell does stick to you and I carried it home with 
me. It was such a weird, surreal experience. Like I was carry-
ing a part of you with me, or on me. Anyway...”

Gravid.
Gravida.
Nulligravida.
A pregnant woman.
A woman who has carried pregnancy to term, regardless of 

whether it end up with a viable birth or not.
A woman who has never been pregnant.
And then … me.
“Joe?”
“Yeah?”
“I have always wondered” I said, feeling the toxicity rising 

from the ashes and making its way into my brain – then 
through my nose, into my eyes, and ears, “if, let us say, both 
me and Gina were pregnant who you would have picked”

“Who would I – what?!”
“The last time we talked” I said in a voice meant to com-

fort and council – but came out sounding rather ironic “You 
know, when you told me how she was pregnant? I wondered 
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how you would have responded to it if I told you I was preg-
nant too.”

“What are you saying?” Joe said with confusion, “I .. I don’t 
understand”

“I am not saying I was” I laughed tearfully, “But I have 
wondered if you would be with her and have visiting rights 
with me or if you would be with me and seen her kid on 
the side. Because you were falling in love with her then you 
won’t have been happy to leave her! But knowing how alone 
I was in this country and how exotic our kid would look, you 
would have probably chosen me and gone to cheat with her, 
or if she won’t let you, spend the rest of your life wondering 
what it would have been to end up with her”

“Meyti?”
“I am right, amn’t I?!” I asked, bursting into tears as the 

reality hit me, “That is what you would have done. Because 
you are one of those people who needs chaos to thrive. You 
are never settled, even after you settled. It is just a matter of 
time before you became bored and decided to go look for it”

“What is this all about?” Joes asked, a little more-calm 
now “is there anything you want to tell me?”

“Nope” I said, as my throat twisted and turned to keep the 
tears out of my voice, “It is just something I wondered when 
I felt lonely! I don’t know why I brought it up”

“Are you sure?”
I wasn’t. I wasn’t sure why I was saying the things I am say-

ing or what I was trying to achieve. Why I would want to cast 
a dark shadow on his marriage and involve Joe in my punish-
ment, my doubt, and pain. Why I would try to complicate 
things when I have the least need for it.

Fortunately, I was interrupted. The door knob, that was 
still unlocked from when Wasihun left it an hour or so ago, 
turned. And my boyfriend, the man who is looking to move 
into an apartment near me so I will have no reason to com-
plain, was in our midst.
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CHAPTER 61

"A re you ok?" he said with a nervous chuckle.
"Oh I was on the phone, you scared me," I said, quickly 

wiping my tears and getting up to do – God knows what. It 
is as if my body, dipped in Joe’s real betrayal, has suddenly 
become a stranger to me. "I have forgotten I have not locked 
the door,” I said, stretching, “How come you came back so 
early?"

"Sorry,” he said, unamused, “I would have stayed out if you 
need privacy"

I laughed cheerfully, kissed his cheek, and closed the door 
behind him. Why didn't I lock the door the minute he 
walked out, the way he always tells me to?

"Who was that?" was his next question.
"Oh you know," I said casually.
"Can you not do that please?" he said, looking insulted.
"Not do what?" I said stopping my hand from rubbing his 

shoulder.
"That, treating me like I am an idiot! You were talking to 

your ex and you were crying. Tell me I am wrong!"
“You are not wrong” I said deciding to come clean, “But I 

was not crying for the reason you think. Trudy, his mother, 
she was nice to me. She was also old and almost blind. So 
when I saw on his Facebook page that she has died…"

"When you saw on his Facebook page?"
"You know,” I said, suddenly realizing how that would ap-

pear to him, “When I checked it to see what he was up 
to. Don't you sometimes visit the Facebook pages of your - 
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people you have been with?"
"No. I don't,” he yelled, "I created a Facebook page when the 

fad began, years ago. But there was nobody coming online 
from home; so I forgot its password. Nothing I have heard 
about it afterwards would convince me to change my mind"

"Ok, well I do" I said defensively, "I checked on whatwas-
hername-Hiwot before I went to see what he was up to and 
saw the condolences…"

"Ok. So why did you hung up when I came?" he said, "Why 
did you act as if you have something to hide, like you were 
talking to your lover when your husband walked in?"

"I told you, you surprised me," I said, "I was startled and did 
something stupid. If you don't believe me I can call him and 
you can talk to him"

Wasihun breathed heavily and sat on the couch.
"I am sorry," I said, sitting by his side, and rubbing his 

shoulder, which he bounced to get rid of my hand. "I 
shouldn't have hung up the phone like that, but I can call 
him now and you can hear for yourself this is the �rst time I 
talked to him in…"

"I don't need to fucking call him," he said, "Shit. I postpone 
going to my friends and this is what I come to" he got up

"Please" I said, getting up and near to tears, "You have to 
believe me. Do you want to see his pro�le - where I saw the 
death of his mother?"

"You got a problem listening, don't you?" he said, with a 
look harsher than his words "I care less about whether your 
story checks out than your hanging up the phone when I 
came in"

I sighed; there was really no defense there, at least one I 
have not already given.

"I think I will go back to my place now," he said, stu�ng 
an envelope he had in his hand back into his pocket. [Joe had 
an envelope, too, the day we broke up: an envelope contain-
ing the drawing of a tattoo he was planning to get before he 
left for Skagit County. He was hiding it under the couch to 
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surprise me with it when the time comes. It is as if no break 
up of mine would be complete without paperwork.] "Serves 
me right for hurrying here to show you something I thought 
you’d like”

“Please Wasse,” I said blocking his way to the door with my 
body, “Please my love”

"Dude, get out of my way"
"I beg you" I started, while he was in the process of grab-

bing my shoulder, and removing me out of the way. "I entreat 
you-I entreat you in Shenkore's name"

“Please,” I added, when he withdrew his hands, as if he was 
stung, “don't leave like this”

"You shouldn't have done that," he said, looking sick, "You 
don't use my mother's name to plead your case"

"I am sorry" I wept, "I didn't know how else to stop you"
"Ok" he said, closing the door that I was pushing hard 

against, "What is so important that you gotta tell me?"
"I want to tell you the whole truth. Why I have to talk to 

Joe, why I have to hear it from his own lips, and what I have 
just come to realize. You can decide - afterwards - if you 
want to be with me or not" he walked to the couch and sat 
on it, ready to hear me out. "Remember how you always say I 
was still in love with him?" I asked, "That I have never gotten 
over him? You are right. He is to me what you said I am to 
you – my real �rst relationship, although ours, his and mine, 
was more physical than anything. Which may be why I have 
so many dreams in which I am having sex with him and I try 
to go back to sleep so I can continue dreaming that way. Be-
cause I miss him. I miss everything about him. I think at the 
back of my mind I still think we won't have end up the way 
we did if he waited a few months before committing him-
self to somebody else. That I was not worth spending a few 
nights alone for. And that maybe why I am… was… angry at 
him like you said I was with – you know – our neighbor"

"I have wondered if it was him you think of when you close 
your eyes when we fuck" he said, not hiding his dismay "But 
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this is good to know too"
“I am usually focusing on anything that would get me 

there when we have sex because you aren’t consistent in 
your move and that can be distracting. However," I con-
tinued, raising a �nger to stop his protestation "this isn’t 
the �rst time I am accused of thinking about somebody else 
when I am having sex. Joe once asked me who I imagine say-
ing dirty Amharic words to me before I cum because it can't 
be him"

He looked startled.
"Yes" I said, suddenly tearful "I know you think I do it be-

cause you like to hear dirty words. And I have let you con-
tinue believing that because it shows me in a better light, at 
least encourages this idea of a virginal me you have in your 
head. But I won't have had half the orgasm I had with him if 
I didn't imagine some nameless Habesha guy - maybe you - 
saying those words to me"

"Oh my love" he said, grabbing me passionately. "That 
makes me so hard"

"That isn't all," I added, because what I have to say was 
more important than a mere quickie, "I do love Joe and I 
don't regret the time I spent with him. But is it Joe I think 
of when I hear Gigi sing ‘girmaw endanbesa, wubetu ende-
tsehai’? No it is not. The idea of living with Joe doesn’t ex-
cite me anymore. He is no longer the man I want to build 
a home with. I don't want to come home to him at night. I 
no longer want to fend o� for him, �ght for him, die at the 
side of him. You are the one who creates all these feelings in 
me. You excite me, you make me laugh, you make me realize 
what I would have missed out on if I have settled with some-
one who came before you. And if you haven't had all these 
things that are holding you like a web, I would do everything 
to make sure you are standing behind the counter of your 
dream bar shaking bottles and serving drinks. Because, how-
ever distant you think we are, I can actually imagine being 
friends with you"
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"I don't enjoy feeling distant to you," he said moodily "But 
I do feel small when I am with you, like we purposely speak 
di�erent languages. That maybe why I feel good about my-
self more when I hang out with the guys than I hang out with 
you. Because I don't have to win their approval, or try to 
convince them they did the right thing by choosing me. It is 
not like I think you are more intelligent than me, although 
you maybe. You have accomplished with your life more 
than I did with mine, perhaps. But it isn't something I won't 
be able to catch up to - maybe even improve upon. But it is 
like something has castrated my self-esteem or my grandeur 
sense of self before I met you because either I am all wound 
up or tripping all over myself. It doesn't help that you are 
this strange creature, a woman who was born and raised ma-
ture, and that you used to date this guy who spoke English 
without an accent”

“But…”
"I know," he said, acknowledging the silliness, "But I can't 

help feeling the way I feel, and grudging you for it. Once 
I was considered a smart-kid, even an intellectual” he con-
tinued “Was quite the philosopher before I met you. Quiet 
the intuitive observer. I impressed people by my in-depth 
perception and maturity. But when I am with you, I am ei-
ther trying to catch up or just getting there because I worry 
what comes out of my mouth isn't as well-formed as what is 
in my head, in my soul. And if I see you looking down on me 
or despising me for it, I don't know if I can ever recover my 
tongue. That maybe why I used to take comfort in the idea 
of leaving this place someday. That way, at least, I would be 
somewhere where your reaction to me wouldn’t a�ect me. 
How, by leaving, I will win my independence"

"I don't know what to say to that," I said, when he appears 
done, “Only I won’t have been with you if I didn’t know 
and choose you. As for your feeling of inadequacy, I think 
it comes from the discrepancy of what you know you are 
capable of achieving and where you willingly kept yourself; 
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whether you went with your guts or traded your liberty for 
security, the way I did and do every day. Maybe you need to 
go back to school and take the risk of studying something 
that doesn’t come so easily, something that would test your 
limits and make you feel like a real success when you go 
through it”

"But that is the problem" he said, "My job is actually the 
only aspect of my life that I like. Silly as it may seem to you 
- who see these people as charts and codes - I feel responsible 
for the guys. If I walked away, it would be like walking away 
from my brother. I feel that strongly. That is why I have tol-
erated working at night for 3 years, knowing how badly it 
would a�ect my health in the long run. How it cuts me o� 
the social life I would like to be a part of, for better or for 
worse. It is because I can't ... I don't want to stop trying my 
best and knowing I am making a di�erence by the end of the 
day. At least that they are getting what they need from me, 
if not from anybody else. It is a form of repentance and, like 
you, I need it to have any peace of my mind"

"But don't you think..." I started, "That you are growing 
more and more frustrated by it. Especially that guy, the one 
who tried to look up that girl's skirt! You were so angry last 
time he threw a �t; you took it personally. I sometimes won-
der if you think what it takes to cure them is staying up with 
them, watching a movie or playing games with them. That 
the more you put up with their eccentricities, the more they 
are close to becoming whole. I am sure these people can 
use your kindness and that no amount of care from you can 
make up for the horrible lives they had. But they are sick, 
sweetheart. They would keep surprising you by violence, 
and cruelty, or just indi�erence until someday you feel jus-
ti�ed at lashing out at them or do something that would get 
you into trouble. I know you don’t like to be told what to 
do with your life, but I think you should walk away for your 
sanity, and get a job that doesn’t a�ect you as intimately and 
personally as this one does. You love �ghting for others so 
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be a social worker. Or .. or go to school and become a youth-
counselor. That way you can do more good than you can by 
trying to put out �res and stop �ghts"

He watched me with concentration "Humph" he said 
�nally, "I haven't thought of it that way"

"Well... do it now," I said, giving him a hug "I don't think 
anybody would bene�t from you driving yourself crazy or 
bitter by staying there"

He sighed and �xed my hair behind my ear "The guys are 
still expecting me" he said, "This was waiting for me when I 
got home and, in my eagerness to show it to you, I dropped 
by on my way there. Read it and tell me what you think"

"I will" I said, accompanying him to the door "And thank 
you for listening to me"

"I will listen to you, even if I throw a �t beforehand" he 
said, "That is the way I have always been, although none 
other than my mom seems to know it. Give me time to sim-
mer down and show me reason, I usually come around. Be 
that as it may, I would rather you do not talk to him again 
even if it is just as a friend. He isn't exactly Dagninet now, is 
he?"

"No he is not," I admitted, my stomach tightening at the 
thought of sitting across from Joe and Gina "And I have no 
intention of making him that. There were just some things 
I didn't get to say to him, I thought saying them would help 
me move on. This evening I discovered I have gotten over my 
anger without knowing it. I am at peace with it now"

"Good" he said, letting his hand linger on the knob "I will 
see you later”
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CHAPTER 62

The envelope was from Wasihun, not my Wasihun, 
but the man whose name and identity he has been 
passing as all these years. Following my bewildered 

question as to how he never attempted to �nd out who the 
real Wasihun was, it seems, Wasihun has called to ask his dad 
if he kept in touch with his old comrades. His father did not 
like the idea of messing around with something that should 
have been left alone. Alas, seeing he has all the time in the 
world [and knowing how determined his son can be], he has 
taken this ‘pet project’ under his wings and promised to get 
back to his son ASAP. A few weeks of calling on various gov-
ernment o�ces has proved fruitful. Here were copies of the 
documents he found on the man.

As fate would have it, Wasihun Zelalem is now going by 
the name Muktar Zelalem. [From ‘Umer Muktar’, Wasihun 
was not sure if Eskinder knows it]. But his adopting this 
new name was not just because the movie caught his fancy. 
It started with Muna [who went by TeQuam Techane before 
she found it necessary to 'convert' to Islam, and change her 
name, as a precondition to getting a Pilgrimage-visa to Saudi 
Arabia where she would work as a maid-servant to one of the 
�fteen thousand Princes they have over there]. Seeing how 
eager her boyfriend was to leave the country, and after sav-
ing and scraping for years, she has managed not only to pay 
o� her own pilgrimage-fee, but save enough to buy ‘him’ his 
passage into Europe.

The four years he spent in Norway were the most de-
pressed years of his life. He could not learn the language, 
stand the cold, stop missing his family and get over the guilt 
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of what his eagerness to leave the country has cost him and 
the woman who saw him as more valuable than he saw him-
self. As soon as he can save enough money to pay for his plane 
ticket, he “washed his eyes with salt” and returned home. 
His plan was to go back to the Woodwork Instructor job he 
abandoned in his pursuit to leave ‘this country’ by whatever 
means necessary. Finding out, however, his old employer 
[Entoto Technical School, nonetheless] was not willing to 
take him back, he borrowed some money from a friend and 
‘opened’ a woodshop shed behind his parent's house.

The �rst few months were promising. There was so much 
work to do he has to hire two of his ex-students to help 
out. After all his friends and neighbors have got the kitchen 
cabinet, the drawer, or the bed frame they needed, however, 
business slowed down. And when those friends and neigh-
bors started dodging his mom, who was too embarrassed 
to ask them to pay what they owed her son, he became 
what in America is known as ‘bankrupt’. He would have 
gone through the same aimlessness and depression he went 
through in Norway if Muna has not happened to mention 
his troubles to her employer [a woman whose children she 
brought up ‘by hand’ and loved her like she was part of the 
family].

In four months, he has been given a new name, a new reli-
gion, and a work-visa to Saudi Arabia; all expenses covered 
by his sponsor family. What he did over there was nothing to 
write home about. He worked as part driver, part bodyguard 
and part-spy to two of his employer’s American-educated 
and alarmingly liberal daughters. It was, however, the best 
time he had in the whole planet.

In two-year time, they have made enough to help them 
open a store that imported bedroom accessories and cus-
tom-built beds in Addis. Business was not always booming, 
but it was stable. What is more, he has his wife, the woman 
he owes everything he is to, beside him now [managing the 
money aspect of his business with the hawkishness of one 
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who worked for everything she got]. And after almost giving 
up on having kids, due to an ovary-complication [14 years 
of walking up and down the stairs for 14-16 hours a day in 
one of the hottest climates in the world, often times fasting, 
does tax the health], they have been blessed with three young 
kids [two girls and a boy] not more than 11-14 months apart.

He does not know what would have happened if he has 
gone to Germany, maybe the same thing that happened to 
him in Norway. But he is a devout Christian and believes if it 
was meant to be, nothing – not even 3rd world country red 
tape – would have stopped it.

“So?" Wasihun asked when I called back after reading the 
letter "How did you �nd it, very eloquent, right?"

"Oh yeah" I said, laughing nervously. "It has been such a 
long time since I received a handwritten Amharic letter - 
having worked on computers most of my life and coming 
here – reading it was like following a trail of ants"

"Fortunately" he said, after waiting on the phone for me 
to return from answering a door bell that was meant for my 
next-door neighbor "I have my dad to contend with. Yiftu 
was telling me how he looks at the laptop suspiciously when 
she tries to show him photos or messages from me. He will 
read nothing that is not handwritten. And if he has to write 
an o�cial letter, he will walk all the way to the Municipal 
Court where this typist he has been taking all his grievance 
to throughout the years would neatly type it out for him. 
She is one of the few people who can read his handwriting. 
Sent her a scanner a few years back, after she told me she is 
losing business to her neighbors due to her inability to up-
grade her machinery. Writers, people who need carbon cop-
ies and old-timers like my dad are the only ones who go to 
her nowadays. Anyway..." he continued, after saying some-
thing to a coworker "I plan to send Wasihun and his family 
something for Christmas. Then I will tell him to ask me if 
ever he needs help”

"Yeah?" I said, frowning "You think that’s a good idea?”
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“Of course I do. Like you said, I owe this guy my life, so 
being there when he needs me is the least I could do”

I actually did not say he owes this guy his life. But I was 
used to being misquoted by men, so I said “No. I totally agree 
with the Christmas gifts. But with regards to o�ering to help 
him when he needs it... I don’t know if you want another 
Zemen in your hand"

“You think he will try to leech o� me!” He said, his voice 
cracking like I have said something he thought was too low 
even for me

“Maybe not but it is better not to risk it”
“You should have a little faith in people,” he said, breath-

ing dissatisfactory “These are hardworking people. You see 
what they managed to make of their life, despite the obs-
tacles they have to overcome?! I dare say they are more of a 
success story than you and I, because they have one another 
and have built a nice nest for themselves. Do you think they 
would fold their hands and wait for my tithe from America 
just because I o�ered it?”

“No” I said, giving it up. My experience with my various 
family members has not been so much greed but a feeling of 
entitlement. As if God put you in place of privilege for their 
personal convenience. "Just be careful, is all"

"I don't know why women think they know human nature 
better than men," he grumbled. "I knew you would fall in 
love with me the very minute I saw you. Whatever you said 
after that was just a �ller, a time-lapse, something to build 
con�ict upon until it was resolved and the hero and heroine 
kissed"

"Oh please" I said, warmed up - as I always do - with the tale 
of our courtship, "you thought I would like you and acted 
like a jerk to me. When you found out that I asked for an-
other driver, you realized I was not like other people and be-
came as meek as a lamb, admit it!"

"I regretted hurting you without even knowing you," he 
admitted "But I knew, even then, that it was inevitable. You 
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put a man and a woman – single, of age, not too un-attracted 
to one another – in a room for two days and they are either 
planning their wedding or one of them is tearing him/herself 
apart because they are convinced they can’t live without 
this person they weren’t aware existed 2 days ago. That is 
how the species propagates itself, through chance more than 
choice"

If I had a nickel for every time I came across a cute man 
dragging a fat, ugly, or plain woman in Downtown Seattle!

"You are lucky you met me at a time in my life no amount 
of snubbing can hurt me," I replied "or at least hurt me long. 
Plus you did remind me of this guy I saw at Frankfurt airport 
the �rst time I came from visiting home. He was wearing a 
jacket with an elbow patch, and has so licked his lips they 
looked ashen. He was cute, however, and I was almost cer-
tain he would try to talk to me - at least when we started lin-
ing up. But I found out he has disappeared when I came back 
from a duty-free shopping. I think I felt the same self-doubt I 
did with you as I did with him: wondered if what I see in the 
mirror was really there. If you were just mean or if I was plain 
ugly"

"See that is your problem right there” he said, "You assume 
a guy not wanting to talk to you – or not being nice to you 
– is because he didn’t like the way you look. I avoid girls I 
found beautiful more than girls I didn't because pretty girls 
mean trouble most of the time, and you would have to com-
pete with other guys if the girl is pretty. When it came to 
you, I tried to avoid you and be distant with you. When I 
couldn’t any longer, I asked God to show me a sign that you 
were meant to be mine, so I don't go through what I did be-
fore. That day, when you got in my car carrying your cousin's 
kid, it was like a vision from the future. It made me happy 
and restless. I couldn't wait to fuck you and get you pregnant 
and have you carry my kid. And I would have done whatever 
it takes to be with you, other than go out and meet your 
scary cousin with my erection visible for all to see, even if 
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you hadn’t turned out to be as nice as you are beautiful"
"Nice?!"
"Yes, 'nice'. You seem surprised"
"I don't know. The way you �y into a rage and seem to 

always be �nding fault with me, I was convinced you think 
I was an evil person you would rather not associate with if 
you could help it. And ‘it is so easy for a woman to become 
what the man she loves believes her to be’ so I sometimes 
wonder if you haven’t got a point"

"No you are the nicest girlfriend I had" he said, a little down 
"although you being nice is like clearing a very low bar see-
ing the three women I have to deal with in the last 6 years 
weren't exactly a 'gem' to their gender"

I laughed. "At least you keep me humble," I observed
"Think of it this way" he suggested, "in their married life of 

29 years, the only time my dad said he loves his wife was to 
the elders who came to beg her not to leave him when I was 
12. You are quite spoilt by that standard"
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CHAPTER 63

I have been planning to introduce Mulugeta’s son – Leul 
– to Betsu. Not o�cially, but at least show him that 
he has a brother who may someday stand up for him. 

It was a project I took and it has excited me, even though I 
can see how it would upset Fana and that neither Mulugeta, 
nor the mother, nor even the kid would want me to. But if 
there was a way to reach out to him, I was determined to 
interfere for Betsu's sake for once. Finding him was not hard. 
There were precious few Leuls on Facebook, and only one 
Leul with a non-Ethiopian last name who lives right here 
in Washington state. He goes to Gonzaga University, seems 
to have heroes in a British rapper, a WWF woman wrestler, 
and appears to be wearing a hoodie at every photo he has 
taken, with some over-sexualized doll-girl or other on his 
knee. I was surprised to �nd not just a bunch of Ethiopian 
kids on his friend’s list, but that he was a member of quite 
a lot of Ethiopian groups. “So he knows he is Habesha,” I 
told Wasihun that evening, “But he hasn’t reached out to his 
father or siblings yet. I wonder why”

“Maybe that is how he likes to keep it” He said, “He may not 
want to hurt his dad’s feelings”

I clicked on the photo of the old man who might be his dad. 
“But his siblings?”

Wasihun shrugged his shoulder carelessly. “Things are 
di�erent in this country” he said, “They told him, they gave 
him a choice, and he said ‘no thanks, I’m �ne’. It is not that 
weird if you don’t see it like a Habesha”

I studied the neatly cut hair, and the perfect skin. “Would 
you go with me?” I said, “In case I found a way to get to him”
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“C’mon” Wasihun said, annoyed, “Just let it go. Jesus. It can 
really piss o� the mother, not to mention the kid”

“But just to show him to Betsu”
“And have him keep him a secret, wondering who he is and 

why he wasn’t coming to contact them?”
“I have thought about that” I admitted, “But I can’t shake 

the feeling that it would make him happy. That it would give 
him comfort to know he has a big brother even if he isn’t 
coming around to see them. Plus… he may want to see them 
after he found out who they were”

“Whatever you do,” he said, “I strongly advise against it. It 
looks to me like you are very eager to lose the one relative 
you have in America”

“I know,” I said vengefully, "But Fana doesn't seem to care 
who she hurts when trudging to her goal. In this case, at 
least Betsu, stands to bene�t. Yeah, he may wonder all his 
life why his brother didn't want to come around. He may be 
depressed. But right now, a little excitement and mystery is 
what he needs. His dad is gone. His mom is -" I tried to �nd 
words to describe Fana "Not very bright. And he is getting 
teased at school. It is like the way I used to feel when I was a 
kid. Pen pals were my window to the outer world, although 
I didn't manage to get one interested to write me back for a 
long time. So I took to my books. This promise of an older 
brother, I am convinced, would be a window to the outer 
world for him. A possibility"

"If you think you have the right to do that to him, go ahead" 
Wasihun said, "But don't come complaining to me if your 
aunt never forgives you for this"

I tried to diagnose myself, to see if I care Fana never talked 
to me. I do not seem to. I must have become extra dependent 
on myself, given up on having a family when Mulugeta went 
back home, or forgetting misfortune can befall you when 
you least expect it. "Maybe you are right" I lied,

I did not toss and turn long, trying to see my way into a 
scheme, before Wasihun - who sounds as restless as I was - 
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called out to ask if I was up.
"No" I joked, “I am quite asleep”
"Ok. I have something to tell you"
"Yeah?" I turned on the light.
He sat up. I sat up.
"Yeah" he said, grinding his breath "I don't know how se-

cret-ish you will �nd it but it is ---"
"Ok?"
"Remember Yiftu, the one I told you grew up at our house?”
"The girl from a poor family?"
"Yes"
"Go on"
"She is my kid"
“Www-hat?”
"Yeah... she is mine. Not many people know that, at least 

o�cially, but she is my kid"
"Ok"
"We had this lady who comes to wash clothes for us" he 

started "She did odd jobs for people. They were like the 
laughing stock of the neighborhood – that family. Her father 
and mother were alcoholic, like they would go to the “tej” 
house, get drunk and come back together �ghting and call-
ing each other names. The kind that kids follow around and 
sing “sekaram bett ayseram”. Her brother was a decent guy 
but got shot at a protest rally where he went to accompany 
his friends. I remember how her dad went to this Kebele o�-
cial, this guy everybody said was the one who ordered some 
of the killings, and tried to attack him with his ax – he was 
one of those guys who goes into houses and chops wood for 
them. They beat him up and broke his legs, but left him alive; 
robbing him of his daily bread and killing the one hope he 
had. When my dad heard of it, he convinced the Kebele 
people to at least give the kid’s body to his family – most 
were burned or thrown in the woods to be devoured by wild 
dogs. Anyway, she, Dirshu, has to fend o� for herself all her 
life. Working at constructions, helping out at a wedding, or 
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selling ‘Kolo’ and roasted corn by the street side. She has this 
guy who is supposed to be the father of her kids – or at least 
two of them, who was coming and going – because she used 
to kick his ass when he comes home drunk – or she heard 
somebody saw him eating at the Kebele Diner. He was a 
handyman, which pays better than hers. But he was both a 
miser and a liar. I have heard her, more than once, telling my 
mom how she goes through his stu� when he comes over to 
make sure he hasn’t hidden any money from her [in his belt 
or his shoe, or his socks] and beat him up if she found out he 
was lying. It was very hard to believe a father, however dead-
beat, would let his kids starve when he could a�ord to feed 
them. But that was the case most of the time. Her children, 
they started working when they were like six. Shoe shining, 
running errands for the neighborhood people in return for 
food, carrying stu� from the market - while the owner takes 
a cab home - for a buck, two bucks. They have become such 
crooks Yiftu keeps her clothes and books at a neighbor’s. 
Have been imprisoned at least twice each for breaking and 
entering into houses. Anyway, she wasn't pretty or anything 
– Dirshu I mean. But people liked her. She was honest and for-
ward, wearing her heart on her sleeve. Never given to com-
plaints or gossiping, which is the case with women like that. 
My mom used to really like her. She would have her over 
when she needs help with a holiday preparation, or she is 
throwing a party for one of the Saints. She gives her money 
or buys second-hand clothes for the kids or gives her food 
and charcoal from what my father's relatives brought from 
the country. And she - Dirshaye- was always grateful, calls 
my mom “Enate". She is one of those people who is always 
around, so much that you stop to take notice of her. But I 
used to think there was some dishonesty to her “acting” like 
an old woman when she was barely in her 30s. Of course, I 
didn’t know back then how she was forced to grow up earlier 
than she should because of the circumstances around her. 
How she was an old woman on the inside because of all the 
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worries and fatigues of her life. Anyway, I was home for two 
weeks, having survived my �rst quarter exam as a banking 
student at Commerce. I was in my room, listening to some 
music - an album of Aster Kebede's, no doubt, I loved that 
girl. I looked out the window and noticed she was still wash-
ing the clothes despite it raining heavily. I run out and told 
her to wait until the rain stops. She said she would be �ne. 
She has other errands afterwards and worries my mom 
would be disappointed that she wasn’t done when she came 
back. So I carried some more water for her, helped her ring-
out the blanket, told her to be careful and went back to my 
room. A little while later, I heard what I thought was a 
screaming, so lowered the radio. She was calling for help. 
Run out to �nd her laying on the ground with the cloth she 
was spreading on the rope in her hand. Apparently, she has 
slipped on the mud that has become really wet from the rain 
and hurt her side. She was half crying, half screaming saying 
how was she going to earn her living if she became a cripple, 
etc. So I helped her in, sat her on the “medeb” in the kitchen 
– you know those old-school raised grounds covered in 
sheepskin fashioned from the �rst lamb I slaughtered and 
became “a man”. [My dad never fasted, so my mom was never 
comfortable with him cutting the lamb’s throat, so she was 
like “yeah, now I don’t have to bother your dad to slaughter 
anything for me”] Anyway, after I calmed her down, Dirshu 
lifted her cloth and showed me her side, which was bruised. 
Her knee was bleeding. So I went into my dad's cabinet, he 
was still at Kerchele-prison back then, grabbed a ball of cot-
ton and ouzo – because we didn’t have medicinal alcohol in 
the house, and dressed it for her. Really nervous and con-
scious at seeing, and touching a woman’s body – which was 
soft and hot to the touch. You can imagine what that was 
like to a young man who has only thus far seen naked body 
on TV, and only when my dad hasn’t got to the TV fast 
enough to turn it o�. 'Balegewoch', Andy used to say, crack-
ing everybody up nervously. Anyway, I gave her some 
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clothes we had, and she just took o� right there, dried herself 
with her wet rugs and wore what I gave her. I don't know if 
she thought I was still a kid, or because women like her 
really don't think about things like these. They aren't hard 
wired for sex the way teenage boys are. Anyway, she looked 
up and saw me watching her dab her breasts. She laughed and 
teased me. 'You have never seen a woman naked' etc. I grum-
bled, although my body was on �re. Got up and went to my 
room. Then remembered I have left the Ouzo in the kitchen 
with her. So came back to fetch it. It was my dad’s and he 
used to drink from it when food he ate hasn't agreed with 
him, or when he senses he was coming down with some-
thing. A little ouzo with hot tea. She wasn’t drinking it but 
was eyeing it lustfully. I kind of felt bad for her, I knew my 
dad won't stay in prison for long. But I was sure he would 
have more things to worry about than half a bottle of Ouzo 
when he comes out. I got a glass and gave her some. She isn’t 
exactly alcoholic but she, like every other woman in the 
neighborhood, wouldn’t resist anything o�ered for free – es-
pecially when she was cold to the bone and it is something 
she can’t get every day. She laughed and said it was going 
right into her stomach and warming her, that if she sipped 
enough, she would forget the pain in her side and even her 
life. So I gave her more. I think, at a certain point, both of us 
have realized I wasn't so much trying to help her as making 
her more friendly towards me. But she just laughed it o�. 
And then became slightly �irtious and physical. Telling me 
to come sit beside her, rubbing the inside of my thighs, tell-
ing me what a good-looking man I was turning out to be. 
Then, I think because she thought it was the kindest thing to 
do, brushed a hand against my junk. Soon, we were on top of 
the ‘medeb’ struggling to take the sweater o� up her neck. I 
don’t know what would have happened if somebody walked 
in on us. Fortunately, no one did. I had my �rst orgasm inside 
a woman and she actually moaned when she came. Of 
course, I hated myself and I hated her after it. Wouldn’t even 
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masturbate for days because I felt �lthy – however hot re-
membering the tryst made me. Completely avoided the out-
doors when she was there. Unable to eat or sleep, because I 
was afraid mom would confront me and tell my dad. I was in 
suspense even after I got a glance from her which told me she 
won’t tell anybody – least of all my mom. [Telling her how 
she “spoiled” her 18-year-old boy when she depends so much 
on her kindness was, needless to say, a bad idea.] Anywho... 
went back to school and didn’t hear anything from anyone 
so thought I have gotten away with it. Was even sort of 
proud to have conquered a woman and made her come, 
something my classmates have yet to do. As it happens, 
when she couldn't hide her stomach, and my mom told her 
she shouldn’t do this or that thing because of “her situation”, 
she has burst into tears and told her what happened. And my 
mom has comforted her saying she would take care of her as 
long as she didn’t tell anyone – “his father would kill him”, I 
believe, was the fear.

I didn't know any of this. Have sensed a little distance from 
my mom when I was home for winter break – which I 
thought was the e�ect of Andy and the company he was 
keeping. Even when I saw her avoiding my eyes, or kind of 
looking sad when people said what a clever kid she has – one 
who would do her proud – I wasn’t bothered much by it. I 
have seen Dirshaye around and even said hi to her, because I 
had just had my HIV-result and found out that I didn’t have 
AIDS, a fear that has weighed on my mind. And she has re-
sponded very kindly and asked after my studies. I didn’t 
realize she was pregnant, because she was always chubby 
and was wearing whatever she can get anyway. Later I heard 
she has given birth to a baby-girl. I was sort of surprised, 
wondered if it was my kid - because people believed girls got 
pregnant even by sitting on the toilet back then - but 
changed my mind. There was Kassa and God only knows who 
else, and she hasn't said anything. Plus, you don’t really be-
lieve you can get a woman pregnant at �rst try. Even if deep 
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down you know it happens every day. Anyway... I forgot all 
about it. Of course, I have seen the kid around when I come 
home for years to come. Eating dirt, or playing in dirt. Dir-
shaye has brightened up when she sees me and told me to 
hold her or play with her, the way mothers do. And I have 
bought her candy, biscuits or given her a buck for a holiday - 
which her mom took, and perhaps helped herself to. It is 
when I got a job and she realized I can pay child-support that 
she told my mom that I gotta be told. I denied it profusely, 
like I have never lied in my life. Acted all indignant against 
Dirshaye for accusing me of something maybe some other 
guy did to her. “Maybe she was too drunk to remember”, etc. 
But of course I knew the rabbit was out of the hat. Just the 
look on my mom's face, the disappointment, was enough to 
prick my consciousness and make me sweat half the night. 
So that evening, while Andy was still out and my dad was 
dozing on the sofa, I told her I wanted to talk to her and we 
went out into the dark. And I simply wept like a little kid. I 
was so ashamed and felt my life would be over the minute 
this went out. What girl would want to associate with me 
after that, right? Maidservant-fucker! Older, smelly, ugly 
woman! That is how you saw it back then. Messing around 
with servants, despite everyone falling in love with Yewed-
ianesh's story from that book, it was the lowest of the low, 
especially when the guy is as decent, and clever and reserved 
as I. My mom said, ‘It is ok. I will make her swear on the bible 
she won’t tell anyone. Just give me 150-200 birr a month to 
give her [because that is as much as I would be charged if she 
went to the Kebele court and sue me] and no one would be 
the wiser for it’.

So I brought the 200 birr every month, which wasn’t easy 
– as I made only about 600 birr a month - and happily gave 
it to my mom, completely refusing to even look at the kid 
when I came across them. If Dirshaye is around, I avoid the 
kitchen, and if she is in the living room, I stay in my room. It 
was like being a prisoner in my own parent's house. Always 
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indoors, listening to music, or reading a book or just bored 
out of my wits - but protected from the outside world and 
its mockery by four walls. But even then, I was sure it was 
bound to come out through some drunk word, or somebody 
promising they won't tell and telling. The kid had no father 
to claim her, and there would always be a father. And as is 
the case with illegitimate children, she looked exactly like 
me if you had known what I looked like as a kid - or even 
as a grown-up. Her hairline, that supposedly is a sign that 
you would become rich someday, was unmistakably mine. 
It was freaking scary. I lost all the weight I gained from eat-
ing out with my buddies at the bank. My sleep is �lled with 
nightmares. I wake up feverish and wish either the girl or the 
mother would die from some communicable disease. Just 
sick with fear. Left my parent's house the minute I could save 
enough, to my mother’s heartbreak, I remember how she 
cried that day. It was not very common for a 22-year-old kid 
to leave his parent's house unless he got a job in the country 
or something.

Leaving, of course, gave me some relief but I knew it would 
come crawling at me eventually, that my girlfriend or wife 
would go to my village to meet my mother and someone 
would say, "look at this kid, who does she remind you of?" It 
was a matter of time. So I craved... died... to leave the coun-
try. That was the only way I could avoid my shame. And as I 
put my mind to it, it became an obsession with me. It is be-
cause of that obsession that I failed to pay attention to what 
was happening to my brother and all the ailments my mom 
was su�ering from because or despite him. I remember once 
I came after like three weeks and somebody said "how is 
your mom, is she feeling better?" and I am like "I dunno". 
Then I went in, she was lying in bed. Apparently, she has been 
sick with pneumonia for like a month but was hiding it from 
me so I do not worry. I mean my name around the house used 
to be “chinketam”. I used to get mad at that, of being seen as 
a Nervous Nellie, until I went back to school here and one of 
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my classmates, this girl who was like 22, said “but aren’t you 
the one who always gets anxious but manage to �nish it be-
fore everybody else?”. It was kind of shocking. Anyway... I 
went to Germany and begun feeling kind of bad for the kid. I 
mean the kind of house she is growing up in, the kind of 
people she is surrounded by, the kind of future that awaits 
her in that environment! So I told my mom if she wanted to 
raise her, she can and I will send the money. My mom, who I 
learned has been making the girl come directly to our house 
after school and don’t let her go home until late in the even-
ing, was only too happy to agree. I do feel that little girl has 
brought her all the comfort none of her boys could. Anyway, 
they started putting her on the phone and sending me her 
photo. I never felt any attachment to her but I did all that I 
can to be a responsible father. When my mom died, she was 
in junior high. She has been told who her dad was, although 
no one else, whether Andy or my dad, knew about it. So I am 
sure she grew up feeling inferior, although her fate was much 
better than her brothers and sisters'. When she got into high 
school, she took my address from Zemen and wrote me a 
letter addressing me as "Gashe Eskinder". Said she doesn’t 
want anything from me except keeping in touch with me. I 
was very con�icted about it. Kind of happy and proud, silly 
and guilty. I sent her a postcard with some money and choc-
olate in it. Told her to write or call me if ever she needs any-
thing. She said she thinks my dad has �nally �gured it as he 
was always telling her to come over and giving her pocket 
money when he gets his retirement cheque. I knew she was 
my daughter, and in my own way I loved her, but didn't feel 
right to claim her after all these years of neglect. To this day, 
she has not called me "dad" and I have never addressed her as 
my kid. Even after I went home and my dad said instead of 
burdening myself with Zemen and her kids, I should just get 
'that girl' out of this country, and help them from a distance, 
I kept quiet. Of course I take her around, have her over for 
lunch and dinner at my parent’s home when I go back home. 
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Ask her how things are going, etcetera. Send her money so 
she can buy herself stu�. I think she is part of what made me 
move in and put up with Hiwot for the few months I did: the 
guilt of abandoning her kids the way I did mine"

I smiled, really warmed by the story "How old is she?" I said
"Almost 19 now" he said, "She is a bright kid. Got a passing 

exam to a University but she told me she wants to get a job 
quickly and help her mom so she is taking Marketing courses 
at Commerce, my alma-mater"

"Aw"
"Yeah..." he reached in his pocket and took his phone out 

"There" he said, showing me the photo of a girl with big teeth 
and dimples

"She is beautiful," I said.
He smiled. "Yeah... and she is my kid, can you believe it?"
"I can see the resemblance," I said “The hair line, de�nitely 

yours”
"Yeah... she actually told me she did her own hair. She is the 

one who o�ered to take a photo herself. It was ..." he swal-
lowed hard "kind of embarrassing; that I never would have 
thought of taking her photo"

"And her name is Yiftu?”
He smiled "Yiftu Sira"
"You are kidding me!"
"Nope. Apparently, people have been talking so much that 

her mother literally named her 'I don't care what they say'"
"Yiftu Sira Wasihun” I said, trying it out “Yiftu Sira Es-

kinder. I like it. It is pretty and an up-yours at the same time”
“Yeah” he coughed a tear “I wish I knew how to say ‘up 

yours’ back then. I, like everybody else in my family, only 
knew her by her pet-name, as ‘Mimi’. When she passed 6th 
grade – scoring 96 out of 100 – my mom said she asked her 
if she could send the certi�cate to me. I said ‘sure’ and that 
is when I saw my own daughter’s name. Sent her a Disney 
Watch and a Toshiba camera. Those were the things back 
then”
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I smiled, remembering the SEIKO watch my uncle gave 
me when I graduated from college. I can still see him brag-
ging about it to everyone who came to see us, saying how 
he spent three hundred birr on it. While his wife, part-giver, 
looked like she wanted to hide somewhere. “So what does 
the mother do now?"

"Not much, I fancy" he said, "I send Yiftu 100 bucks a month 
for she and her mom. I know it is not a lot but it covers their 
food and their bills and some pocket money for her. She is 
very thoughtful, the girl. Tells me to send everything at once 
so I don’t spend much on mailing when I send a package 
for holiday. So unlike Zemen who always sounds dissatis�ed 
with what I sent"

"Well... you look good for a father of a 19-year-old," I said, 
in conclusion.

"Yeah?" he looked up. "I just wish I haven't been such a 
wuss"

"Oh I would have probably done worse" I said, "If I were you 
at that time, I mean. I would have run from home. Must have 
been really scary"

"Yeah" he said, "And it has a�ected me and it has a�ected 
her, although she doesn't look as damaged as American kids 
are here. I guess feeling loved by my mom and having all 
the privileges her other siblings didn't must have count for 
something. Which is why, I think, she has grown so accom-
plished. Because she has so much to prove, being born from a 
family like that. First time I was there, I told her - in case she 
has any hopes – that I cannot bring her to America. But I will 
help her and be there for her as much as I can. She was my re-
sponsibility, but this was a promise I made my little brother. 
She said she understands. She used to like Andy, although he 
borrowed money even from her – like 60 cents and such. He 
was always encouraging her to draw and rewarding her when 
she brings her exam and showed him the good grades she 
was earning. And anything I do for his kids was something 
she considered I do for her – as they grew around the house 

All about Will

397



and were like her ‘little brother and sister’. The only thing 
she wants from me were books, especially Sydney Sheldon's 
books. She has read one of the translated versions and have 
been hooked. So I sent her all of them, twelve or thirteen 
books. Not just the books. But the movies made on them, the 
articles that were written about them, a biography of the au-
thor. Everything. It was so heavy, she said, she has to call a 
friend to come help her pick it up from the post o�ce"

“Aw” I said
He looked up and wiped a tear. "I know..." he continued, "It 

is like she has inherited even my taste. Cold War spy thrillers 
was all I consumed when home from school. Ken Follet, John 
le Carre and Robert Ludlum”

I nodded my head, so did I.
“Anyway…” he said, “I have not exactly been a good dad, I 

know. Not that I could ever wrap my head around the very 
idea of being a father to a grown up kid. I mean it was like 
yesterday that I was her age, lying on my bed, just wondering 
why time moves so slowly when your heart seems to want 
to burst right out of you. I have read somewhere no child 
loves their dad as much as those who never had one. And this 
girl loves me even more than she loves her mother, I think, 
so unconditionally - which I doubt she would have if I let her 
be a part of my life. Anyway, there isn't much I can do about 
the mistakes I made in the past, except for striving to do bet-
ter for the future. But it has been weighing on my mind and I 
thought you should know it"

"I am glad to know it," I said, "And I would love to talk to 
her when you call her someday"

“She actually has a Facebook if you want to add her,” he 
said, looking excited. “I don’t know how often she updates it 
but she has been adding every member of my family, those 
even I don’t know, as her friends. And she has told me, after 
graduation, she will take a few months to interview my dad 
and write a Biography of his childhood. She is so.. eager to be 
a part of us”
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“Poor kid” I said, "Something about her reminds me of 
Wajo. She is exactly like that"

"Oh good" he smiled, then continued, "Why I brought it up 
is - regardless of what we said last time, I can wait on kids if 
you would rather not. I have – what 20 years?” I smiled “Of 
course it would be great to have a kid together, just so we can 
both love them and give them all the happiness we can get. 
Because our child would be part you and part me, joined in 
a way we can never be joined. My dad de�nitely wants to see 
me settled. But I won't let that stand in the way of our happi-
ness if you don't think you are ready"

“Thank you,” I said, “That means a lot to me"
“We can adopt right?” He said, looking a little despondent 

“Take our pick. Give somebody else a chance”
"Yes we can"
"And I want you to call me Eskinder from now on" he said, "I 

don't feel like you know the real me or love him if I remained 
Wasihun"

"I will try to remember”
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CHAPTER 64

We were in love for a few more days. Wasihun 
was so grateful I accepted his daughter [which 
I never knew I had the right or inclination to 

deny him – although I could not help observe how even 
more like Mulugeta it makes him] that he was willing to par-
ticipate in my scheme the afternoon I called his daughter 
and introduced myself.

"I heard you have brothers and sisters," I said, after she has 
laughed and shyly said she was happy to meet me - breath-
less like most kids not used to speaking English.

"Yes...” Stop “Two of them are older than me, and two of 
them are younger" stop "How about you?"

"I am an only child," I said, then remembering I added, "Al-
though I have an adopted sister on my mom's side. Also a 
cousin and nieces a little older than you. Do you have many 
friends?"

"Only those I grew up with," she said, "the guys I go to 
school with are sort of snobs so I try to avoid them"

"Good girl" I said, "Well... like I said, add me on Facebook 
and I will introduce you to Wajo, I think you will like her"

Yiftu could not stop gushing about Wajo after meeting her. 
How tall she was, almost like a model. How fully formed her 
features were! How dark and 'African' her hair.

Wajo was not so enthusiastic. She asked if she can be hon-
est when I called to request for feedback. "I think the girl has 
an emotional problem" was the �rst explanation I got. They 
have hung out two days in a row, because the girl won't take 
no for an answer. Came around to her work after the tried 
to blow her o� the second time. Why? Because Wajo is not 
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comfortable with people who get very intimate upon meet-
ing you, and act like you they are part of your family. Yiftu 
seems to praise everything, love everything, laugh at every-
thing. Boy does she laugh at everything. She is good with her 
grades but Wajo fears there is not much behind the jovial 
appearance.

"All you gotta do is take her to lunch on my behalf" I grum-
bled, "I don't mean to sound like I am demanding, but you 
did say you liked Wasihun and you guys owe him at least 
that much for making him carry all that crap when he didn’t 
need to"

"Yeah but owing him doesn't mean liking his daughter too" 
she said

"What exactly have you got against her - other than her 
laughing?" I asked, "And what is so wrong with being happy 
anyway – it is better than being miserable than you and I?"

"It is super-fake, so manufactured," said, the girl who is not 
related to me by blood but might as well. "You think Chuchu 
is stupid, this girl is like scary weird. The minute I told her 
who I was she threw her arms around my neck"

"Well she never belonged so..."
"Hold on," said Wajo, "Then she began saying we are going 

to be sisters. I was like 'whatever'. She took me to their 
house, that very day, with her arms on my shoulder - who 
does that after 12 years old? - and introduced me to her mom 
as her friend. We just met, and she told her mom I was her 
friend. Kept touching my cloth and my hair and everything, 
like I was an alien. So fancy and nice. Like asking where it 
was from and super-praising everything"

"Well..." I said, trying to make excuses "other than what 
Wasihun sends her, they don't have much. So if she became a 
little too enthusiastic, it just means she is poor. Not evil"

"We were poor before you got a job" Wajo said "But none 
of us acted that way. Not even Chuchu. Anyway, when she 
stopped praising me, the mom started talking about how 
di�cult it is to make ends meet. How lucky we were that 
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we have you and that you opened the hair-saloon for Zinash. 
She made co�ee and heat up some ‘wot’, even though I said I 
don't want to eat anything. Then started talking about how 
the boys [one of whom came later and sat looking at me as 
if he wanted to eat me alive] bring their friends over and eat 
everything in the house without sparing anything for the 
young ones. I mean, I am sitting there, eating their food, and 
the mother is talking like she wants me to give her some 
money on the way out"

"Well... maybe they are hoping I would induce Wasihun to 
send more money to them through you"

"I know! How messed up is that?! Do you know she is trying 
to transfer to a nursing college?"

"What?!"
"Yeah, she told me not to tell you or her dad. But she’s 

been corresponding with the schools and trying to exchange 
places with students who want to come to Addis. First, she 
said it is because she will get to graduate a year early and 
help out her mother. Then she admitted being a nurse would 
bring her close to her dream - of being married to a doctor 
someday!"

"She said that?!"
"I told you! She went - actually went - to apply for a Host-

ess position before they looked at her at the interview and 
asked if she has come to the right place. Have you seen her? 
Who on earth would think they would become a hostess 
with a �gure like that unless she is blind to what she looks 
like or has a very in�ated sense of self?"

That was harsh. But maybe there is something to be said of 
people with that kind of personality. I do not have it. Wajo 
does not have it. Even silly little Chuchu doesn’t have it. But 
it was the kind of personality that wins in America. The kind 
that makes hesitation seem defeatist. Where acknowledg-
ing reality comes o� as non-proactive. And counting all that 
is stacked against you is considered as self-pitying or giving 
up on yourself.
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On the other hand, I could not help notice how messed up 
it was, that she would go to such length to change her pro-
fession – just so she could end up marrying a doctor. What a 
-- then -- with horror - I realized I was beginning to develop 
a dislike to Wasihun's daughter. Oh my God. Maybe Fana was 
not so far o� when wanting to keep her kids and Mulugeta's 
kid separately.

"The worst part of it is" Wajo continued "is the fact that she 
is like a chameleon. You say something completely contrary 
to what she said, and she doesn't even say 'really' or ask why. 
She completely goes to your side. Your belief, which is abso-
lutely di�erent to her belief immediately becomes her be-
lief all of a sudden. Soon, she has become not just a champion 
of that thing you said but its martyr too. I �nd people like 
that very scary"

So did I. So do I.
"Well she's never had a positive role model around" I said, 

feeling sorry for Wasihun. "And you being older than her and 
mature she may..."

"You are just trying to sugarcoat it because that is what 
you want to believe" my little niece said judgmentally "Yiftu 
Sira doesn't have a personality to speak of, that is the truth"

"Well maybe a personality is a privilege she couldn't a�ord 
to develop," I protested, knowing I was �ghting a losing 
game.

“Well Emaye doesn’t have a personality, and I am �ne with 
her. Yiftu Sira’s is like a weed that �nds a healthy plant and 
leeches o� its nutrients"

"Ok" I said, deciding to put a stop to the name-calling, "Can 
you at least let her down easily? Do not show her directly 
you don't like her or don’t want to hang out with her. Just 
make excuses"

Wajo groaned.
"C'mon" I said, "I love this guy. I won’t know what to tell 

him if he asked me why you were avoiding his kid"
“Why would he ask you that?” she said in a retaliatory 
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manner. “Why would that even be an issue?!”
“Because…” That is the kind of person he is? Because, 

when it comes to family and friends, religion and politics, 
Wasihun – like my mother, like Zinash, like Mulugeta – is as 
anti-self-autonomy as they come? Because it was not only 
in Zadie Smith’s world that “the one sent home comes out 
a pukka Englishman, white suited, silly wig lawyer and the 
one kept here is fully paid-up green bow-tie wearing funda-
mentalist terrorist”?! “You know how Habeshas are”

“I thought you said he spent most of his adult life abroad”
I chuckled bitterly. If only I knew how to burst her bubble 

without turning her against him.� If only I can show him to 
her as I see him. If only there was anyone I can share my 
grievance with without sounding like I was living in captiv-
ity?!

"Tell him to check out her Facebook,” Wajo concluded, 
seeming to realize every breath we take was costing me 
good money, “She has dedicated a whole wall for Jennifer 
Lopez as the best actress in the world. Need I say more?"

I laughed, relieved. Indeed, there was nothing more to say.
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CHAPTER 65

I may have agreed not to let the ugliness of my world, 
with its pedophiliac parents and sexually abusive 
uncles, not to over�ow into Wasihun's where 'your 

dad gets embarrassed at the prospect of you having a child 
because that would mean he has to acknowledge you were 
no longer his little boy'. But that world does not seem to be 
done with me yet. On one of my rare walks through Celebra-
tion Park, with its sports �elds, playground, wooded walk-
ing trails where in the summer one comes across a couple 
who smile and say 'hi' if they were on foot, or call out 'on 
your left!' when on bike, it reared its ugly head again.

It was a cold afternoon in late August; one of those warm 
rainy days which we say predicts a hyena giving birth to a 
cub [God knows what one has to do with the other, except 
in spottiness] and save for the occasional mother with her 
stroller or an old couple walking hand in hand, not much 
could be seen. There was a lot of weed about; weed that 
has swallowed the marshy grounds of the park, half-hiding 
the trail on which humans and dogs could have been visible 
from afar. The chairs by which runners could stop to take a 
break or admire the scenery had grasses so tall behind them 
it took me minutes of squinting before I saw a garden-snake 
slither under them. The image was enough to make me yelp 
and break into a run. I did not stop my running, twisting and 
turning my body as if the thing was crawling all over me, 
until I passed a wooden bridge and stumbled, almost face 
down, on another one of these chairs. There was a sitter on 
this chair - an old man of anywhere between 70 and 90, with 
a wrinkled face and liver spotted hands whose fat ugly veins 
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were visible, like a bronze train rail, even from where I was 
standing. With these arms, he was holding a kid on his knee. 
A kid of no less than eight and cannot be older than 10. A kid 
with a tousled brown hair, pinched face, and a chin so dim-
pled he can be any one of those boy-scouts one comes across 
on photos from time to time.

While I staggered past them, both embarrassed at being 
out-of-breath and unsure of what to do in the face of their 
cold regard, I smiled at him. Perhaps the smile did little to 
hide my confusion as to why a boy that age would need to 
sit on somebody's lap unless he was a cripple, deaf or dumb. 
What I got was pure hate. The kid stared at me with such 
anger and venom, as if he would have murdered me if he was 
not being held back by the man, that I did not dare look 
back however much I wanted to until I was sure I was out 
of their sight. When I got my breath back from the fear such 
undeserved animosity ignited in my chest, I found out that I 
could not go on. For I have been here once before. Not at this 
spot, but this state of mind. I have seen a young girl being 
taken advantage of and not stood up for her.

Should I go back and ask all the questions that �ashed 
through my mind while passing those two: Ask the kid if he 
was ok; ask the old guy who he was and why he has a grown 
up kid on his knees; ask the child who his parents were and 
give them a call while he kicks and scratches me for taking 
him in temporary custody?

After spending a wretched night of not telling anyone 
what I wanted to con�de so badly to someone, I grabbed an 
umbrella, a pepper spray and went to Celebration Park. It 
was empty save for the friendly Asian man who makes me 
think he was walking out of his rice farm every time I came 
across him. There was no sign of the kid and the old man; not 
on the chairs or any of the trails. By the time I got home and 
found Wasihun watching "Mr. Bean", I was so depressed and 
disheartened; I did not even pretend to be happy to see him.

"Are you ok?" he said, upon noticing my eyes after kissing 
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me.
"I am ok," I said, sighed and walked into my bedroom. "Just 

a little depressed by the rain"
He followed me into the bedroom and stood watching me 

take o� my top, eager to say 'hi' to my breasts. I simply was 
not in the mood. When he protested why I was hiding them 
from him, I said "Please..." and gave him my back.

"Ok" he said, looking befuddled and walked back into the 
living room.

After changing into my pajama, I came in and sat beside 
him.

"I am sorry," I said, when he looked away as if I have hurt 
him. "I saw something at the park and it depressed me"

"What was it?"
"You won't want to hear it," I said
"Ok," he said breathing heavily.
If it has not occurred to me that he may think I was refer-

ring to Joe, I would have remained stoic for hours. There has 
been instances in which something he did has remind me of 
Joe and he has let me weep my eyes out, only giving physical 
support where it was needed.

"It's not about Joe," I said, just so we are in the clear.
He looked at me, sighed, and continued watching the 

movie.
"You aren't going to talk to me?" I asked, knowing nothing 

good comes from such questions but unable to form a better 
one.

"I am sorry, were you trying to start a conversation?" he 
said, looking sweetly surprised "I thought you were trying to 
start a �ght"

"Why would I want to start a �ght?" I asked, although a 
�ght would have made me feel better about the way I was 
feeling this evening.

"I don't know" he said, "You brought up a name I assumed 
we have put to sleep. You are obviously trying to aggravate 
me. I can't see for what other purpose than wanting to start a 
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�ght"
"Or maybe" I proposed calmly "It is something you can't 

help me with. It is not as if you have any other reaction to 
what I tell you than either getting mad at me or belittling 
what I said anyway. What is the use?"

He shook his head as if my determination to get into a �ght 
was more than obvious "When was the last time I belittled 
anything you told me?" he asked patiently

"Like a week ago" I said, bitterly, "When I told you about 
the party Kathy is throwing"

"The one you said the only reason she wanted you to come 
along was because she wanted you to bring Sambussa?"

"I have already agreed to go before she said how good it 
would have been if my contribution was Sambussa" I said 
bitterly "Everybody brings a side dish, and she wished mine 
was Sambussa instead of the veggie tray I was promising to 
bring along"

"But that is not how you put it" He said, mildly accusative 
"You made it sound like you won't have agreed to go if it 
wasn't for the Sambussas. So I told you to tell her where to 
buy them and get o� the hook"

"I made it sound the way I did because I didn't want you 
to mock me for wanting to go to the party" I said, almost 
near to tears "every summer, when I pass by an apartment or 
a house where people are having barbecues outside, I have 
wondered what it would be like to be part of all that mer-
riment and noise! Not to mention I would have gone for 
Kathy's sake, if for nothing else. I have told you how Kathy is 
what I would be if I were single in my late 50s? She doesn't 
get excited often. But she was very excited this time when 
inviting everybody. And being the closest to her and con-
sidering how often Monique tries to push her buttons [with 
her grandchild, her many friends and her laugh], I feel the 
need to prove to her not everybody measures niceness by 
how often you laugh and that she isn't ganged upon by every-
body"
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"It is your right, of course" he observed calmly "I just wish 
you worked as hard or were as forgiving when it comes to 
your own country men and women"

"See?!" I said, getting up, "This is exactly what I was talking 
about"

"C'mon Mh'ti," he said, laughing and trying to detain me 
"You know I am joking"

"Well, it isn't funny" I thundered "I get it; you lived a good 
part of your grown up life in a foreign land and everything 
Ethiopians do is this precious shiny thing to you. I should 
not be accused of White-worshiping just because I don't, es-
pecially by somebody who left his country when he was 22"

"I didn't want to leave my country because I hated my 
people,” he grumbled, "I wanted to leave because I hated my-
self"

"Well good for you!" I said, unable to help but yell, "You are 
a saint, a Holy man, a real Habesha. Are you happy now?"

"For the record" he said, in his grieved monotone voice "I 
do not think you worship white people as much as your need 
to belong with them; to be another one of them. For them 
to see you the way you saw yourself before coming to this 
country. To be judged by the content of your character, by 
what you were able to achieve, and not by the color of your 
skin. I tried that when I went to Germany. I naively believed 
if I saw myself a certain way, if I proved myself a certain way, 
they would soon see I was di�erent from the kind of black 
they were used to. Went everywhere and did everything in 
the book. But did that make them change their mind about 
me? No! Did it make me a 'Landmann'? No it didn't. It was I 
who came to the realization that nothing I do would wipe 
my color away for them. It doesn't always have to mean 
something bad, Gerdie - the girl who took all those photos 
of me - slept with me because she's been fascinated by black 
people ever since she saw this t-shirt 'I love you black man' 
in a store when she was a kid. But… even Nadia held me at an 
arm's length. Nadia, who was married to a Jewish guy! That is 
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when I gave up the pretension, put down the fork and spoon 
and walked home - relieved to know I was exhausting myself 
to no avail”

“Back up a little” I said raising a �nger “That girl from the 
photo, how old was she again?”

“Gerdie?" he said surprised, "She was about to celebrate her 
17th birthday when I started working at the Karneval!”

“Oh my God!” I said, my cheeks burning “She was under-
age!”

"Actually she's been 'legal' for two years then" he said, after 
a deep sigh that said he should have known I would seize 
that view of the matter. “But I avoided her, even when I 
thought she was much older than she was, because I didn't 
�nd her attractive and she was putting herself in my way in a 
very o�-putting manner. Then we went to watch an outdoor 
cinema and we started talking. I don’t know if it is because 
she was wearing less makeup that day, or acted uncharacter-
istically demure, but I felt I may have misjudged her. That 
she probably knows more about love and sex than I did at 23, 
and would do until I was joined with Tsion - the protestant 
girl I told you about. We shared a blanket and drank some 
beer. But I didn’t kiss her until I walked her to her trailer. 
Her dad, an ex-carnie who owned a booth in the exhibition, 
came out and went back in when he saw us. She said he didn’t 
care where she went as long as she was there to help in the 
morning”

“And you slept with her!”
He chuckled nervously and looked around. A silence, 

constrained and unpleasant, followed. “Yeah well” he said 
�nally “for about two weeks anyway. When she told me she 
wants to stop using birth control because she dreams of hav-
ing a son who would one day be old enough to walk around 
with his arm on her shoulder, and started throwing a �t 
every time I logged into Ethio-Love, I said ‘that is it’”

“Well, what did you expect?" I said relentlessly, "She was 
16!”
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He was about to protest. I can see all the arguments about 
to follow: his life experience versus her life experience; his 
sexual immaturity versus her sexual maturity; if I care what 
the age of consent law of a country has to say about sexual 
encounter with a minor or if I consider having sex with any 
girl not yet 18 a statutory rape. It would have made for a bit-
ter battle. But not one that would serve any other purpose 
than souring us against one another. Fortunately, he seems 
to change his mind. If punishing him would make me feel 
better about the injustices perpetrated against women and 
girls, his look said, he would take his lashes quietly.

I sighed and �dgeted. “Ok… go on”
“Anyway,” he said, after seeming lost where he was “After 

that day, I realized that this was not a marathon, that I 
wasn't there representing my kind. And those who require of 
me to do so will have me run forever and be never paci�ed. 
All I can do was live my life the way it works for me and hope 
for the best. That is when I embraced my identity, became 
de�ant on who I was, and stopped trying to win the medal of 
approval from every German I came across. Still" he said, his 
eyes resting on mine, "what I said was uncalled for, I apolo-
gize"

"I don’t want you to apologize,” I said, although I could 
not help being amused by the self-conscious way he apolo-
gizes, as if he was speaking a language he was not entirely 
sure becomes him. Wasihun was nowhere near as unrepent-
ant as I understood his father to be. Still, [like the disobedi-
ent son from Matthew, the one who said he would not like 
to go work in the Vineyard when his father asked him to, 
but repented afterwards and went] he was more for quietly 
su�ering from guilt, then trying to mend his ways, instead of 
apologizing right away. “What I want is for you to remember 
just why I came to this country”

“Because Mulugeta promised to help your family in return 
for your dad having saved his life?” he asked, in an attempt to 
try to lighten the mood – it seems.
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“I came to this country,” I emphasized, “and locked my 
door on the outside world because I was tired of being ac-
cused of not being enough this or that. I love you. And I 
respect the fact that you are proud of your culture and heri-
tage; even when the pride comes at the cost of taking me to 
court over my values and world view. But there is a limit to 
what I am willing to put up with. And people who purpose-
fully try to break my spirit, so I would be easier to mold in 
their image, those – I draw a line at. That is what happened 
to Mulugeta. That is what will happen to you. I won’t break 
up with you immediately. But I will start looking at you a 
certain way, I will start hiding things from you, and distance 
myself emotionally until the inevitable happens. As to the 
party” I continued, shrugging the repentant hug he tried to 
give me. “I am not going to stay home just because you don't 
want to be anywhere where your friends aren't. I will go! I am 
sure Kathy or her husband would keep me company if every-
one else is paired"

Kathy, her husband, or Garett's mom - who would, no 
doubt, be helping out at the party wearing her survivor t-
shirt and eagerly telling everyone which little boy she was a 
mother to. The little boy I would have end up in bed with if 
Wasihun's call has not remind me I was not one to walk away 
from true love.

"But you know me" he moaned, "I am very uncomfort-
able around people who know you. I get self-conscious and 
worry I will embarrass you"

"It is alright," I said, looking on the ground with bitterness.
"What if I get you a grill," Wasihun asked eagerly, "I will go 

to Fred Meyer on Saturday and get you a small grill. We will 
have your cousin's family, Seyoum and maybe Maurice and 
make all the noise in the world. That way, you will be on 
the inside not the outside. And I don't need to end up with a 
headache that would last me the rest of the night. I mean it's 
not like you don't have the patio for it"

"I told you" I said, determinedly, "I am going. And I am 
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going to enjoy every non-Habesha minute of it! I will go to 
this party, and all the parties they throw at work. If you 
want to come along, good. If not, I am sure I will �nd some-
body else who will"

"You are going to get another boyfriend just to take to par-
ties?" He asked, his eyes suddenly �lling with tears.

"No, I will get a friend I can take to parties. I have heard of 
websites like that on the radio where you can meet people 
to have co�ee and tea with. Meetups, Seattle freeze, whath-
aveyou. I am sure there is a gay guy out there who isn't op-
posed to eating and drinking for free"

"Yeah... you and a gay guy out on the town" he chuckled, "I 
can see that happening"

"You are so narrow-minded for somebody who lived 
abroad for 17 plus years" I observed indignantly "There are 
gay guys who are neither �amboyant nor out chasing dick 
24/7; you know that very well"

"I don't care," He said in a way that doesn’t encourage dis-
cussion, "How about Donna, didn't she used to be your wing-
man?"

"She was," I said, bitter tears �lling my eyes "But I don't 
know if she is too busy with her boyfriend or has started 
seeing me as a threat. She says 'we should hang out', but it 
doesn't feel sincere!"

"Ok" he said "But if I go with you to this party or any of 
the parties you are determined to be a part of, you would 
have to tag along with me everywhere I go. Be it a birthday, a 
Saint's day, a high-school graduation, a Christening, or baby-
shower; I won't tell them you don't like going to things like 
that"

"But you have a million and a half friends!" I protested, 
"There won't be enough time in the day for me to do that"

"Yeah but at least, among Ethiopians, you won't feel as out 
of your element as I would between your friends. You won't 
have to try to make idiotic small talks with people you have 
no desire to associate with, or fake laugh until you feel you 
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were being su�ocated"
"Actually I do" I said, "That is why you didn’t see me yawn-

ing when your friends were repeating jokes, wisdoms and ad-
vises that I heard my mother and her friends say all my life 
without even bothering to change a word”

He smiled unwillingly. Then seems to be absorbed in 
thought. "Sometimes" he said wistfully, "I wonder how you 
can say you love me when you �nd them so objectionable”

“Because you are not one of your friends,” I said simply, 
“You want to be; and you try to be because something has 
convinced you you’d be betraying your heritage if you are 
anything other than what they are. You will probably man-
age it, too, with su�cient hanging out and lowering of your 
IQ. But you started out like me; I don’t need to see how un-
comfortable you become when people like Mussie say some-
thing extra-moronic to know that. And maybe that is what 
San Francisco represents to you, a middle ground between 
who you are and who you hope to be. But you are not a cliché 
and I love you for that”

“Hm” he said, the way he does when things got into his 
midst and stirred him.

It goes without saying we did not watch Lord Black Adder 
making an ass of himself for much longer. Wasihun led me 
by the hand into the bedroom and we had sex the way only 
two people whose souls are cleaved together would. It was 
so good an orgasm, such a backboard shattering dunk that I 
went through a feat of hysteria, or as Rhett Butler would call 
it ‘crying jag’, after it.

Having comforted me, but not without the guilty pleasure 
of having caused all this emotional turmoil, Wasihun made 
me promise, once again, to not decide what he is think-
ing without hearing him out. We may not be the type who 
shrink from a �ght, as long as it was fought fair, but all this 
wear and tear cannot be good for our relationship if we kept 
on jumping to the worst conclusion when it comes to the 
other person.
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CHAPTER 66

I cannot pretend Wajo's observation of Yiftu has not 
made me judge Wasihun a bit. True, he was never 
around while his daughter grew up. And nurture, in-

stead of nature, may have done most of the damage. How-
ever, I could not help but judge his naiveté, his desire to see 
what he wants, his willing blindness. Then I decided that 
maybe the girl was that cunning. Maybe everything she has 
ever told him was false. That DVD player thing, for example.

Still, I would not have had the guts to suggest any course of 
action if it was not for the sourness produced by my birth-
day 'surprises'. If I have not passionately protested against 
the day being remembered, with a subtle reference to what 
happened two years ago [or he simply texted me a “Happy 
Birthday” message the way Donna did]; I would have been 
more than content with buying bags of candies from WinCo 
and going home to await trick-or-treaters [a fairy-girl with 
glitters, a smudge-mustached little boy who holds onto his 
mom’s neck ever so tightly, a Pirate kid with a fake sword 
and an eye-patch he lifts every time candy hits bag]. It was a 
feat I looked forward to with the excitement and pride of a 
�rst time home-owner.

Instead, Wasihun has decided to show what a good boy-
friend he was for the friends I do not have by sending half a 
dozen roses to my work - then leaving a giant ice-cream cake 
in the freezer. If it were a man less given to bouts of frus-
tration and anger than Wasihun, I would have asked why he 
would think I would feel anything other than utter embar-
rassment when signing for those roses and how he expected 
me to �nish the sea-world themed ice-cream cake alone. 

415



Alas, I thanked him for the cake - reiterated how impressed 
my colleagues were with my birthday present [so impressed, 
in fact, I have been given two 5 dollar Starbucks gift cards 
and sung to when I went to the break-room afterwards] and 
thoughtfully asked if he has sent money to Yiftu through 
Zemen by any chance.

"When I send it through Western Union!" he said, "I send it 
altogether to Yiftu and she gives it to Zemen. Can't very well 
pay 11 bucks for every hundred dollar I send, however much 
Zemen hates going to Yiftu to take it"

"She does?" I asked, "I did not know that"
"Zemen is weird" he said, "She thinks Yiftu is in com-

petition with her or something. Whenever I send money 
through Yiftu, she asks me why I won't send it to her instead 
and she won't distribute it"

"And you don't want to do that?"
"No, because, one, Yiftu is more mobile - she can pick the 

money, go give it to whoever – she doesn’t have a house to 
maintain, my dad to look after and two kids to take care of. 
Zemen does not have that luxury. Two, if I send money to 
Zemen, I would have to call her - on the phone - and explain 
everything. She isn't internet savvy like my daughter. Plus 
--" he hesitated, "I don't know if it is all that �ght she used to 
have with Andy, I get easily annoyed with Zemen. And there 
is the grabbing, the 'why are you sending this and that to her' 
about Yiftu – pretending to care for me. When it comes to 
herself, of course, it is a di�erent story"

"What does your dad have to say about it?" I said, hoping 
that man would have observed something

"Dad loves Yiftu" he said, "He calls her 'that smart girl'. 
But Zemen has been with him through thick and thin. He 
tells me not to say anything that would hurt her, just give 
it to her, whatever she asked because he feels indebted to 
her. Plus, the woman holds a grudge. There are so many of 
his friends and her relatives she still doesn't talk to because 
they did not visit Andy while he was in prison"
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"Andy was in prison?" I said, "I didn't know that"
"It wasn't for long," he said, almost unwillingly "And it 

wasn't over something he did. But Andy has this problem 
with loyalty. I am loyal, for example, but I am not above 
logic in my loyalty. Andy is a paci�st and never gets involved 
in a �ght for his own sake. But when anybody who loves him 
does, he just jumps in without a question. I remember how 
Dirshaye once dragged him home after she saw him running 
with a rock into the middle of a �ght, while everyone else 
was running away from it because the cops were on the way. 
His reason was 'they are beating my friends'. Have you ever 
heard of 'Bombards'?"

"The gang?" I said, surprised, "Aren't they like urban le-
gend?"

"Not exactly" he said, "They weren't as powerful when we 
came of age as they were when we were kids. But there 
were still a lot of rich people's kids with choke-full of ideas 
from American movies who got bored shitless in the win-
ter break. So they started �ghts and beat up one another in 
groups, mostly over girls. Anywho, there was a soccer match 
in our village when a �ght broke out and a kid from Bole 
Michael was hit on the head with a brick. The boy-died days 
later from his wound and the cops arrested everyone who 
was 'involved', as they called it. Most of them were let go 
a few weeks later, but not before Andy has accumulated as 
much material for his tortured-artist drawings as he can. He 
used to go to the prison for months afterwards, I heard, to 
leave food or a packet of cigarette for those who have no 
family although he knew the cops probably ate the food or 
smoked the cigarette the minute his back was turned"

"Wow, I feel sorry for him" I said, genuinely touched.
"Yeah, he was a good guy, just not �t for this world. I heard 

afterwards - they hid everything from me until it was over, 
actually until he started talking about being haunted by the 
kid's ghost - that although my mom went to the prison every 
day and cried her eyes out, they rarely needed to make him 
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lunch because so many of the village women were sending 
him food. Zemen said such are the times that showed her 
who his friends and who his enemies were, although Andy is 
more forgiving than her on that account"

"I like her," I said, simply
"Oh?" said Wasihun, looking up at me with a confused 

smile
"She sounds so much like Zinash" I said "Was it her or your 

dad's idea to send Yiftu back to her parents when your mom 
died?"

"She actually went back after Andy died," he said, "Zemen 
said she can't stand that girl anymore, because - I guess - 
Yiftu couldn't stop talking about Andy being 'the only one in 
the family who fought for her'"

"But he didn't know she was your kid, right?"
"No. But Andy was never really there. His head was some-

where in the clouds. When people asked him to tell them 
who she reminds him of, he used to say 'her mom?’ She does 
look like her mom but anybody can tell..."

"So it was really Zemen who wanted her out. I wonder why"
"I told you why" he said, slightly annoyed "She was worried 

Yiftu would share of the 'bounty'. Zemen thinks she is en-
titled to my money and to live in my family’s house because 
she has not only bore children to Andy and put up with him, 
but because she took care of my mom for the short period 
she did and is the closest person my dad has to everything he 
lost in the last 9 years. Of course, were she to go back to her 
family, God only knows what will happen. I can't imagine 
them wanting to give, even if they can, a room and boarding 
for she and her two kids. So we are all kind of stuck with each 
other"

"How do you think she sees you?" I said, "Zemen. Do you 
think she likes you?"

"Used to" he said, "I was the one she came to cry to when 
they had a problem with Andy. I go and beg him, and he 
will say 'ok, let her come in'. When she gave birth, he wasn't 
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there. But I was on the phone with my mom hearing her en-
couraging Zemen. After the kid was delivered, I sent some 
money and they slaughtered a fatted ox in his name – she 
was still with her family then, and no matter how long they 
knew and loved Andy, she still wasn’t married to him. I also 
used to carry something home every night for her kids when 
I was on a visit to Ethiopia. Ask her to give me the list of 
things she needs so I could send it from Germany. People 
used to tease her she fall in love with the wrong brother. Yet 
bitterness does that to you. You won't believe how pretty 
she used to be; so innocent and in love. Now she is like a 
sugar cane sucked dry. Still wears black, did you know that? 
In a scarf, or a skirt, or a sweater, a head-wrap - at least? 
Drinks a ton of co�ee. That is her food, co�ee. Danu, the 
youngest, has behavioral problem - he is like a battery-oper-
ated toy - that drains her on top of not having Andy around"

"I think you should send the money to her next time you 
used Western Union," I said, making a decision "And let Yiftu 
come take it from her. You should also call and talk to 
Zemen, ask her how she is, how she feels about things"

Wasihun looked at me for a while and inclined his head, 
as if he was trying to see me from all angles and decided 
if something was not going on here "What is all this about 
Zemen?" he said “You have never interrogated me so much 
after I told you who she was”

"I don't know," I said, shrugging my shoulder. “Just felt 
sorry for her”

"Did Wajo say anything about my daughter?"
There was a protective look on his face, a look of fear and 

determination. He was going to �ght this, if it kills him, al-
though he appears to have some suspicion of what I was told.

"No but I think we can get along better when she comes 
if you showed a little con�dence in her. Plus... she probably 
feels lonely and misses not just him but talking about him, 
and who you used to be"

"Alright" he said, suspiciously, "If that is all it is, I will do 
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the best I can to be a better brother to my sister. But if there 
is anything else, I hope you won’t keep me in the dark. My 
mom used to keep all kinds of things from me, so I do not 
worry. Because of that, I arrived after dysphagia has sealed 
her throat and only her eyes tried to say everything she 
couldn’t say to me"
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CHAPTER 67

Before the festival of ‘Qulubi Gabriel’, which takes 
place three days after Christmas, there were two 
holidays to be got through. Wasihun did not cele-

brate Thanksgiving but he neither objected to my commem-
orating the day, nor refused to partake of the �rst "Thanks-
giving dinner" I tried to make. He fought, as passionately 
as he would have done back home, over the '12 spice’-fried 
heart of the roasted chicken that was to pass o� for a ‘rusted 
turkey’ [as he heard it being referred to as on an Amharic 
radio], ate plenty of the onion-fried bread bits; and even 
took a slice of the store-bought pie I got in place of the one I 
would have made from scratch were I willing to participate 
in the pie baking-class given by a coworker.

On Christmas day, Wasihun has to work. But we did not 
spend Christmas eve, as I imagined we would, by the non-ex-
istent �reside in my apartment, watching Jim Carrey’s “The 
Grinch” [which Joe perpetually sneered at, preferring the 
older – cartoon – version] and drinking hot cocoa - which 
neither of us were a big fan of. What he got me, Wasihun said 
– while unwrapping the expensive bottle of bourbon I got 
him [the only kind of gift he is excited by], was to be picked 
late at night and in person. The guy works until 7 pm and 
cannot be bothered to deliver it himself. And so we layered 
ourselves with heavy jackets and trudged out on the busiest 
night of the year of a cold month. Neither was it easy �nding 
this place, whose map or direction he seems to have lost. We 
drove aimlessly for half an hour until I wondered aloud if we 
were not lost and he begged me to have a little faith on him. 
Has he ever led me astray? Or was it him who found himself 
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in a �eld of Tulips on his way to Auburn Mall and called cry-
ing an hour later?

So I continued to gaze out the window at the creep-
ing shadows thrown by the front light of Wasihun’s car; 
convinced we were in hillbilly territory where deformed 
creatures in tatters would taunt us until we passed out from 
fatigue, to wake up impaled Christ-like on some weird-look-
ing heathen-god tree. I was so rigid with fear that I was not 
immediately conscious of it when we �nally came to a stop. 
We seem to have reached the top of the hill we’ve been driv-
ing up for some time and came in full view of what looks like 
a small Santa village.

“Are we there?” I asked, turning to look at Wasihun.
"Yup" he said, turning his engine o�.
"So where is the guy?"
"What guy?"
"The guy with the furniture"
"Furniture?" he said frowning
"The thing you got on Craigslist?"
"I didn't get anything from Craigslist" he laughed, "I 

brought you here so you could see the decorations”
“You mean to tell me..." I started, about to add, "you 

brought me all the way here for this”. Then I saw his eager 
look and the anticipation of a surprise in his features. This 
was something he thought of for long and no doubt re-
searched – just to make me happy.

"Yeah..." he said, as if my disappointment has not yet hit 
home "You said the only thing you liked about Christmas is 
the decorations, right?"

"Yes but..." I looked around; now that we were here, I can 
see why he chose this particular place. There were lights 
everywhere; on houses, on trees, around manger scenes 
where electric deer grazed a cold dry patch of grass. Hun-
dreds of lights, both blinking and immovable, dancing like 
little fairies. "I was almost sure you got me something very 
inconvenient”
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“Well... now that you mentioned it" He said, reaching into 
his pocket. He took out a small box with a faux fur exterior.

"What is this?" I said, suspiciously.
"Something you won't be able to re-gift" he smiled.
"I never re-gifted anything you gave me," I said, still unwill-

ing to take it. "As for the cake, if I hadn't taken it to work, I 
would have had to throw it out after I ate as much as I can. I 
told you how impressed even Janette was with it"

"After she found out that it wasn't marijuana-laced? Yeah" 
he chuckled. "Do you think they will be less impressed with 
this?"

"I thought the idea was to impress me," I grumbled, open-
ing the box. It looks like every other diamond ring I saw. Col-
orless, lacking in personality and expensive.

"I didn't do it for you" he said, "I did it for me. Because next 
to knocking a girl up, having her wear your ring is as good as 
saying she is yours. You have already agreed to marry me and 
I didn't go down on my knee and proposed to you in a way 
you despise. What is the problem?"

In a way I despised!
"The problem is with the cost. I can't wear this without 

thinking how much it is in birr and how many of my neigh-
bors back home can ill-a�ord a square meal a day!"

"Yes but imagine how much I would be spending on dowry 
if I were to go home and marry a virgin. C'mon. Humor me, 
will you? I don't like the idea of you going out into the world 
making guys feel you were available"

I sighed. I was convinced this was less about guys lining 
up to marry me the minute his eyes were turned, and more 
about his idiotic friends' advice of what women want. Not 
to mention his stubborn determination to give me what he 
feels other guys give their girls.

"Alright" I said, taking out the albino ring and wearing it "If 
that is how you feel, I would wear it, but only until our wed-
ding day. Then I will pawn it and buy plain gold band for the 
both of us. That is what I have always wanted"
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"Sure" he said, shrugging his shoulder "It is yours to do as 
you please"

We sat there, nursing our private wounds; until it occurred 
to me that maybe we should start to move before we got 
spied by some [White] resident as having parked outside 
their door for too long and got reported to the cops. I asked, 
in a voice choked with regret, if there were any more lights 
we can check out. He said there probably were, but he was 
just not in the mood for it. Can we just head home?

Of course, as the evening progressed and I put a show of 
texting Fana, Donna and Wajo [with strict warnings to not 
tell my mother or Zinash] that I was engaged, I felt much 
better about my newly found status. It did not fool Wasihun, 
however. When I asked the next day if he told Nega of our 
engagement, he said he did not. Watching me respond with 
glee to another congratulation, he added, would be more de-
pressing than knowing he was with the one girl in the planet 
who hu�s and pu�s when presented with a diamond ring 
from the man she claims to love.

"But doesn't that make you proud?" I said, "That I have a 
mind of my own? Isn't that what you said made you love me 
to begin with?"

"Not when it has cost me 995 dollars plus tax" he grumbled 
"Moreover, what men think they want while single and what 
they �nd out they can live with are two di�erent things. For-
tunately for you," he added, splitting the orange he peeled 
with me "you can still redeem yourself by going to Emman-
uel church with me on Saturday. I know you don't believe 
in St. Gabriel, but it would mean a lot to me if you were to 
stand by me when I burn a wax candle for my mom"

"Of course" I said, throwing my arm around his neck, "not 
only would I do everything I am supposed to do while in 
church [cross myself, bow, and kiss the cross] but we can stop 
by Fana's place on the way back so you can 'see the house' and 
she can see my ring. Mulugeta made fun of her when she said 
he should buy her an engagement ring, and she used to fume 
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over it"
"Sure" he said unhappily "as long as we left early enough to 

make it to Total Wine before it closed. I intend to be very 
drunk by the end of the day”
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CHAPTER 68

F ana was not in the mood to entertain that after-
noon. When she opened the door, and saw us look-
ing all festive outside her door, she has looked both 

surprised and a little displeased. Neither did she hide her 
disappointment, "You came when I have nothing at home," 
she said, clearing stu� out of our way to her living room. "She 
won't bring anyone when I ask her, but would embarrass me 
when I didn't have anything at home. I just got home from ..."

The minute she was done making the room look a little 
more habitable, she started trying to make her [half-dressed, 
tear-stained, disorganized] kids presentable. This must be 
the �rst time I have seen her living room the way it prob-
ably does when no one was looking. There was half-eaten 
food neglected on the plate, bills and receipts spread out on 
the table, children’s shoes on the carpet, TV shouting while 
home-works are being done, the mother bare feet. "Nor-
mally I would have gone to church on a day like this,” she 
continued, as if she worried Wasihun would think she was a 
heathen for not going to church every Sunday “but today—I 
don’t know"

Something was afoot. I did not need to see the swollen face 
[the sweat suit that looks like it was worn right out of the 
washer, and the scarf on her hair – which she wears when she 
cannot be bothered to deal with her hair or is in too deep a 
mourning to care about the way she looks, like when her dad 
died a few years ago] to know that.

“So sorry I brought Wasihun around without telling you” 
I said, following her into the kitchen. “We were in town and 
he simply said ‘let us go see the kids’”
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“Yes yes but you could have given me a warning” she said, 
putting everything that was populating the kitchen table 
into the sink, "I would have at least bought Injera. I got noth-
ing now" she went to the closet where the washing machine 
is kept - serving as a storage space too, and grabbed a big 
white scarf "Distract him while I get some Injera" she said.

"Fana... c'mon" I said, dragging her back "I didn't tell you 
we were coming for this very reason, so you won't worry. 
Wasihun is not like other Habeshas. He doesn't think people 
should feed him everywhere he goes plus..."

"There is no such thing as 'not being like other Habeshas,'" 
she said, wearing the scar upside down and looking for her 
shoes, while scrubbing the dust o� her feet "He is friends 
with Seyoum. You think I will risk my reputation by..."

She looked into the living room. Wasihun has put the two 
older kids on his knees and was having them explain to him 
what was going on the TV.

"What if I ordered some pizza?" I said, "C'mon. The kids 
would love it and you won't have to do anything"

"I would rather get some Injera," she said, stealing back in 
with her shoe, "he would miss it, I am sure. You guys can eat 
pizza if you want"

"Will you listen?" I said, seeing a hesitation pass on her 
face. Her resolve to be the perfect host must be weakening 
from overuse. "He eats Injera every day. Lemme order the 
pizza and let us all just enjoy it without you having to slave 
on something for once"

"Are you sure he won't mind?" she asked, delaying her ad-
vance.

"Wasse?" I called out
"Yeah?"
"Do you mind if I ordered some pizza, instead of having 

Injera?"
"Pizza is �ne," my beloved said over the excited murmur of 

the children, "I haven't had pizza for a while"
"There you go" I said and led her back to the living room 
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where my phone was. After she sat next to me, nervously 
smiling at Wasihun, I put the order in and we started watch-
ing TV. It was The Simpsons; a show she once yelled at me for 
watching while Betsu was there. How can I call this a kid’s 
movie when she clearly saw the father abusing his son?

After the pizza came, and I detained Fana while Wasihun 
paid and tipped the guy, we laid both boxes on the table, 
spread napkins for the bread-stick and hot wings, and ate to 
our heart's content. Then she put her kids by her side, who 
fall asleep easily after they got full, opened a bottle of wine 
to celebrate our engagement and we watched – and laughed 
at - some grown up TV.

By the time we kissed Fana goodnight and walked out of 
her house, it was already getting dark. I was full, buzzed and 
disgusted at myself. Wasihun was full, although no amount 
of alcohol would make his driving unsafe. It was beginning 
to rain and he has just turned the radio on when I got a call 
from Fana.

"Did you get home yet?" she said, when I asked if she was 
ok.

"No, why"
"I have something to tell you" she said, "And didn't want to 

say it in front of Wasihun"
"Ok?" I said suspiciously. What now?!
“It's about your brother"
Oh good.
“Yes?"
“Well… he called to say ‘Merry Christmas’ the other day” 

she said “and told me he plans to come in about a month"
"What?!" I said so completely thrown o�, I forgot to be 

happy
"I know!" She said, hu�ng "He said he missed his kids and 

asked me if I will allow him to spend two weeks here. He is 
coming two to three weeks, at most"

"Oh my God"
"I told him I will think about it,” she said, as if trying to 
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put a damper on my ecstasy and enthusiasm “And my answer 
would be in the negative"

"What?!” , I yelled “Are you crazy?!"
Ok. My bad.
"No" she said, slightly annoyed "I am not 'crazy', as you 

called it. But I have made my decision to divorce him and 
having him spend nights here, I don't think would help my 
case"

"But Fana…"
"Stop saying 'but Fana', like you are an outsider” she raged, 

"He not only slept with women I trusted and had me a mock-
ery of the whole town but left me with three kids without so 
much as a ‘I may not come back’"

"But I thought you loved him!"
"What has that gotta do with anything?" she asked
"Everything!" I said, "You have three kids by him. You still 

love him. Why would you not try to work things out when 
he came all the way home to see you?"

“Because I am not some trashy whore who lets him do 
whatever he wants when he feels like it” she said “I may not 
be the woman I was once. But I have a long way to go before I 
become that desperate”

“But how about the kids? I told you how much Betsu 
misses his dad"

"They will be �ne," she said, not even attempting to sound 
convincing "He can come after everything is �nalized and 
stay in a hotel. Right now though, having him in a hotel 
would be like washing my dirty-laundry in public"

"What if you tell him to come and you spend the two weeks 
with me?" I said, surprising both Wasihun and myself by the 
suggestion.

"I have thought of that," said Fana, "But I don't want to be a 
burden to you"

"You won't be a burden at all" I lied, "After what you did for 
me, this is the least I could do! Please Fana... say yes... for my 
sake"
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"Only if Wasihun doesn't mind...,” she said
"No he won't. If it comes to the worst, I can spend the night 

at his place"
This produced another look from Wasihun and a coughing 

from Fana, as if sex talk was too thick for their blood.
"Selam did say she has fun the last time she stayed with 

you" Fana said thoughtfully. "Well ok, I guess he can come. It 
is, after all, his house as well as it is mine"

"Yup" I said, "And my apartment will be yours for as long as 
you needed it although I still think this would have been a 
good opportunity to work things out"

"Unfortunately” Fana interrupted me, “he forfeited that 
right when he left me, in an empty house, with three kids”.
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CHAPTER 69

Despite this piece of news, or because of it [the ex-
citement and endless optimism I felt for Fana and 
Mulugeta’s future – after they fall in bed and were 

able to work out all their di�erences] I was in the mood to 
make love to Wasihun. Alas, the ritual comes �rst. And it 
did. I watched him put the photo of his mother and brother 
on top of my �replace; light the wax candle he bought from 
church; then spill some bitter bourbon in the �replace to 
ward o� evil spirits. Then we sat around the table and played 
a round of “canasta”, which was the only card-game I remem-
ber from home. "So..." he said, shu�ing the cards for a round 
two, "Why do you think he is coming back?"

"I don't know” I said, “Usually he tells me what he plans to 
do before calling her. This time, he called her directly. Maybe 
he is angry with me for what I said last time or he didn’t want 
anybody else to hear of it in case she said no” I shook my head 
"Wow” I said “I can't believe she is going through with this. I 
would have thought she would be more than happy to wel-
come him back"

"Maybe she has more self-respect than you gave her credit 
for" he said, taking a sip from the bitter dark brown drink 
"Seeing how much she loves him, nothing can be more nat-
ural than her saying no"

"You think so?" I said, wanting as much feedback on this as 
I can

"Yeah... this isn't just about getting laid or people saying 
she has a husband. She loves him, and is deeply wounded by 
what he did. This is about her, not the outside world"

"I guess you are right," I said
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"And let us hope it is more than the kids for him” He 
said “Maybe that is why he didn’t call you. He has probably 
missed her; realized he has made a mistake and is hoping to 
patch things up by spending the night on the 'couch', as you 
called it"

"There is actually a room next door that Betsu sleeps in” I 
said, "Which used to be my room. He can sleep there as much 
as on the couch”

"And hope the wife would slip in on one of those nights?”
“Oh that would be so good” I said, happy and turned on, 

"The more I thought about it, I am actually convinced you 
are right. If he plans to come here and work things with her, 
he would de�nitely want me not to hear about it – after all 
those things he said about her. Last time we talked about the 
children missing him, he said he would tell her to take a vac-
ation and bring the kids home. But if she did that, he knows 
she will leave the kids at his place and spend all her time at 
her family’s house. This way she will have to let him sleep 
in their house and maybe give into temptation. It is funny, 
huh?" I said, too excited to breath "Finding out how little 
you know people"

"Hm" he said, neither agreeing nor disagreeing
"I mean they keep surprising you, no matter what you 

think"
"Yeah anyway," he said, getting up "What do you say to 

smoking a Cuban cigar with me?"
“Cigar?!” I said. I was actually hoping we would get to have 

sex before we do anything else. “Sure…I didn’t know you 
smoked,” I said, looking at him take a fat one out of his 
pocket

"And I do not" he said, "except when I am really drunk 
and somebody pressed me to. However, Cigars are not just 
another thing you smoked. They are a work of art packed 
with taste and �avor. A work of art we, as Ethiopians, have 
a patriotic duty to smoke. You must remember, at least a 
little, about all those orphans Castro’s government took and 
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turned into doctors and nurses after the famine of 1974?"
“Oh yeah…” I said, “Children of Dergue’s soldiers who died 

in the war?”
“Yup. Saw a whole room of it at Total Wine when I went 

to buy the bourbon and decided to get one” he lighted it on 
the wax �ame “I am sure your neighbors can’t get a whi� of 
it, being on the top stair. But I got one that smells fruity just 
in case. Guess what is it called?” he said while I hurried him 
to the patio where I sat on his knee and pu�ed at his cigar – 
which I thought tasted like dried dung, the kind we burned 
for fuel when I was a kid. “‘Romeo Y Julieta” he joked, waving 
it in front of me like a medal. “It is a lover’s cigar and at four-
teen bucks a pop, it is a �nd”

“Guess what it reminds me o�” I said, a little gigglish from 
the e�ect the cigarette had on me the cold and the alcohol.

“What?”
“Your penis” I whispered in his ears
“Really?” he chuckled happily, “Is mine so dark, I do not 

think so”
“Not dark, thick” I said, smacking my tongue against my 

teeth with the word “I have always liked the thick ones more 
than the long ones, I have told you”

While he watched me, eyes lazy with desire, I wiggled on 
his knee, clearing bigger pastures. He smiled and let me slid 
on his thighs to a warmer, more comfortable spot. I was hot, 
despite the cold out there. The swimming area was deserted 
and the parking lot has the one car from the Massage Ther-
apy Center that I have not seen move since I started living 
here. I looked over to where I always see my across-the-
swimming-pool neighbor, the one who comes out when I do 
and stands there staring at me. He was not there. But the at-
mosphere was just as sexually-charged.

"Let us go inside” I said, getting up and taking his hand 
when he started nibbling my ear

"Why, don't you like it out here?" he breathed
"I do" I admitted, "But I will like it more if we were to go 
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inside"
"Worried your admirer would see you fucking your boy-

friend and stop wanting you?"
"Fucking my �ancée!" I corrected, "And I don't think the guy 

knows that I even exist"
"He does," he said, looking intensely at me "I would, if you 

lived across from me"
I got up and took his hand. "C'mon" I said, "Let us go in. I will 

do anything you want"
He took a �nal pu� at the cigar before getting up. The tent 

was pitched, and the sleeper appeared to be up and about. 
However, there was a hesitation in his hand and a �icker of 
anxiety in his eyes.

“What?" I said, stopping my advance.
"Don’t be mad now,” he begged, after looking at the dying 

cigar in his hand “But this is the day I celebrate my mom. Go 
to church, come home, and get drunk in a candle light. I may 
not be able to perform as enthusiastically as I usually do, 
knowing she is watching me"

Knowing she was watching him!!
"Oh ok" I said, my desire squashed like a bug under his feet
“Do you mind so much?”
“Of course not” I lied, wanting to go into the living room 

and lock myself in
"I was just thinking,” he said, sending his eyes to the top of 

the trees “This would be the time the neighbors would start 
coming over. We had this big – giant - eucalyptus tree in our 
compound. When the Kebele guys came to cut it a few years 
back, there were tears in everybody’s eyes. I think people 
saw it as representing my mom – and her kindness – because 
that was where the ‘Qulubi Gabriel’ celebration took. There 
would be �re to roast the lamb, kids playing around the 
tree, the smell of bread, butter from the ‘wot’ and popcorn 
strewn about over the grass carpet. Lots and lots of ‘Tela’ 
and ‘Tej’. Andy, the guy you want around for all your parties, 
would be walking around with a ‘gebeta’ full of barbequed 
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lamb, refusing to move until they have taken a piece. You 
won’t believe how much people loved him. When he died, 
half the street to St. Joseph’s church was blocked o�, because 
of tra�c. Even the little kids in the neighborhood were 
there, crying their eyes out”

"Great" I said, getting up
Wasihun looked up, surprised, “What is the matter?”
"Just going to get some water,” I said, grabbing the bourbon 

glass out of his hand, “I am so dehydrated after all that pro-
cessed food and wine”

"We did have sex last night” he joked, “So it can't be sexual 
frustration"

"No” I said, “It is not sexual frustration”
“So what is it?”
I tried to stretch my neck and shoulder to get rid of the 

negative energy that seems to have locked my bones. It was 
coming, like a word vomit, like an ugly smelly burp, and 
there was nothing I could do to stop it.

"Oh my God, are you bored with me!” He said following me 
into the room through the French windows, full of surprise, 
"Am I boring you by talking about my family?"

“No” I said, a little annoyed, “It is just…” I cannot be saying 
what I think I am going to say. Can it be Andy, or the misery 
induced by too much food and alcohol? "Don't be mad now, 
but you do have a tendency to make your brother sound so 
sacrosanct"

"Sacrosanct?"
"Yes, like he was this blameless holy child who would have 

still been alive if he was tolerated more. You did ex-commu-
nicate him for a reason. And if he was alive, you would prob-
ably have not been on speaking terms with him still so…"

"So what, don’t talk about him? Don’t miss him?”
"So don’t act like he was – this victim," I said, "Yes. He was 

rather sensitive but he was also a grown up. Hardship - so 
much worse than the kind he went through - didn't make 
you give up on your family and take the easy way out. You 
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stayed and fought for your mom's sake. He had two kids, and 
a father who has been through so much. And a girlfriend too 
young to take care of two kids. Not to mention a brother 
who was all alone in a foreign land trying to make a life for 
himself and those ..."

"The easy way out?" he said, as if he hasn't heard any of 
the stu� I said after it "You think he took the easy way out 
by killing himself? The man thought he was going to hell” 
he said, almost at the top of his lung, “Went to every place 
they said a Holy-water sprang to have demons cast out of 
himself, because he was hearing voices and thinking really 
bad thoughts – to a point where he worried he would end 
up hurting his little ones. That is where my mom caught her 
death, when she was shuttling from one holy-place to an-
other with him. You are telling me to hold him responsible 
for that o�ense? My little brother, the kid who has to start 
school three years earlier than he should because he couldn’t 
stop crying every time I left home? The brother I abandoned 
while trying to run from my own mistakes? You think he 
was just being lazy and spoiled?”

“That is not what I am saying,” I argued, “But you gotta 
admit, not all people who have mental problem, even sever 
ones, end up killing themselves. Even if he wasn’t going 
through these stu� you mentioned, your brother seems like 
one of those people who would never adjust to life and the 
way of the world unless they are really punished; became 
homeless and abandoned by everyone. Seeing that he would 
always have your parent’s house to come to, and somebody 
paying the bills on his behalf, he would have continued 
the way he was. He would have another child, blow all the 
money he got on people who leech o� him, and continue 
to piss you o� and make his girlfriend miserable. You hear 
about people like that on the radio all the time. They end up 
being junkies or homeless through a series of bad decisions, 
but are they the one to blame? Never. It is society! Only the 
other day, this woman was saying on the radio how roman-
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tic it was to see these two homeless couple making love in 
their tent, although it was embarrassing for everybody else 
around. Making love!! How about making a living? How about 
keeping it in your pants until you got a job and put your life 
together? If you can produce enough enthusiasm to have sex 
in public, why can’t you muster enough enthusiasm to get 
o� your bad habits and clean up your act? Or are we sup-
posed to foot the bill if you end up getting someone preg-
nant from your ‘tent’ lovemaking? You are free to pop out 
a child every time you saw �t then get pissed o� at society 
for not letting you take an extended maternity leave?! How 
about being a grown-up, for a change! Use a condom if you 
can’t a�ord to have kids. And when…"

"You know" Wasihun observed, after sizing me up with his 
eyes for a few minutes, “You can be such a self-righteous 
bitch sometimes”

“What?!”
“A self-righteous bitch” he repeated, “You judge others like 

you are perfect and never make mistakes while we both 
know it was by God’s grace that you didn’t end up with that 
asshole’s bastard”

“Ok” I said, raising a hand. “I think you should go”
"Of course" he said, grabbing his jacket "The truth is an in-

sult when it is about you, right?"
"Please leave," I said, determined not to burst out laugh-

ing. There was something hilarious about the whole thing. 
Something hysterical and fatalistic. A place visited in a 
dream. A scene experienced before. A déjà vu.

"Whatever" he said grabbed his photos, his wax and his 
bottle and walked out.
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CHAPTER 70

N o matter how lonely you are, you should make a 
friend in the form of a radio host, a barista, or an 
audio-book reader. Someone to go to when those 

who come and go do as it is in their nature to do. I have sent 
away the woman I could have become friends with however 
long she pursued me, through phone calls and stopping by 
the swimming pool to ask if I was ok and/or avoiding her, be-
cause being friends with her has meant discussing her home 
life and/or military career which invariably leads to discuss-
ing Joe’s PTSD.

However, I was not exactly tossing and turning after 
Wasihun left, because the righteous indignation of having 
been insulted was able to sustain me for days. As my mother 
used to say, if you stay long enough in a place you should not, 
you would end up getting insulted. I have been in a place, a 
relationship, with a man that I should not be. And so I have 
been insulted. Not the kind of insult that hurt, or even as bad 
as the insult Joe levied on me on that last day. And I cannot 
say it was not well deserved. What shocked me was who the 
man who insulted me was. Sure, he has said nasty things be-
fore. Tried to hurt me and make me feel bad for who I was. 
But in all those, it was as if he was trying to get a relief from 
some pain he was su�ering. An inferiority complex or some-
thing. But never an insult. An insult, where I come from, has 
the exact weight a dirty word has. It is deeply personal and 
very o�ensive – even when you were called a “self-righteous 
bitch” in English.

I kept seeing it in various letterings in front of me while I 
tried to go to sleep. The words followed pictures. They fol-
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lowed the things I whispered in his ear, the story I told and 
the image I drew. The deed we did after the images and the 
words. Is it a wonder he called me a bitch?!

No, I was not going to fall asleep like this. So I got up and 
turned the TV on. When I felt amply tired by the movie, 
I went back to my room and tried to read a book. It does 
not seem to be working. So I found another audio-book, 
a 'collaborative' recording of a collection of short mystery 
stories, and hit the play button. I was surprised, and for a 
minute able to forget my woes, when Adrian Cli�ord fol-
lowed his location [Dorset, UK] with an email address. There 
was nothing particular about this recording. His voice was 
the same, albeit thicker, and the story he chose to narrate 
was romantic by nature and religious by instruction as his 
stories always were. But there it was, an address with @hot-
mail.com following it. I wrote an email, stating how I have 
no hope of him getting this but thanking him for helping me 
get a much-needed ZZZ for months. Then I turned my phone 
on to see how many messages there were from Wasihun. 
One, a text. It said, “I should not have said what I did. Be-
cause I do not think you are a bitch at all. However, seeing 
the occasion that called for it, I think we should separate for 
a while and decide what to do with our life. Figure out what 
our priorities are, what is worth sacri�cing and what is not. 
I may go to San Francisco if I got approved. Hope to see you 
when I come back. If not, then I wish you good luck”

“Good luck to you too” I wrote and went to sleep. I was 
sure he would be there when I get back home the day after. 
Not �nding him there, I went to my laptop and started going 
through OkCupid’s pro�les for someone to hang out with. It 
may not be the most wise decision, but I was a woman in-
sulted. After insulting me, Wasihun has not only decided we 
should take a break but to leave to San Francisco without 
letting me have any say in it. As if, I thought indignantly, I 
have nowhere to go and nothing to do! A desperate spinster 
who would wait mum at home for him, because she has pre-
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cious few options.
Only, going to a dating site after a heartbreak is pretty 

much like shopping while you are hungry. If you aren’t grab-
bing everything o� the shelves, not caring just how bad it is 
for you, you are deciding to starve yourself – because noth-
ing would ever be good enough.

If I had the patience to go through all the pro�les that were 
matched with me, I am sure I would have come across some-
thing not utterly disheartening. But I didn’t. So I decided to 
revive Cody 's email, almost certain he will still be on the 
haunt, regardless his [relationship] status.

And so he was.
“Cuddle, as in?” he replied a day later to my question 

"would you like to cuddle?"
“Just going to sleep in each other’s arms," I replied "Been 

feeling down lately. I could use the company”
The response didn’t come until a night and an afternoon 

later. “Sure we can cuddle” Cody replied, “Only on the under-
standing that we can both see other people when we feel like 
it"

"Sure," I answered. What is one more insult after "self-
righteous bitch" and “I am leaving you to go to San Francisco 
knowing how utterly lonely you would be without me” "No 
strings attached. Just cuddling, as friends"

"Cool" he texted back on my phone. "What day were you 
thinking of?”

“Tonight?” I said, almost choked by the weight of another 
Wasihun-less night in front of me. “Or tomorrow night, 
whenever you can”

He would have to �nd a sitter for his dog, he said, but he 
thinks he can manage it.

“Do you want me to bring anything along?” he asked that 
evening after declaring he would be at my place a little after 
10, “S’mores and graham crackers? Toiletry bag? Condom?”

“Just yourself” I replied, “I mean it, no funny business”
“That doesn’t sound like much fun” he replied, accom-
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panying his text with a sad face. “But I will come anyway, be-
cause spending the night with a woman is better than spend-
ing it alone. And because they don’t call me ‘an optimist’ for 
nothing"

When he appeared, he appeared comfortable in a sweat 
pant that looked a tad too short for his height. His smile was 
warm. His arms were strong, if a little abrasive. And he was 
a total novice to cuddling without getting his penis in the 
way – it seems.

And I could not stop crying. I cried every time his hands 
touched my shoulder with anything approaching an ad-
vance. Cody bore it all. He bore it with the meditative si-
lence of a man used to being accused of being the cause of 
many a tear. He continued to quietly rub my shoulder, kiss 
my neck, and dig his hand under my arms with not so much 
as “Are you ok?” until I fall asleep a little after midnight. He 
must not have, however, because when the clock hit 3 pm, I 
was woken up by his large frame vacating my bed. “I think I 
can still catch some sleep if I made it home before 4” he whis-
pered, when I tried to ask why he appeared all dressed up. 
“You wanna lock the door behind me?”

No kisses. No promises. No “see you later”, even.
After dragging myself out of the bed and back into it, it 

occurred to me how lonely Wasihun must feel as he awaited 
some resident to wake up and seek his help. “Goodnight” I 
texted half falling into the sweet sleep I was jerked out of, “I 
love you and I miss you”

“I know” my darling boy replied, “It is not easy for me 
either”

“So why are you doing this?” I asked, hot tears burning 
my sleepy eye-lids. “Was what I said about your brother so 
wrong, so horrible?”

“It was neither wrong nor horrible” he said, “Just a tad in-
sensitive, maybe. Which isn’t exactly evil, considering how 
I turned you down. You are not used to being turned down”

“So?!”
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“So this isn’t about what you did,” he said “I am breaking 
up with you because of what I did”

“Breaking up with me?” I said, feeling my stomach turning 
into water as I pressed the call button and heard his voice, “I 
thought we were just taking a break"

“Isn't that the same thing?"
"How can it be the same thing when we are supposed to 

be engaged?" I said, laughing nervously although my knees 
were knocking against one another. I knew I should not have 
showed that stupid ring to Fana! That is what happens when 
you decide to trust men!

"Engagements even happy marriages come to an end" he 
said, carelessly "My mom almost left my dad when I was 13. 
I never told you that did I? He came home one night with a 
swollen face and told her he had a �ght with this guy at work 
because he called another co-worker, who the guy was see-
ing, a 'whore'. He was an honest person by nature so anybody 
can tell he was lying by his explanation of what he despises 
about her – her drawn-eyebrow, her hoop earrings, her arti�-
cial hair. My mom only asked why he should concern himself 
over somebody who isn’t his responsibility. It didn’t occur 
to her moving to Addis and 'money' and 'power' would do 
that to him if one of her sisters didn't get a wind of it. They 
had him followed for days until, one night, she found him sit-
ting in his car - fondling the same woman. That was the �rst 
and last time I saw my mom go crazy. Flew at his face and at-
tacked him crying 'my children'. I have often wondered what 
would have happened if the elders failed to convince her to 
stay or if my having watched his humiliation didn't force 
him to stay put"

“I don’t understand” I whimpered, “You said you aren’t 
mad at me because of what I said, and I am saying I forgive 
you for what you said. Why are we even talking about separ-
ation?”

“Because the truth has come home to roost” he replied 
melodramatically, “Just as I know it would. It was a matter 
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of time”
“The truth, what truth?”
“Something you would never want to be around me for if 

you knew”
“Like what?”
“I can’t tell you that” he said, “Su�ce to say it would be the 

end of not just your love for me but your faith in mankind. I 
would rather die than see that happen”

“Can you stop being a drama-queen and just tell me what 
it is?” I said, half laughing, half-crying. If he did not want to 
confess, why would he start talking about it? “I should have 
a say in this. Right? For once, I should be allowed to say what 
I could put up with and what I wouldn’t. What is it? Did you 
cheat on me while we were together?”

“No” he said
“Did you abuse kids?”
“No”
“How about your residents?”
He chuckled unwillingly. “Nothing like that. If anything it 

is a form of self-abuse”
“Why would you think I won’t forgive and forget some-

thing you did to yourself?” I said, “And how come you never 
told me about it before?”

“I was hoping to keep it a secret” he said quietly “until she 
came looking for you”

“She?”
“Hermela,” he said in a cold tone, “Or whatever she calls 

herself nowadays. She sent me an email on New Year’s eve 
apologizing for contacting you on Facebook”

“I swear I haven’t found any message”, I said, thrown into a 
feverish action that made me �y to my computer, “I haven’t 
opened my Facebook ever since—ever since…” Ever since 
his daughter texted to ask for a time when she could call to 
ask me for a favor. Even if, in the words of Gustav Flaubert, a 
demand for money wasn’t “of all the winds that blow upon 
love, the coldest and most destructive”; I was already disin-
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clined to have anything to do with that girl. Camp Zemen, 
that is where I was, through and through.

“Well I am sure she would use some other excuse before 
working her way to exposing me,” he said coldly, “She said 
she was curious to �nd out who you were and thanks to Face-
book, and the fact that you are on it, she did”

“So this is my fault?” I said, desperate for any reaction than 
the dull resignation in his voice while I typed and retyped 
the password I last remembered, “Is that what you are say-
ing?”

He did not reply. Of course that is not what he was saying. I 
was being a bully; a bully whose power to intimidate was di-
minishing by the minute.

“If we are breaking up anyway, why won’t you tell me what 
it is?” I asked tearfully, desperately.

“Because I still love you,” He replied, “I love you and know-
ing you still see me a certain way is important to me”

“If you loved me” I wept, “you won’t let me go knowing not 
knowing will kill me. You don’t think I have enough regrets 
to last me a lifetime?!”

He fell silent at that, as if he was considering. Just when I 
was about to ask if he was there “I know it is easy for me to 
say” he started “but I think you did the right thing by having 
the abortion. Think about it… what other reason than giv-
ing your mother something to do did you have for keeping 
it?”

Well…
“The only rap song I knew when I was in Germany,” he 

continued, “because I liked Eddie Gri�n - who was featured 
there, was this one by Dr. Dre. I don't remember the title but 
it is about this woman trying to have this guy who is a rich 
nice family man for herself. She seduces him, and has sex 
with him. When he wanted to go back to his family after-
wards, she gets pregnant to keep him. When he still refused, 
she gets mad and tells her kid that his old man was a bad 
man and a loser. The message behind the song was, ‘you were 
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being a hoe and it isn’t the man’s fault for treating you like 
a hoe’. You are not a hoe, Mh'ti. You decided to walk away 
so your boyfriend can have a shot at happiness. And decided 
to do without, instead of bringing a child into this world 
and punishing it for your ‘mistakes’. That is the most loving 
thing you could do for an unborn-child”

“Yes but my mom gave up her future to be tied to me,” I 
wept “paying her in kind was… is the least I could have done. 
Instead, she is going around the neighborhood trying to a 
win the favor of every neglected child in an attempt to make 
up for what her own daughter failed to give her”

“Yes but we are talking about a whole human being here", 
he argued, "a human being! Not a merchandize you can re-
turn when you get a buyer’s remorse; or keep in the base-
ment when you’re bored with playing it”

“But I won’t be the �rst to do it” I said still un-cheered by 
the joke “I mean look at Fana; she seems �ne with spending 
the rest of her life with her kids, despite not having to. I can 
do that, instead of thinking only about myself”

“Well… Fana is content with her life maybe because she 
never saw herself as anything other than what she is. You, 
despite your self-doubt and fear of trying new things, do not 
see motherhood, or having a big house you don't have to pay 
rent for, as the be all and end all. You may or may not do 
something more with yourself, but not letting life and soci-
ety defeat you, that isn’t something you should be ashamed 
of or feel guilt for. Instead of being an angry Spinster, another 
radicalized 30 something made bitter by life who tongue 
lashes-all, you have chosen to advocate for yourself. Not set-
tling for what you are given takes courage, so give yourself 
some credit"

“I won’t be selling myself short for settling for you” I said, 
between tears and laughter, “There maybe a compromise. I 
know you think a person with integrity shouldn’t. But how 
else can you live with yourself, let alone with others, with-
out compromise. We look at the whole package, and not just 
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the things we would like to change, and �gure we are not 
badly o� after all. Which is why I think you should trust 
me with your secret. One bad experience won’t necessarily 
make you damaged goods unless it is the desire to in�ict 
pain on another human being to get pleasure!"

He laughed bitterly. “I don’t need to hurt women to cum” 
he said “But I can understand why that would occur to you. 
You think I hate women deep down”

“Not hate, fear” I corrected him “So if it isn’t something il-
legal, it must be something you consider ‘immoral’. Is it like 
R. Kelly, peeing on women?”

“Mh’ti?”
“Or being peed on by women? I know there are people 

who...”
“Ok!” he said, deciding to put an end to the guessing game 

“Before I go back to work, I will give you the same advice you 
gave me when I was about to leave for Ethiopia: put me out 
of your mind”

“But you were happy with me” I argued, “you were satis�ed 
sexually”

"This is not me worrying I would not be content with you" 
he said, "This is me knowing you won't want me after you 
found out"

“Can I at least tell you the things I can neither forgive nor 
understand?” I asked, �ghting for more time. He sighed re-
signedly. “If you got involved in the beating or raping of a 
woman or stood by watching – not in porn but in real life! – 
while a woman got beat up and raped; that I can’t get over. 
If you so much as fantasized about sexually abusing children 
- that I will never forgive. If you had sex with another man, 
then I can’t be with you. Those are the three things that 
would break us apart. Other than that…?”

“Are you done?”
“Yes” I said both breathless and confused by the unamused 

note in his voice.
Then he said the one thing I did not expect.
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“Please don’t call me again”.
Then he hung up.

All about Will

447



CHAPTER 71

I was always good at packing things. Because there was 
a �nality to packing – something akin to a funeral. You 
are wrapping up, moving on, walking away; instead 

of staying in to wait for what may come. It is an organized, 
tidy, and private form of mourning contained into neat lit-
tle boxes with neat little labels on them.

Before the night was over, I have packaged everything that 
represented Wasihun o� the face of my apartment and put 
them all in a cardboard box that I found in the recycling bin 
down stairs. If this was the Metasebia from three years ago, 
I would have called Seyoum to pick his friend’s stu� right 
there and then. But I decided against it. Wasihun would like 
to be spared of unnecessary questions - that I know. Not to 
mention how, if we were to get back together again, it is bet-
ter not to get the friends involved and/or choose sides. Plus, 
if the news travelled down the grapevine and Fana heard it, 
she would either bug me or feel sorry for me. I did not want 
that.

But the shock of those �nal words have so terri�ed me that 
I was neither willing to see nor talk to Wasihun directly. So 
I called Maurice the following evening and asked if he was 
at work or home. He said he was at work and has just seen 
Wasihun go to the kitchen to take his �rst break. Can he 
ask him if he would be able to drop by tomorrow and take 
his things, I said, in a voice that scared even I. Maurice was 
so shocked he became breathless for a minute. Then asked, 
like the good friend that he was, what happened. “Please ask 
him,” I said, with the same stern voice “He’s told me not to 
call him again. If he can come tomorrow, I want him to leave 
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my key inside the door after locking it. If he would rather 
you come pick it up for him, I will wait for you after work”

Maurice, still in shock, went away and came back after 5 
minutes or so.

He coughed before he spoke, as if he has something un-
pleasant to impart, “He say you can barn it if you want”

"Burn it?" I said surprised.
"Yes"
"He wants me to burn an eleven-hundred-dollar ring?"
He didn’t say anything about ‘arring’, Maurice admitted, 

but he has told him I can burn whatever it was Maurice was 
talking about.

“Ok,” I hu�ed “Can I ask him how I would expect to get 
my things? I have...” I tried to think what I have at his place. 
A sandal and night-gown, a plastic-jug and hand-towels for 
cleaning up after sex, and one or two of the many puzzles Joe 
got me that I never managed to put together alone.

Maurice breathed unhappily and walked away. A few 
minutes later he came back and said he has asked Wasihun 
“why you won’t talk to ha”; and Wasihun has become very 
angry and told him to leave him alone. He swears he has 
never ‘hard zat guy’ talk to him like that. Maybe tomorrow, 
when he is “kool down”

“Ok,” I gurgled a breath. “If that is what he wants…”
“Matasaba” Maurice begged, “I dunno what hap-pin to you 

guys, bat …”
“I am sorry, I have a call waiting” I said, and hung up. Then 

I cried bitterly; not just because I have made an enemy of my 
ex-lover, but because I did not get to hurt him the way those 
words hurt me.

Tears subside, however. They become a hiccup, then a sigh, 
then a continuous shaking of the head.

“Burn it!” I said, full of disappointed wonder. I could not 
understand why he would say ‘burn it’ after all my e�ort to 
show him that I would love him, despite his fault. Maybe be-
cause my feelings were revolting against guessing what Her-
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mela has against him, I skipped that part every time I came 
across it. What he did didn’t matter as much as his willing-
ness to ‘burn' everything that represented him in my place: 
His change of cloth, his shoes and sandals, his poetry books. 
Like he was never a part of my life, and we were never a 
couple.

As if he was a freaking retarded kid born yesterday!
Yes. It may be as Ethiopian as apple-pie was not: get her 

pregnant if you are afraid she won’t stick around; make her 
an enemy if she refused to become a lover; if she is breaking 
it, burn it.

Only it was not I who broke it. It was he, through Hermela.
Could that possibly be it, the reason for the 'burn it' com-

ment? Was he so bitter, so angry, that I brought her back into 
his life that he was willing to punish me for it?

It was too cold to sit outside and my head was starting 
to throb from the crying and confusion. Alcohol, I mourn-
fully thought, would have made all this pain go away. But 
Wasihun has mixed the last bottle of vodka with crushed 
mint, sugar and lemonade the other day [complaining he is 
drinking more while he was with me than he has for years as 
a single man].

Before the invention of cars, this lack of alcoholic stimu-
lant in the house would have induced me to a feeling of sad-
ness and self-pity. Knowing, however, that the store with all 
the alcohols I need was not just open 24/7 but only a mile or 
two away, I decided to go. I throw a big jacket on top of my 
pajama, and wore the knit in-door slippers I got myself on 
Black Friday. Then I walked as quickly as the shoes allowed 
me down the stairs. My car, like a faithful pup, was happy 
to see me. It winked and shined my way while I head to it. I 
went in, started the engine and turned on the heater. There 
was some frozen water on my windshield. It occurred to me 
that must be why people pay extra 35 dollars a month for 
parking in the shaded areas. I did not have time to ponder 
over the wisdom of this, however, for the minute I inched 
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my car forward in an attempt to vacate the parking lot, a big 
SUV rudely blared its honk at me and jerked out of my way, 
missing the nose of my car by less than an inch. "BeYesus Sim!" 
I cried, summoning the Jesus of my college days, made the 
car sprint forward, twisted and turned the wheel, and hit the 
gas. When the pu�ng and smoking was clear, I saw the driver 
of the SUV has parked his car in a weird angle just to yell at 
me. He rolled down his window and motioned me to do the 
same "Hey try to look where you are going next time, yeah?" 
he said in a strained anger "There are other people who use 
this parking lot, too, you know?"

My car's light was facing forward so I could not see his face 
clearly, but the vague outline of his face, the spiky ends of 
his tousled hair, and the intensely personal gaze kicked my 
senses out of slumber. With shock and excitement, I real-
ized this daredevil was no stranger. He was a man I have seen 
standing across the swimming pool watching me months 
ago. It was the dark stranger I have dreamed about, lusted 
after, and wondered if I have ever come across in the day-
time and passed by without knowing him.

A dark stranger who either can't see me very clearly, or has 
no clue who I was.

"Sorry" I waved back, made a wild attempt to curve around 
the tail end of his car - an endeavor I would have never given 
into if I was not sure no other car was coming out of the dark-
ness and he would recognize me if I delayed further. Then, 
quickly drove out.

My shopping was less exciting than my evening has been. 
WinCo, which – on a slow day – boasts at least two dozen 
obese couple with their handful multiracial children push-
ing a cart full of processed food, was almost deserted when 
I walked in - a cold wind on my back. The customer-service, 
which is also where hard-liquors were sold, closes at 7, a 
greeter told me. But they have plenty of beer and wine in the 
isles; some may even be on sale.

When I returned to my apartment with two bottles of 
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wine [red for health, white for taste], there was no sexy 
stranger waiting outside to accuse – or apologize [sorry he 
yelled at me earlier, he did not know who I was at the time. 
That is my apartment?! He has always wondered which it 
was, but never �gured it out. No of course, he will not mind 
coming in. Interesting couch pillows by the way. It is Ethiop-
ian? Cool. No, he does not mind seeing the matching blanket 
on my bed, too, if that is what I want. A little too white, is 
not it, for a bedroom? Oh, I laid it to please my soon-to-be-
ex-�ancée!? Well, fuck him if he cannot appreciate what he 
has.

Etcetera].
I made a survey of my room after cautiously walking up 

the stairs and into my apartment. Then set up the living 
room in a way I felt was most conducive to get drunk and 
sleep easily. First, I set my alarm. Then I carried two pillows 
and a blanket to my couch. I turned to cartoon network, 
poured myself some drink and - with the last light of the 
wax Wasihun brought the other day - kissed my engaged-self 
goodbye.
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CHAPTER 72

F or a message that called forth such drama, Hermela’s 
Facebook texts [or rumblings sent over a period of 
four days, as if the writer was continuing some con-

versation she had going on in her head] were not that reveal-
ing.

“Hi”, they started out.
“We have a mutual friend”
“Wasihun?”
"Or ‘Eskinder’, if we gotta be real technical"
“Anyway, a few months back, I heard he would be in San 

Fran. But he didn’t come out with his buddies the way he al-
ways does. When I asked why, they told me it was because he 
promised his girlfriend he would stay put. I was like ‘I gotta 
know this woman’. The more of us out there laying the rules, 
the better our men would learn to behave, don’t you agree?”

“Not that I see Wasihun as one of those men who needs 
to be pussy-whipped to behave,” she has added a little later, 
“He is one of the few Habesha men I like and respect”

“Anyway,” she has concluded two days later, “thought I 
would pop-in and introduce myself, as a woman who used to 
be in his life. Make friends. Trade stories. Doesn’t look like 
that would happen so I will take my leave. Please tell him 
Hermela said ‘tefah’. He has been sorely missed”

A few days later, she seems to have regretted ever contact-
ing me “Sorry” she has texted before either blocking me or 
doing a disappearing act from Facebook “I didn’t mean to be 
a nuisance. Please tell Wasihun I meant neither you, nor him, 
any harm despite my sense of humor needing an adjustment. 
I wish you the best”
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Hermela. A modern-ish name. Not such an unusual one, 
but not one you come across every day. A name I always 
felt should be left to the o�-springs of rich men and beau-
tiful woman brought together by success and unnatural 
selection in a reproductive system somebody else referred 
to as 'breeding'. After a lot of digging around on Google, I 
�nally found a Linkedin address with a photo that resembles 
her old one on my screen. Hermela Mandefro: A tall, beau-
tiful girl with dark caramel skin, decent sized-breasts and 
long legs. Status, 'self-employed'. Past time, it appears, tak-
ing headshots while wearing traditional Ethiopian dresses 
where wedding gowns �gured the most. A girl at least �ve 
years younger than I but with a wealth of experience in her 
eyes. A beautiful girl with spunk, who knows how to spell 
too. No doubt one of those rich kids raised on ‘fa�a’ powder 
milk, who went to the few private institutions where Prime 
Ministers and foreign diplomas sent their kids [Nazareth, 
Lycee Gebremariam, British Legación] for their high-school 
education.

A fucking ice-queen.
“Do you know this girl?” I asked of Wajo the next time she 

found me hanging around Facebook at the oddest hours of 
day – for America, anyway.

“No,” she answered the next day, “Who is she?”
“I don’t know but she used to date Wasihun” I replied 

eagerly “I thought maybe you have seen her on TV or on a 
magazine. She does some kind of modeling”

“Nope” Wajo replied, a tad more uninterested than I hoped 
she would be, “Not that I can tell them apart if I did. They are 
all alike these Habesha-Barbies”

Not bad.
But she can do better than that.
“Can you please ask around?”
“Why?” she asked severely, “Don’t tell me you are one of 

those women who stalks their boyfriend’s ex-girlfriends?”
“She contacted me, not I” I protested
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“Why on earth?”
For something more sinister than complimenting me on 

being a strict girlfriend, according to Wasihun.
“God only knows. Anyway,” I said, trying to interest myself 

in anything other than Hermela’s �awless skin, "Have you 
seen our friend lately? Yiftu, I mean! Has she come around?"

"She was here three days ago," Wajo said annoyed, "telling 
Emaye how the quality of sanitary pads in the country has 
sunk, and how expensive the imported ones were. It was bi-
zarre"

"Talking to Emaye?!" I said, alarmed, "Don't tell me Emaye 
knows of Wasihun?"

Great! Just what I need.
"She doesn’t” Wajo said impatiently, "She thinks Yiftu is a 

friend of mine and I have warned Yiftu not to tell her who 
she was"

"Good" I said relieved, and although I do not need to say it, 
I added, "You know how Emaye is, the minute she heard of a 
man associated with me, she starts hearing wedding bells"

Wajo grunted at this. She was not her regular cynical-
warrior against all things nonsensical. She sounds bored. 
Drained. Maybe my call has started jarring on her nerves. 
Maybe I have exhausted out the only real friend I have.

"Right now I doubt even that would cheer her up"
"What do you mean?" I said, surprised. “Is she… is Emaye 

ok?”
"She is �ne," Wajo said, seeming fade up with my tendency 

to assume the worst, "But things aren’t so good at home. 
Please don’t ask me what. Chuchu has taken your number 
and would be giving you a call one of these days to explain"

"But why?" I moaned. I loved my pretty niece. But talking 
to her was like an acid trip. Draining, sickening, and guilt-
ridden. “Can’t you tell me? You know I would rather hear bad 
news from you than good news from them”

"Because it is her problem, not mine,” Wajo said, as if trying 
to convince herself of the fact, “Mommy hasn't been talking 
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to Chuchu and Emaye for a week now, and they are all so 
pissed o� at one another it sucks coming home in the even-
ing"

Zinash. Mommy. Emaye. All names for a mother, except 
the �rst two were for hers and the last one - as the most 
deserving and senior one - for mine.

"What did she do now?" I said, almost certain Zinash was 
throwing another �t over something she should leave the 
stupid girl alone for. She was, after all, almost 25 now.

“This isn’t funny” Wajo said, slightly irritated “It is not 
just Zinash not talking to her. She's been sleeping in the liv-
ing room sofa to avoid Chuchu. She leaves before anyone of 
us got up in the morning and goes directly to bed when she 
comes from the hair-salon. We can’t even watch TV now-
adays. I think she would have looked for a place to move out 
to if she didn’t worry it would kill Emaye and disappoint 
you"

"Oh boy" I said, never knowing my sister to let the sun set 
on her anger. "This sounds serious"

"It is serious" Wajo acknowledged for once, "I am trying not 
to get involved but all I get for my pain so far is being yelled 
at by all parties. Sileshi is the only one who has dodged the 
bullets, and only because he skips out every time any one of 
them brought it up"

Can't I do the same? By hanging up the phone?
"So what is it?" I said, feverishly curious "Is it something I 

can help with?"
"No, but Chuchu thinks you can"
"And you won’t tell me?" I begged, "You know this would 

drive me nuts"
"Chuchu is pregnant" my sister's daughter blurted
"What?!" I said, �rst blinded by shock, then elation. Free at 

last! Free at last! Thank God almighty I am free at last!
"Yes... three weeks ago, she was standing by the door and 

massaging her stomach like pregnant women do in movies. 
She has this disgusting, dumb look of pride on her face. I was 

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

456

like 'what on earth'. But I couldn't bring myself to believe 
she would be so stupid as to get pregnant out of wedlock and 
be proud of it, especially when she knows how Zinash feels 
about these things"

"Oh my God" I breathed �lled with tears and laughter. I 
cannot believe the one girl I doubt would ever make anyone 
proud [despite her mother praising every one of her small 
achievements, Do I know who sealed the plastic bags the 
spices were sent to me using the magic of candle and �re?. 
As if she hoped to keep the �ood at bay through the magical 
power of encouragement] would be the instrument to save 
my sanity. "And?"

"And... she went in and told Zinash" Wajo declared, "I was 
looking at Chuchu suspiciously for days before she came out 
and told me she was 2 months pregnant. I just freaked out 
and left the house, saying I don't want to hear anything. 
When I came home from work that night, the whole house 
looks like death has fallen on it. Emaye is sitting in the liv-
ing room, but the TV was turned o� and it was unnaturally 
quiet. I was asking where Chuchu and Zinu were when I heard 
Mommy crying from our bedroom. Just wailing. I run in to 
�nd her with a towel on her forehead, her eyes swollen, say-
ing her daughter is dead to her, dead and buried, lost”

“Oh my God” I said, unable to see what all the fuss is about.
“Yes. For a minute, I thought something bad has happened 

to Chuchu before Emaye told me what took place after I left 
for work. Chuchu has gone into our bedroom and fallen on 
mommy’s knees to ask her to forgive her. Zinash was so upset 
that she pushed and punched Chuchu until Emaye heard all 
the row and run in to separate them. Anyway... I don't know 
where Zinash thought Chuchu would end up someday, NASA 
or some other space station. I mean you remember how she 
wrote ‘a bird sitting on a tree’ when asked the meaning of a 
‘window’ at grade �ve? We all know she won’t have �nished 
grade 12 if there was a Grade 13 they could have kept her 
behind from. Anyway, it is as if Zinash's hopes for her were 
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dashed with this news. She kept wailing and crying through-
out the night, saying wasn't what she has been through 
enough for her daughters not to make the same mistake she 
did. Hasn’t she su�ered and been humiliated enough for us 
to not learn from her?! I am telling you, if I have anywhere 
to go, I would have gone that night. The more Emaye begged 
Zinash, kissed and told her to calm down, the worse she be-
came. She said she should have killed Chuchu the day she was 
born rather than see her where she was”

"Wow" I said, remembering what a trial it was growing up 
in a house where the oldest daughter had three children out 
of wedlock, from three di�erent men, in an age when even 
exchanging love letters was done in secret and through mes-
senger boys who were bribed or paid for their pain. That can-
not have been easy for her, huh? “Go on…”

"In the morning, she got up and told Chuchu that she has 
made a decision. She will have the money for her that very 
evening and to go get an abortion"

"What?" I said; almost dizzy, "She said that?!"
"Oh yeah. I don’t know why it took her so long, maybe 

she worried Emaye would take it personally. Of course, Chu-
chu tried to protest then started crying. But she must have 
said no in the end because Zinash came out, called Emaye 
and told her she has to choose between throwing herself or 
Chuchu out because her daughter was not going to bring a 
bastard into that house while Zinash has a breath left in her 
body"

"She used that word, ‘bastard’?"
"Yup. And just to show the irony wasn’t lost upon her, 

she said the shame she brought down on the house was 
enough for a lifetime, and her sister wasn’t slaving in Amer-
ica among strangers so we can �ll Gash Seifu’s house with 
bastards”

“Oh my Lord” I said, laughing tearfully. "Poor Zinash"
“Well you know her," Wajo reminded me "No one like her 

when feeling self-righteous. Anyway, Emaye tried to calm 
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her down, then said they were both her children and she can-
not be asked to choose. So mommy left grumbling and spent 
the day hopping mad, giving the girls a hard time and burn-
ing hairs. In the evening, she came hu�ng and asked Chuchu 
if she has thought about it yet: either to get an abortion or be 
thrown out. Chuchu tried to reason with her, said the guy has 
agreed to marry her in an engagement ceremony and they 
would be out of her hair soon. That pissed her o� more"

"I must say…" I said, less pleased by the prospect of some-
one that is not me giving my mom the grand-child she has al-
ways wanted, "That sounds rather reasonable"

"Yeah well… Zinash wouldn't hear of it. She told Chuchu if 
that was her decision, she should pack her bags right then 
and go to him; spare herself the engagement money for when 
she needs it. I must say Chuchu was really patient and re-
pentant until then. But when Zinash started grabbing her 
stu� out of the closet and throwing it at her, she said she 
won’t leave. It was her house as well as Zinash's, and the only 
person who has any right to tell her to leave it was Emaye, 
the actual owner"

I thought of my mom, torn between her eldest daughter 
and the child that daughter bore. I sighed. "That can't have 
been pleasant,"

"Neither was it. In the end, Zinash tried to drag Chuchu by 
the hair, which is when Chuchu started screaming for Emaye 
to save her. If the neighbors didn’t come in between, there 
would have literally been blood in her hands. It is like she 
was mad at her daughter for having sex and was trying to 
punish her”

Zinash, the republican. Who would have thought?
“Anyway,” Wajo continued, “Chuchu started throwing up 

and crying so Emaye brought her back in her arms, saying to 
Zinash she was making a scene and would regret it if the girl 
fall on some kind of illness because of this"

"Wow"
"I know. So Zinash has been going in and out like a stranger 
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this past week, talking to neither Emaye nor Chuchu. Not 
even looking at them. Whenever she wants something, she 
sends Sileshi. She is mad at even me for having had a suspi-
cion but not telling her"

"It sounds so unreasonable" I observed, "I mean I know it 
isn't exactly ideal. But why doesn't she want Chuchu to get 
married if she has made up her mind to? I know she is young 
by Addis-standard but she is not exactly 18"

"The problem isn't just Chuchu" Wajo admitted, "Although 
Zinash would rather see her go to an evening school at least, 
get some kind of skill and �nd herself a job before doing any-
thing. But the real problem is the dude"

"The dude?!" I said, frowning "I thought... wasn't she going 
to that guy's house and hanging out with his daughter; the 
one whose wife was caught in bed with Mulatu while she was 
alive?"

"Not in the last year" Wajo replied, "She hasn't been to his 
house after she stopped going there because you were here. 
Actually, this whole thing didn’t start until you left"

"Until I left?" I said, feeling implicated - somehow, "What 
do you mean ‘until I left’?"

"You remember Yeshanewu?" she asked
"Yeshanewu?" I said, the image of a good-looking guy of 

small stature who injected bad English into our conversa-
tion every chance he got �oating in front of me. He has 
given himself such an air I was convinced he owned the car 
I rented for two months [after Zinash and my mother pes-
tered me over my waiting for a minibus in the sun along with 
everybody else] and have asked him to join us at the various 
restaurants he drove us to. The day I found out he was paid 
by what he brought in throughout the day, I have regretted 
my mistake and wondered if I can't make amends. "Do that 
and he would think you are trying to insult him," Zinash has 
observed, while transferring water from one co�ee cup to 
another in an attempt to wash them, "People like that are 
only too happy to deceive themselves as long as they think 
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they are deceiving others. Just tell him what time to come 
pick you up and when to drop you. It is not your job to make 
sure he is well fed or not bored. He has a mother for that" "The 
driver?!”

“Aka the guy who wanted you to send him ‘tourists' from 
America" she said, chuckling

“And...?”
“She has been seeing him ever since he brought us from the 

airport"
"Oh really?"
"Yup. Mommy knew of him through Sileshi even before 

you came; how he drinks, chews chaat when he should be 
working, and was lazy as shit. When he kept coming around 
after you left, and started having Chuchu called out in the 
evening, she would run out and tell him o�. Even after Chu-
chu enrolled in computer class, to �nd an excuse to see him 
no doubt, Zinash would go to the entrance to the village and 
wait for Chuchu to get o� a minibus and walk her home, 
just to make sure that guy wasn't tri�ing with her. She saw 
him not just as useless and undesirable, but as a danger-
ous human being who has his eyes on a bigger �sh. I know 
you would say she is becoming paranoid, because she thinks 
everybody is trying to exploit you through us, but this time 
I think she has a point. Our very own Sileshi has heard his 
friends tell him you might even buy him a cab so he doesn't 
have to work for other people all his life. When I confronted 
Chuchu with that, she said he isn't to blame for what his 
friends say. She is such an idiot she can’t believe he would 
have had sex with her, or agreed to marry her if he didn’t 
love her”

"Unbelievable," I agreed.
"Very" Chuchu's littlest sister continued, "I don’t know if 

she was secretly afraid to marry the Widower, because no 
other educated man would marry such a dumb girl. Or if she 
believes the midget to be as grandiose as he pretends. But all 
he has to do is take her to the Kebele restaurant, feed her and 
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get her drunk for her to forgive every one of his faults. You 
won’t believe how she tries to apply every soap-opera she’s 
ever watched to her situation: he is her well-meaning, desti-
tute lover; Zinash is a 'tyrant' trying to come between them, 
and by standing up for him, she is making the world a better 
place, like she is some ‘Joan of Arc’ of lovers"

Chuchu's stupidity maybe hers. Her foolishness, on the 
other hand, was universal and borne of the folly of introdu-
cing fairy-tale to an immature mind.

"That is why she was talking about calling you," Wajo con-
tinued, "She knows Zinash would relent if you asked her to 
do it for you. I heard her joking 'I will tell Zinash, if the worst 
comes, Mh’ti would bring up my child'"

She did, did she?
Yeah. Mh’ti: Our cow who art in America, hallowed be thy 

udders, thy milks come [for anybody willing to work his or 
her grubby �nger around them].

"I doubt Zinash would like hearing that” I observed. In 
fact, if I know my sister, that is the kind of talk that would 
prompt her to violence.

“No, neither would Emaye if she found out that was the 
plan. Of course Emaye was ecstatic when she heard of Chu-
chu’s pregnancy; Chuchu told her after she told me! But I 
think Zinash's reaction kind of threw her o�. The �rst day, 
when Mommy yelled at her for being one of the instruments 
for that ‘snake’ to get into our midst, as Emaye covers for all 
of us when Zinash asks where we were, she told Sileshi she 
wonders if she has been such a bad mother to Zinash for Zin-
ash to be so bitter about her past"

"Oh God!" I said, dejected
"I know!" Wajo said, reading me loud and clear, "Everybody 

is taking their own corner and grieving this like it is all 
about them when it is really about the stupid kid who would 
be born of that man and be unfortunate enough to have Chu-
chu for a mother"

I laughed. I could not help it. This was the kid I would have 
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liked to be a mother to, if she was not past 18 already. "So 
what do I say to her?"

"Nothing” said Wajo carelessly, "I will ignore her call until 
she gave up calling. She won't leave a message because she 
needs you to hear it from her own lips, and waiting for the 
beep to leave a message is expensive"

“You know I can’t do that,” I said, “Sooner or later I would 
have to call Emaye or Zinu and one of them may mention it”

"No they won’t” Wajo said, "Emaye has been wondering if 
you'd be disappointed with Chuchu, now that she saw Zin-
ash’s reaction. And Zinu won’t climb down from her ivory 
tower to ask for your advice. But if she mentioned it, tell her 
to let the stupid girl marry the asshole. She is determined 
to live with him whether Zinash liked it or not and the only 
purpose this drama serves in the end is to embitter the sen-
sitive jerk against us – which would back�re on both of them 
someday. Emaye should make sure they know they can’t 
move in with us no matter what happened in the future; he 
has two sisters who are just as bad as he. And Zinash should 
stop talking shit about him to the girls at the hair-salon. Bad 
as this is, at least Chuchu hasn’t pulled a ‘Wagaye’ yet”

Wagaye: the "Whore of Babylon" of our village, who let a 
guy mount her after he got her pregnant, refused to marry 
her [with nasty comments about her personal hygiene to the 
elders sent to plead with him] then denying that the baby 
was his despite, as is usual in these cases, the boy [now a man] 
was a spitting image of himself.

"Oh my God!” I said in panic “That would kill Zinash in a 
week”

“Yup”
“Well, thanks for telling me" I said, "At least I know what to 

do now"

All about Will

463



CHAPTER 73

What is the use of a good news when you do 
not have anybody to share it with? The minute 
I got home, after passing by Nathan’s mother 

- who was standing by the hedges smoking while her grand-
son [who seems as quiet and cheerless these days as his 
‘Nana’] rubbed his dog’s stomach to help it go – it seems, I 
changed into my holiday best and drove to Fana’s place in the 
hope of avoiding sleeping pills and the ‘brief bath of obliv-
ion’ they promise. For ever since I welcomed the New Year 
alone, with the noises from a few doors down keeping me 
up until the wee hours of morning, I have been deriving my 
slumber from the skinny neck of an alcohol bottle. Even the 
little sleep I get after 3:25 am was as “broken and less pro-
found” as that of Lily Bart’s from The House of Mirth; as if I, 
too, were “perpetually �oating up through it to conscious-
ness”. The next day pressing close upon me, on its heels 
coming the days that were to follow—swarming about like a 
shrieking mob.

Fana’s car, with its Zebra Pink seat cover and biblical 
bumper sticker [“But as for me and my household, we will 
service the Lord”], was parked outside. But she was nowhere 
to be seen.

“Where are you?” I said, in a quarrelsome voice, when she 
picked up “I came to see you and you guys aren’t here”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” Fana said, try-
ing to speak above the sound of a dim hub-hub, “We are in 
line at the Southcenter food court because the kids don’t 
want to leave without stu�ng their faces every time they 
come this way. Is Wasihun with you or are you alone?”
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“I am alone,” I said, feeling down by the mention of 
Wasihun, although I expected worse. “And not driving so it’s 
better for me to go now instead of going through Tukwila for 
a bus back”

“What?!” she said, yelling as if someone was on �re “Why 
did you come all the way to Seattle and why would you go 
without seeing us? Ermias will give you a ride after dropping 
us”

“Ermias?” I said, quickly displeased. This skinny spec-
tacled-fellow, with a head so small it should have belonged 
on a child, is an old friend of both Fana and Nigist’s [her older 
sister and a queen both in name and deed]. Although I have 
been told he helps immigrants out with their legal prob-
lems, I do not know what purpose he serves in life other than 
presenting himself where he is not wanted and being the one 
person who can be counted upon to always be around. That 
the man has in ambition what he lacks in person is not de-
batable. He not only goes by his last name, ‘like a ferenj’ – 
as many Ethiopians criticize him – but used to visit Fana’s 
house almost every other day the �rst few months I came. 
The evening he waited outside my work to ask if I would 
like to have dinner with him, I have laughed like it was the 
funniest thing I heard. It was when I heard Fana ask Mulugeta 
“What does she have that he hasn’t, at least he is eating his 
own Injera!” that I realized that Fana was the one who told 
him where to go and what time I leave work. This has bugged 
me so much, that she would think I should be grateful some 
two-left-feet ugly turd paid me attention, that I became sul-
len all evening and cried my eyes out once in bed.

“Yes” she said casually “he asked me to help him pick out a 
suit for a friend’s wedding and he said they shan’t leave with-
out eating. He knows your husband and was telling me how 
…” she stopped here to yell at one of her kids to let go of her 
dress.

I was wondering if she was planning to use him against 
her husband or if he was the hyena hoping to slip in the 
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hole made by the dog – in this case, her husband – when she 
started talking about “my husband”. It was a common cus-
tom to alternative ‘husband’/'wife' for boyfriend/girlfriend/
�ancée. But considering my husband has uncharacteristic-
ally disappeared for a few days now, it was even more pain-
ful.

“Anyway he was telling me how he o�ered to help him 
with his papers a while back, having heard he hasn’t gotten 
his citizenship yet. But your man not only refused the help 
but made fun of him. Do you have any idea why he doesn’t 
want to change his status?”

“He should have asked him himself,” I said, in a quarrel-
some voice and before she jumped down my throat with 
‘what is the matter’ and ‘what have you done to him’, I said “I 
think I will go home now Fana. I can’t wait in this cold”

“Well then go in the back and sit on the verandah,” she said, 
after chiding Betsu to stop bothering her while she was on 
the phone “You know how to open it! We will be there in less 
than an hour – two hour tops”

“It’s alright,” I said determined to take the longest bus to 
Federal way. That should help me kill some time, “I will 
come some other time”

“No you won’t. You would wait for us there and we will…” 
She interrupted her call to make a long sigh “Betsu has been 
bugging me to ask you if Wasihun lives behind the Somali 
store where they sell Verizon phone” she said, “He won’t re-
member any of my friend’s name to save his life. But when it 
comes to remembering this place he saw years ago, his mind 
is like a calculator”

The Somali store with its loud customers and shelves of 
food, electronics, and various sizes of travel bags where 
Wasihun took us once to buy phone card.

There was a beautiful tall girl with a head-cover behind 
the counter. She has looked breathless, and became disor-
ganized when we walked in hand in hand. And I have grown 
jealous with the ease he asked if they have brought fresh 
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‘chaat’ lately. Her brother and father were always there to 
keep a sharp eye on her, he has later explained, because she 
was not ‘circumcised’ and they have been told being ‘uncut’ 
would lead a woman to promiscuity. God only knows how 
Seyoum got that information. No, he does not think she has 
a crush on him; maybe just scared I would see her as a threat. 
Plus, she is like 24. What is he gonne talk to her about, 
Henna?!

“Yes he does” I said, suddenly very annoyed with Betsu. 
That kid needs to get a life, I said to myself, then begin to 
say “I will think about it and text you if I will wait or go” 
when Betsu’s quiet voice came on the phone “Hello?” he said 
sti�y, as if he was preparing for a phone- interview.

“Hi Betsu” I said sighing to myself
“Did he tell you?” Betsu said jumping onto what interests 

him, as usual.
“Told me what?” I said, groaning in spirit that my torture 

was not over. Why God, why?!
“That he is going to take me to meet my brother?”
“What?!”
“Yeah, he called to tell me he is going to take me to meet 

my brother when he comes next month”
“When he comes next month?!” I said suspiciously. It oc-

curred to me, for a second, that Wasihun has left me so he 
could go to Fana. He has thought her so pretty he remem-
bered her years after they went to school together, after all. 
Maybe … can it be… is it possible that I have to be jealous of 
yet another mate of Fana’s who rightfully belonged to me?! 
“Why is he coming next month?”

“To see us, of course” Betsu said, surprised “He'll arrive 
here a day before Babi's birthday and my mom would leave 
for British Columbia immediately after we celebrated it”

“Ohh” I said, receding from the edge of the cli� I was going 
to throw myself from “You are talking about Mulugeta!”

“Of course, my dad!” Betsu said happily, “He said I have a 
brother who is like in high-school”
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“Really?”
“Yeah, he talked to him on Facebook and my brother said 

he would like to meet us. He said he has always wanted to 
have a little brother or sister. But my dad is going to take 
only me �rst, because Hagere and Babi may blabber to every-
one and his mother would hear. His mom doesn’t want him 
to know he has another family, and his dad has a weak heart. 
Not my dad” he clari�ed gawkily “but his real dad, the one 
who brought him up”

“How about Fana?” I said, too stirred to notice the bril-
liance in that last sentence, “What did she say when she 
heard that?”

“She said she will buy me a phone just for talking to him 
because it was on her phone he called me twice. She said I’ve 
gotta be nicer to Hagere, though, which is �ne as long as she 
didn’t follow me everywhere”

“Oh Betsu, you made my day sweetheart” I sighed, forget-
ting my misery for a minute

Betsu was too full of information to stop and appreciate 
the good he did “Do you know Rass Kass?” he asked eagerly

“Who?”
“Rass Kass. The rapper! My brother told me there is this 

rapper whose name is ‘Rass Kass’ that he took from an Ethi-
opian Pope. But my mom said he is really a King or some-
thing. He can’t speak Amharic; you know?”

“Who, the rapper?”
“No, my brother” Betsu said laughing, “He can’t speak Am-

haric, although he is half-Habesha. But he speaks better Eng-
lish than you, even better than Selam”

Ok hold it right there, buddy.
“Wow, I am happy for you Betsu,” I said, almost too faint 

with nostalgia for Wasihun “Enkuan des aleh!”
“Are you going to come with us when we go to see him?” 

Betsu said, seeming embarrassed by the congratulation
“I don’t know, maybe”
“You should come” the kid said before his mother took the 
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phone from him “My dad said he will take us to the zoo and 
afterwards we may go to the Aquarium – if you want”

The phone must have changed hands before I know it be-
cause Fana’s voice was the next thing I heard “Did you hear 
that?” she asked, after complaining how now that Betsu has 
got his �ll, the rest of the kids want to talk to me too. He is 
setting a bad example, that is what he is doing, she added.

“Yes” I said, almost afraid to continue, “How do you feel?”
“It gives them something to do while I am away, that is 

how I feel”
“But you are ok with it?” I said, deciding not to tempt fate 

by asking why she changed her mind about coming to stay 
with me.

“Why won’t I be?” my ‘cousin’ asked, annoyed. “It has been 
bothering me that you said he was feeling lonely, so when 
his father called to say the kid is willing to meet his younger 
brother, I said ‘sure as long as you didn’t bring him to my 
home’!”

“Oh Fana” I blurted out, without thinking “You are the 
best”

“Oh please” she said, exhibiting an emotion that was un-
common for her – embarrassment. “You think I won’t lay 
my life for my children if I thought it would help? The 
very reason I didn’t want them to meet at �rst is because I 
thought associating with one of his kind would a�ect them 
negatively. But seeing how clean cut he is and all the Habe-
sha friends he has, I assumed it is probably ok”

Sweet Fana and her sweet stereotypes.
“Betsu must have been so happy when he �rst heard” I said, 

still excited
“He was,” she said chuckling “All he has been talking about 

for a week now is ‘his brother this’ ‘his brother that’. Barely 
even mentions you or Selam! If you haven’t got a boyfriend 
already, I would have felt as sorry for you as I feel for myself 
nowadays. It seems there isn’t a man in my life who won’t re-
place me for somebody else the �rst chance he got”
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“He may have gone” I said, summoning all my courage “but 
he hasn’t stayed away. And if you delay going to Nigist’s 
place, you may be able to work it out”

“I am going to ignore you said that” Fana said more calmly 
than she would have henceforth “I left, and came back once, 
and look what that did for me. No matter what you lot 
think, you – Selam – or even my mother, Fana Woldemichael 
isn’t a dog who goes back to her vomit”

Unless her vomit decided to court her the way he did once 
and succeeded in winning her trust, I said to myself.
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CHAPTER 74

Despite being dead tired when I get home from 
Fana’s place, I woke up two hours earlier the next 
morning. I had a dream that scared me shitless. It 

was, like most dreams, based on reality. When I was back in 
Seattle, long before I met Joe; I have witnessed a car acci-
dent. Not a human being hit by a car, but a cat being hit by 
a car. It was dark, and the street was in one of those Capitol 
Hill neighborhoods where you �nd homes and apartments 
across from one another and either cats or squirrels creep in 
front of you when you least expect them.

Before I saw it, a cat has run out into the street, not real-
izing it was rush hour and cars were whizzing by with an 
uncommon speed. Before seeing the cat, I saw the accident. 
Something being hit by a car and bouncing in the air before 
it recovered itself and darted to the end of the street. In the 
dusky light of evening, it looked like a plastic bag at �rst, the 
kind you are given at grocery stores for free. When it landed 
on its feet, stood in what must be shock before it run back 
into tra�c, utterly disorganized, I realized it was a cat. The 
cat that has been hit by a car, in a way that would break 
every bone in the human body, was running back into tra�c. 
I screamed and run towards the center of the road, trying to 
stop the poor thing from being killed. But the car has seen 
it, and stopped, with its light �ooding the street before both 
myself and the cat. And in that light I saw the disorganized 
cat run here and there, frenzied by blood, and noise, and fear; 
twirling on its self as if it was chasing its tail, now running 
to the right side of the street, now to the left, scared, scary, 
mad. When it �nally found itself at the edge of the street 
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and outside danger, it has drunkenly - viciously - angrily run 
headlong towards me and I have run from it - worried [in its 
blood-crazed way, in its shock and madness] it would charge 
and attack me. Then I stood across the street, watching it 
doing the same tail-chasing dance a little sluggishly - as if he 
was executing an order he cannot understand, before slip-
ping into a bush and was never heard from again.

That shock, that confusion, that fear ... so human ... so mine 
has made me cry for half a mile afterwards. I have felt the 
vulnerability of my own life, just as that cat's, and avoided 
walking on that side of street for days. It is weird that I 
would dream of that cat this strange night. The cat I was un-
able to help, and from whom I run - not out of cruelty, but 
fear. Fear of the unknown, fear of the probable, fear of the 
impending pain. In my dream, I seem to be walking the same 
neighborhood, looking for somebody to talk to. I would 
stop a woman and ask her if she has seen the cat and if it was 
ok. She says she doesn't know. Then another woman would 
come out of the bush and ask where I saw it, what happened, 
and why I did not contact anyone. We would go around look-
ing for the cat, she hu�ng, me worrying and fretting, afraid 
it would be too late to save ‘BeQelwa’ by the time we get to 
it. That they would think, unless I showed myself innocent, 
that I have a hand in it. That I have poisoned it, or something.

The minute I woke up, it has occurred to me the cat from 
my dream was meant to be Wasihun. Just as that unfortunate 
creature could not have survived the accident unless it has 
eight more lives to spare, I was being told Wasihun was gone 
too, never to return.

Imagine my surprise, therefore, when I found a text mes-
sage sent sometime between 2 am -5 am. “I apologize for 
reacting the way I did earlier” it said “There is something 
about the brainless way Maurice tries to interfere that 
brings out the worst in me. I will leave your things at the 
apartment Manager's o�ce, and you can give me my books 
and the ring at a later date. But I don't think I can look at 
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any of the things you got me without wanting to hurt my-
self. So feel free to donate them to Goodwill or drop them 
by a homeless shelter. As for being friends, it is something I 
would be very much interested in after we have put enough 
distance between us. Thank you for putting up with me for 
as long as you did" and impulsively, or so it seems, he has 
added the word "Ewedishalehu” a few minutes later.

I have told Wasihun [the night we found the gym empty, 
raced one another on who can burn the most calories, 
dragged our aching, sore body, into bed to �nd we were un-
able to fall asleep], my weakness for that word. Just as I �nd 
the name ‘boyfriend’ more romantic than ‘husband’; just as 
I see a plain wedding ring as more valuable than an engage-
ment ring; just as I want to be loved more than I yearn to be 
married - how the Amharic word for “I like you” has meant 
a lot more to me than the Amharic word for “I love you”. For 
in ‘I like you’ I do not see the French kiss, the motel rooms, 
and the �avored condoms the later brings to mind. But the 
a�ection with which he kissed my forehead when grateful, 
the �rmness with which he holds my hand while we walk to-
gether, and the way he sat by the wall with my sweater and 
purse, happy that I get to enjoy myself. That 'Ewedishalehu' 
was not your run of the mill "yeah yeah I love you", to quote 
“The Story of Us”, but "a silent ‘I like you’".

It was as if the man who �rst told me to forget him, then 
never to call him again, was su�ering from a multiple per-
sonality disorder. Saying “nay” when he wanted to say “yay”, 
and “yay” when “nay”. Kind of like I used to be before Joe 
decided to come after me and taught me how some people 
were worth going after.

After I made co�ee and ate a boiled egg for breakfast, I did 
my hair, dressed up and sat on the patio [feet on the charcoal 
grill Wasihun bought a week after Kathy's party] until the 
dusk lifted and I could see some life that was not the handful 
red and white Christmas lights framing my neighbors’ win-
dow.
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It is odd how some hours of night can be completely de-
void of sound. Or at least how the serenity with which dark-
ness covers the land gives the impression that nothing was 
stirring. I was sure, although I cannot see it; the fake stream 
from the fake fountain was still running. The birds can be 
heard chirping somewhere. There was the occasional car 
zipping on the road beside the park, too. But nature seems 
deaf to all sounds, save for the wailing wind that whistled in 
my ear.

In that wailing, groaning, weeping, I thought of the cat 
that run into the bushes with its severe wounds. There was a 
clarity to the dream, an almost prophetic quality that made 
me wonder if I was meant to save Wasihun from himself. To 
wrestle down my pride [after he made me feel worthless and 
unloved by telling me never to call him again] and go ask 
him where he was hurt, where they got him, how I can help 
before he was lost to me [and/or the world]. If my lover was 
worth one last look, a �nal seeing through, a patient and an 
understanding heart.

The choice was mine. I can let go, start anew, and hope 
to build something with someone less imperfect. Someone 
less given to bouts of anger, less melodrama, less – and one 
must admit, however much one doesn’t want to – less emo-
tionally abusive.

And he will, no doubt, �nd somebody to keep him warm 
in the cold days of winter – or until his landlady installed a 
functional air-conditioning system. Indeed, many were the 
days in which I have noticed my co-workers getting engaged 
to, moving in with and planning to marry the men they met 
three weeks ago before dropping the whole idea in the blink 
of an eye and moving back with their friends, ex-room-
mates, and parents without so much as a back look of regret.

None of us, however devoted we were to those we loved, 
gets to lend our skin for their comfort and burial. And the 
loss of love does not have to be as pronounced and devastat-
ing at 36 as it was at 16, especially when you live in America 
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and have so many options.
However, am I [Metasebia Seifu, Western by thought, Ethi-

opian by breeding] the type who bails out on a relationship 
when the going gets tough? More importantly, do I want to 
let go of this particular man? This particular soul mate? This 
particular ‘me’ in the male form however much the self-help 
books, the relationship gurus, and the Dr. Phils of this world 
– this America – would tell me to �ee from him?

If I were to go searching for another lover, would I stop my-
self from looking for him [a less disagreeable, less wretched 
him] in them? Was not he a promise at the end of a long pain-
ful journey that I hope to get to if I could be a little more 
patient, a little more loving, a lot less judgmental? Can I, for 
a reason I cannot explain, bear the thought of another girl 
standing beside Wasihun [my Wasihun, he would always be 
‘Wasihun’ to me] in front of his mother’s grave to be intro-
duced as his wife and the women he chose to spend the rest 
of his life with?

More importantly, oh… so signi�cantly more importantly 
[although Fana and the culture that brought her up would 
say a girl can fare �ne without it], can I enjoy sex again with 
another man after I found out how a man can fuck you to 
your very soul in the few times we had sex as if we were see-
ing our self in the mirror; knowing the other just as we our 
self was being known?!

A 15-minute drive later, I was outside his work listening 
to ‘Morning Edition’ while waiting for Wasihun to come 
out. The �rst person to appear, judging by her hijab, was the 
woman I assumed must be Lubaba. She was talking on the 
phone in a tirade of fast Arabic- like the person on the other 
side was a target practice. When she passed by my car, she 
looked my way suspiciously, then stood holding her door as 
if lost in thought. There was a stroller, and all kinds of baby-
related garbage at her back sit. The door opened a second 
time and Maurice came out carrying a big travel bag and 
bobbing his head up and down as if he was listening to some 
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music, although he does not seem to be wearing a head-
phone.

When I surfaced from my hiding place, I noticed my be-
loved holding the door for somebody. This was a white man 
with skin almost faded and the hair color of straw. He has his 
glasses, which he kept lifting up and down while he talked, 
and was carrying a lunch box that seems too big for his frail 
frame. Old Man Greg, no doubt.

"Wasihun?" I said when he �nished talking to Greg and 
seem to be heading for his car.

He turned around and saw me, seem to hesitate before 
waving goodbye to Lubaba, who was still on the phone and 
still lost in thought, and came over.

"What are you doing here?" He asked when I gave him a kiss 
after he sat next to me. It was not exactly a quarrelsome 
face. But it was nowhere near friendly. He seemed detached 
and curious, as if - in his mind - we were already broken up or 
were mere strangers.

"I came because I wanted to see you" I said, then burst into 
tears, "I want to make sure that you are really done with me 
because everything you say and do seems to say otherwise"

"I never denied loving you," he said, looking at his shoes, 
"I am breaking up with you because I would rather tell my 
heart that a worthwhile woman has once loved me than 
know –”

"What if I told you I think you want to tell me?" I said, 
turning to him. He looked up at me. His eyes looked red and 
the tiny cells around them appear swollen with strain, as if 
they were about to burst. "That you are aching to tell me. It 
maybe because you want to get it o� your chest and get an 
absolution or because you know you can’t move on without 
knowing that I have absolutely rejected you"

"Maybe you are right," he said, shrugging his shoulder, "You 
almost hit it on the head the other day anyway. There is no 
point holding back now"

"So you are bisexual, is that it?” I asked, despite my deter-
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mination, my very soul sinking to my feet “If so, I know a guy 
who is - or at least I think he is – whom I liked for a long time. 
We can’t be boyfriend/girlfriend, of course, but we can still 
be friends"

"I have no sexual interest in men" he said his eyes bruised 
with emotion "which doesn’t mean I can't tell a good look-
ing guy from an ugly guy. But I have no physical desire for 
men, not even in the half a second before I orgasm. Of course 
that makes no di�erence at this point"

“So what, you like to dress up like women?”
He sighed. “Did anything about me made you feel like I en-

vied your panties?”
I laughed; I could not help it. “You did worry your calf 

makes you look like a girl when you were young!"
“No” he said stressing each word “I do not like dressing like 

a girl. Nor have I ever felt like I would be mistaken for a 
woman. Yes, I was more bow-legged when I was a kid, but 
my body �lled up with �esh and then I noticed there were 
many men who had legs like that. This has nothing to do 
with emotion. Or other people" he said, "It's a physical thing. 
Just physical. I like... I have found out… I have been forced to 
face that I liked... that I enjoyed…" he coughed "I have had a 
woman do something to me, something I did not ask and did 
not like at the time. Later, I found out that I enjoyed it and 
so I let her keep doing it. This was the �rst year I came to 
America. My brother has been dead for two years and I still 
was angry with God, myself, whathaveyou. I drunk, I fucked, 
and I threw my severance pay left and right because it was 
futile to struggle, life was short and nothing mattered in the 
end. I have neither the patience nor the desire to wait for a 
relationship to come to me. For I have just become part of 
a community of men and was more than happy to borrow 
a page, nay a whole book, on Habesha women from those 
who knew them longer than I did. I said ‘feed her and fuck 
her’ when they said all a woman needed was to be fed and 
fucked. I believed that they were liars with those who were 
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lied to. Cheaters with those cheated upon. And no amount 
of eyelash batting or show of modesty would convince me 
there wasn’t some kind of deceit afoot. So it was natural that 
I would assume I would escape everybody’s lot by falling for 
a woman who said and did exactly what she wanted.

All I knew before being introduced to her was that she was 
a ‘party girl’. I assumed she likes to go out and get drunk; 
which is all I did for the two years prior to coming to Amer-
ica. I didn’t know there was a price to pay – something worse 
than losing money – for associating with someone like her”

He breathed. I breathed and patted his hand. He sucked in 
the cold air and continued.

“She was seeing someone or other when I �rst met her. But 
everywhere I go, she seems to be there. Normally, I won’t 
have dreamed of going anywhere near a girl like her. A girl so 
beautiful you aren’t sure if you are seeing or imagining her 
when you �rst came across her. But you know when cowboys 
ride in the movies how everything is noise and whistling 
and dust?! You don’t think, in all that patriarchal hub-hub 
there would be a cow too good for your rope. What is more, 
ever since she discovered I have lived in Europe, she has been 
interested in me. She would sit a minute with me, tease me 
and wave mockingly before she walked out in somebody's 
arm – calling me either ‘Mamo’ or ‘balager’. The guys would 
wink, nudge and make comments that was both demeaning 
and envious of her [‘trouble’ was her name around town]. But 
I was like a bull ready to break all the china in the shop the 
minute the matador gave me the ‘red �ag’. And red �ag was 
all I was seeing from her. I am still not sure what she saw in 
me. Naiveté, perhaps, a distraction. I knew my utter bleak 
look on life and bitterness from my brother’s death enter-
tained her. She has said something to piss me o� – and then 
made me want to hurt her, in bed – the few times we talked 
about my family. But she never walked out without saying 
hi to me, or talking to me, or pulling me aside and spending 
some time with me; which frightened me and made me fuck-

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

478

ing delirious.
Anyway, she was going to Dallas, where the soccer tourna-

ment takes place [she is on the Social Events committee and 
goes there every year], and she asked me if I could pick her 
and drop her at the airport. [Her license was suspended after 
they borrowed an ex boyfriend’s car and crashed it. So she 
always needed somebody to drive her if the guy she is seeing 
wasn’t around.]

I said sure. She was kind of sweet, that morning, telling me 
I should just up and come with her to Texas, that I ought 
to be more adventurous, ‘live a little’. So I decided to ask 
her why she calls me ‘Balaguer’. Not that I have a problem 
with the word, mind you! I saw ‘balager’ as somebody who 
belongs to the land and is Ethiopian to the core, instead 
of the 'country-bumpkin' it refers to on the surface. Plus, 
'Balageru', was a very famous song back then. Anyway… she 
played around at �rst, asking me if I was saying I wasn’t a bal-
ager. That she thought I was. That it wasn’t something you 
claimed or declaimed, but rather something other people 
saw in you. What with my rigid attitude, my old-school Am-
haric, and the way I idealized life back home, I could have 
fooled her! Bla blah. When we pulled into the parking lot, 
she suddenly became grave and asked if I really don’t know 
why she called me a balager. I swore I didn’t. That is when she 
told me it is because I do not seem to have the courage to ask 
her out, despite her many encouragements. Which makes 
me either 'Mamo the fool' or a ‘balager’; and she didn’t think 
I was a fool.

You won’t believe the kind of fever those words lit up in 
me! She was still on and o� with this Habesha guy. But I was 
determined to have her if she would have me. So wrote a 
long, juvenile love letter, saying I didn’t ask her because I did 
not think she would want someone like me – a nobody – and 
gave it to her when she came back to town.

You won’t believe how much she laughed when I called, 
two days later, to ask her if she read it. Just ‘miskin’, and ‘how 
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cute’, and ‘how super sweet’! Pity and patronization. I was 
so �ush with embarrassment I was going to hang up when 
she told me to stop acting like a kid and come by the mart 
after work. She pointed me out to the girls who work there 
[who obviously have read the letter]; got adored and pitied 
more before she let me drive her home. She said I remind her 
of this kid who used to come watch her while she learned 
how to ride horses at Jan Meda. He was from that neighbor-
hood, poor and perhaps fatherless, as most of them were, 
in his second-hand clothes and empty dreams. She was too 
young to know about love, she was 12 or 13 back then, but 
she knew he loved her because he came back however many 
rocks were thrown at him to leave. Anyway, we had sex that 
very evening, a sex so wild we tore her shower curtain ring 
by ring, and I heard she stopped seeing the guy in like a week.

I never asked what she meant to do with me, afraid it 
would turn her o� - she can be contrary for the sake of it. So 
said ‘yes ma'am’ when she called, and asked ‘where to’ when 
she said ‘go’. There was some push and pull at �rst; she would 
ask me in someday. Other times she would cut her eyes at me 
just for hoping she may. Generous one day, all cold and 
taunting the next. But she was always by my side when it 
comes to my battles with other people. I remember we were 
discussing German versus American sausage and how one of 
her friends made fun of me for saying ‘hot dog’ with hard “o”s 
[because it felt pretentious to say it the way Americans do] 
and boy did she taunt that girl! First she asked her how many 
languages she speaks. The girl said two, English and Amharic. 
She told her I spoke three. As if that wasn’t enough, she 
brought up this incident that the girl thought no one else 
knows about and humiliated her until she dared not show 
her face around there again. I know it was a tad unkind. But I 
was very touchy and vulnerable those days so it felt good 
having someone like her have my back. I let her do whatever 
she wanted: changed my wardrobe, traded my car for a more 
expensive one, accompanied her to women’s march, char-
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ity-marathons, and gay pride parade. She is still the most lib-
eral habesha woman I know. Soon the sex stopped feeling 
less like a porn shoot and became more – real. I mean she still 
wanted to be admired and worshipped, but not so imperson-
ally. I remember this one time she told me how she feels the 
need to keep up this image of herself, this perfect, varnished, 
doll-look, and how exhausting it was. How she wished she 
never got into makeups and airbrushing. How she envies 
girls who can go out after washing their face with cold water. 
I said, "why won't you do it?” She said I would hardly recog-
nize her. That this is the only way she knows how to be ever 
since she was a kid - her mom who was a sultry Wolloye who 
broke up many a family, from what I understood, owned a 
bar. And the barmaids, aka prostitutes, used to doll the little 
girl up when they have nothing to do. Went to Akaki Mis-
sionary for Junior and High, because her dad was worried it 
was a bad in�uence for her being around them; although she 
knew of the sexes more than he can imagine. Dreamed of be-
coming a model, and even made them change her name from 
‘Enkenyelesh’ to ‘Hermela’ when her mom remarried, as a 
way to pacify her resentment to her step-dad. Still bursts 
into tears when talking about her father's �nal days. How 
often she run away from home to be with him, and how 
many times she was brought back because he wasn't the man 
he was prior to his wife throwing him out for some General, 
and how he died from heartbreak.

Anyway, her confession about wanting to look more nat-
ural [more like you, perhaps] excited me so much that I 
agreed to let her give me a Brazilian wax in return for her 
going out without makeup or eye-shadow or even lipstick 
the next day. She looked even more weird and naked than 
I felt the next day - with all the hair on my body removed! 
Her skin looked ashen and her lips seem to have lost their 
natural color. She kept biting them and putting lip balm on 
them until I forced her hand down and kept it at her side. 
We avoided all those places she felt she might be recognized, 
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but I was happy because not only was she more human when 
self-conscious, but because she �nally felt like a girl I could 
be with. We had breakfast at the mall, she despises mall food, 
after she bought some crap from there. Then I drove her 
to the hair-saloon, and as I did not want the magic of that 
morning to be lost by being away from her, I waited �rst in 
the car then inside after the owner had me called in, while 
Hermela had her hair braided for like 4 hours.

You know how it is like when you learn to love someone: it 
is like you are listening to a secret music nobody else can. I 
was dancing to an internal tune for the few weeks before 
Abe's birthday party. Assuming, foolishly, that I have made a 
dent - even if she did go back to the makeup and eye 
shadows. That she has become a real woman. Walked in with 
her on my arm, me in a suit, and she in black dress and �at 
shoes. I felt like a phony around other people, a fucking liar, 
a mere pretender. But with her, I felt not just adored and ac-
cepted – but encouraged to be myself. The more I trusted her 
and became dependent on her, the more I was caving in-
wards like a tortoise. Grew more suspicious of people and 
their intentions. Refused to listen to advices. Ignored the 
looks I got when she �irted or danced with other men. 
Doesn't mean she should miss out on the fun just because I 
was born a clown, right? And cracked up when she paired 
with one of the girls on stage and they started grinding their 
butts in a very suggestive manner. It was after I came back 
from the restroom and found her standing by the wall argu-
ing with Haile that I realized the person who was changing 
by proxy wasn't she, but myself. They have apparently got-
ten into a verbal spat with him when he teased her for acting 
immodestly - 'like a lesbian’; I believe the term he used was. 
She listened to him in this condescending way she has when 
she was about to hit you where you know not, then asked 
him why men act like they have a moral compass when it 
comes to sex when we all know they are up for anything 
once the lights are turned o�. All they need is a woman to 
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broaden their horizon for them. How once set, they never go 
back to who they were beforehand. I don’t know what the 
guys thought of me as opposed to those words. Or if they 
realized she used the Amharic word for 'broadening' quite 
literally. Or how she looked at me with a smile when she said 
it, as if I was a fellow-conspirator, in on the joke. But I was 
horri�ed. I mean I know she is a sour loser, and never walks 
away without squaring herself. That she hated stupid men – 
which most Ethiopian men are - and especially those pious 
stupid men who looked down on those they do not under-
stand. But the implication of what she said, it shocked and 
tortured me the rest of the evening. It was like being hit on 
the head and �nding out, like Jason Bourne, that you don't 
have the faintest idea who you were anymore. When she 
asked why I was quiet all evening, I asked her what she meant 
by what she said. She said she didn't mean anything by it. 
That she was pissed o� by how demeaning Haile was. That 
men like him bring out the worst in her, and it was the very 
reason why she liked me: that I was curious about the things 
I didn't understand. Of course, I knew exactly what that 
meant. I said I think our friendship has outlived its stay and 
she accused me of exaggerating things, of being melodra-
matic. That she will never wash our dirty laundry in public 
– even if we stopped seeing each other - that is not the kind 
of person she was. When I kept throwing a �t, just freaking 
panicked that she even brought that up, she told me she 
doesn't feel like spending the night with me and left. Before 
she left, of course, she told me how disappointed she was in 
me. Like I was little Fredo, or a Frankenstein Monster she 
was hoping to unleash on the rest of the community some-
day; her very own trained monkey of sexual liberty who 
failed to behave the way she wanted. That is whom you 
talked to on Facebook the other day. I called to ask her why 
she contacted you – I am one of the few people who have her 
private number. She said she did it on impulse. She has al-
ways liked me and resented that I was dating another girl 
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who can’t be more di�erent to her if she tried. Only I know 
where the impulse came from. This impulse to show her 
hand, to shock and intimidate. To throw a match on a grass-
hut, not because she wanted to see anybody get hurt. But be-
cause knowing she can produce so much �repower excites 
her. Do you remember ‘Lulit’ from ‘KeAdmass Bashager’? She 
is Lulit, before Lulit fall in love with Abera and went 
straight. Only, she has no sob story to support her hatred 
against men, this loathing she has for those of us who would 
allow ourselves to be debased – men who are captives to our 
emotion, like cattle. Or maybe growing up in a place where 
girls get beat up and mistreated by men who pay to have sex 
with them does that to you. I don't know"

“Did she ask anything for her silence?", I said somberly, 
"Money or breaking up with me?”

“Nope” he said, “I have bought her one or two things when 
we were together, small things she saw in second hand store. 
'Vintages', she called them. Brooches, watches with a locket, 
small purses made of rhinestone. She would say 'buy it for 
me' and I will, because her taste – which was not cheap 
elsewhere - fascinated me when it came to these worthless 
trinkets; making her almost an artist – or a connoisseur, at 
any rate. Once or twice, I have taken luggage for her when 
I went home. She buys Sales stu� from Wal-Mart, Ross or 
even Goodwill and sends it through people going home once 
or twice a year. When it gets there, they laundry it and put 
it in a boutique owned by her mom, where it clears thou-
sands of dollars. She has also leased a booth at this Ethiopian 
minimart where she rents out traditional dresses, does wed-
ding �owers and decorations, and sells Ethiopian souvenirs 
people bring her on the way back. She is better to do than 
most of us – on top of getting all she ever needs from every 
man she goes out with”

"I see,” I said, admiring the woman’s business sense. “So 
what does she want?”

“To scare me into being friends with her?” he guessed, “She 
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said it sickens her when she thinks how the one guy she 
bared her soul to, the one guy she feels knows her better than 
anyone else in the world, sees her as devil incarnate. And she 
isn’t above blackmailing to get what she wants. Or at least,” 
he added, “that is how her �rst email made me feel. That all 
she has to do to turn my life upside down was put her �nger 
on the detonator. That no sensible Habesha girl, let alone 
one as strict as you are said to be, would stick around after 
that. Neither she, nor my friends, know I behave because I 
have no interest in anyone else – not because I am afraid of 
getting caught”

“So what is it?” I asked, a little peeved by the fact that deci-
sions about my life were being made by people I haven’t even 
met, “Did you participate in a three some with another guy 
in return for a lesbian sex from her? I mean it is kind of gross, 
a man being naked in front of another man, but unless you 
actually kissed or ---- or --- did something else with the man, 
it is not something that can’t be forgiven or forgotten”

Joe has actually derived pleasure from being watched by 
another man while he “pound” that man’s wife. Then again, 
Joe isn’t the example you want your menfolk to follow, is he?

"I thought about cutting my arm the other day," he said, 
looking forlornly out the window "I thought about going 
into the medical cabinet grabbing a surgeon knife and just 
slicing my hand. Because it gives you relief when you really 
want to hurt yourself, or so they say. Then I thought ‘what 
kind of scar would that leave on everybody's mind? They 
will never get over it’. Then I thought about driving my car 
into the river. Then taking a whole bottle of poison and 
killing myself. Then I remembered my dad" he said, again 
weeping softly "I remembered him, sitting in his living room 
sofa, wearing a Gabi in summer and winter - playing cards by 
himself and his grandchildren whom he would let win, no 
matter how wrongly they played. I imagined him being told 
the last one of his boys has killed himself because he allowed 
a woman to debase him" he breathed as if he was asthmatic "I 
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couldn’t do it"
I grabbed his hand and started patting it. There was noth-

ing I can say, it seems, to stop him from crying. "It is not just 
you” he said, his face crumbling like a piece of cookie “I am 
used to the idea of losing you, however much I tried to make 
it happen more quickly, I am going to die another death - 
the way I did when my little brother killed himself - the day 
you truly went away. But my friends -- all these people who 
respect me and love me: Seyoum, Nega, Abdi, Geleta, Iyasu, 
Girum, Zegeye, they would all run away from me like I was a 
leper when they �nd out"

He cried so hard he has to stumble out and throw up by the 
side of the car. When he was done, he came back into the car 
wiping his mouth with a napkin and sat next to me. "Yes" He 
said, �nally, after drying his sweat and tears, "We can become 
friends. That is what you want, right? A friend?"

"I want you" I wept, "I want you with your weakness, your 
impatience, and your shame. I want you because you remind 
me of who I used to be. Or maybe still am when all this need 
to be proper, friendly, and ‘American’ is peeled"

“Who you used to be!?” he said his eyes shining maniacally. 
"You have let a woman play with your ass, too, have you?"

"No" I said, almost faint with terror. I was not even sure the 
words came out until I heard them.

“Well I have,” He said, looking me full in the eye “I have let 
her do that to me, over a three-month’s period. I have hated 
it, then been excited by it, then just lie there while she ex-
plored me inside and out with her �nger. I have begged for it 
when I got drunk, even when she was no longer in the mood. 
There! That is my secret! Apparently, I am a closeted gay 
guy”

“But that doesn’t make you gay. Even I know that!” I said, 
trying to swallow the tears that were scratching against the 
inside of my throat.

“Doesn’t it?” he said, laughing victoriously “Tell that to 
Seyoum and Nega and see what they would say”
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I buried my head in my chest, defeated.
“You know what one of the Habesha guys I asked online for 

an advice said?” he said, laughing heartily “‘why can’t a small 
dick go where a �nger can’! Yeah. He said it is a hop, a skip and 
a jump from �nger to dildo, to a dick”

Although I had even wilder theories, when it comes to the 
truth, I found that I could not face him. Suddenly I realized 
why he was so bothered by his friends' teasing Iyasu as gay. 
It was self-defense to a self-recrimination; an answer to his 
own fear of someday being accused of ‘turning’ ‘homo’.
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CHAPTER 75

“Y ou know I think she did it on purpose?” he 
continued bitterly “She used to squeeze my 
butt when we have sex. Like an encourage-

ment to penetrate her even more deeply. It felt fucking awe-
some, although I felt slightly weird about it. She said holding 
onto a man's ass makes her feel the thrusting-motion. That 
he was getting in there, giving it to her, digging into her. She 
– was very poetic when it comes to sex, when she felt like it 
anyway. So I pretended I didn't notice while she took more 
and more liberties until she violated me in the middle of an 
orgasm. I don't know if I could or would have stopped her 
but I hated myself so much I didn't say a word afterwards" he 
shrugged his shoulder repeatedly while saying this, like a 
cold has gotten in his stomach and not likely to leave soon 
"The minute she fall asleep, I got up and got dressed. I was 
going to go out and disappear into the night - maybe throw 
myself o� a bridge or something, I don't know. But she woke 
up, tried to make me stay, then begged me to at least wait 
until she got dressed up so she could give me a ride. I must 
have felt she would tell everyone what happened if I don't 
say yes so I sat there avoiding her eyes. In the car, she apolo-
gized for doing what she did, swore to me on her father's 
grave that she will never tell anyone and said she has done it 
to other guys [White guys, I later learned] who were not gay. 
It is only this screwed up idea of masculinity we were 
brought up with that stops us from enjoying it, she said. 
That the asshole is another sexual organ, that it is natural for 
it to respond to stimuli, etc. And, guess what, after I got over 
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the initial shock and self-disgust, I fall for it. No matter how 
�lthy I felt in the daytime, at night, I waited breathlessly 
until she went there. I mean people have worse perversions 
than that, right? People eat feces. They have sex with ani-
mals, with their �esh and blood, what have you. When com-
pared to all the grossness that can go on out there, it ap-
peared harmless enough. Yeah, I went to the internet - into 
the annals of society – to justify who I have become. It is 
after she joked about 'widening' men's horizons that I real-
ized I was a few strings short of being her puppet. That this 
was neither love nor a relationship - but an unholy mission 
to pollute my soul until I became a sex-slave of some sort. 
That would have been enough to turn my stomach inside 
out, knowing I was being grabbed by the ball to be led where 
she wanted me to. But considering what power I put in her 
hands and what degradation was coming my way just be-
cause one time – in the heat of the moment - I let my guard 
down, I couldn't help but tremble. I am not blaming her 
completely. There is always a price to pay for every ruthless 
action, whether having unprotected sex or driving drunk. 
But I was in a deep grief, not from missing having my ass �n-
gered, but because it was like I woke up one day and I could 
not believe I have let things go that far. That I have become 
this guy whose life is all about ‘asiresh michiew’, about he-
donism. Dropped everything and went back home without 
even giving my dad a warning. When I called to say ‘where 
are you at’, he was like ‘you sound so close’. I joked ‘that is be-
cause I am close, I am at home’. He won’t believe me so had 
Zemen tell him I was really there. I did not know that I al-
most killed my father that day. He was so shaken, thinking I 
must have some 6-month-to-live sort of illness – to make me 
drop out of the blue, that he was sweaty and hyperventilat-
ing. Fortunately, one of Andy’s old friends said hi to him and, 
upon realizing he wasn’t ok, walked him home. Had a chest 
pain for days. Anyway… being there, seeing all that su�ering, 
that decency, that fear of God, it made me feel even worse 
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about what I did. It is not exactly the kind of sin you can con-
fess on Good Friday, right? But it gave me courage, too. I 
knew, despite what she said about men not being able to go 
back on sex, I could stop and turn from my ways: the only 
way to 'defeat' the terrorists, as they say. So repented and de-
cided to live the life of a reformed sinner. Went to sermons 
every morning, not looking for forgiveness but purity and 
innocence. Read the bible - everything except Prophesies, 
while my dad laughed and shook his head. Went to Lalibella, 
went to Gondar. Visited Harar and watched the hyena-man 
feed his four-legged friends in the moonlight. I refrained 
from masturbation and kept myself from all unclean 
thought. Stood outside the 'Qulubi Gabriel' church and 
promised to God and my mother that I will stop living for 
the pursuit of happiness. To do my duties by my compat-
riots, and someday go marry some dumb girl as a penance for 
my sin. I endeavored to make my body a temple of God, not 
the cave of sin and degradation; that I would move out of San 
Francisco – not just to get away from her but to make some-
thing of myself away from friends who weren’t doing me any 
favor when it comes to saving money. That is what she saw, 
and laughed at, the �rst time we met after I came from Ethi-
opia. “Qesu” she called me, what with my brother’s wooden 
cross on my neck and the fully-grown beard, I looked like a 
monk or a guerilla �ghter. Patted my cheek and said it 
looked good on me, that I was ‘not meant for a secular life’ 
anyway. She has felt sorry for me, I can tell, which made me 
almost weep with gratitude. Became even more convinced 
that I have done the right thing, that I can leave that life be-
hind and heal the scars that came with it. Felt optimistic 
about life, and the future – hoping to fall in love, start anew. 
For 9 months, I lived with Etsegenet, who was a part-time 
Editor for this newspaper ‘Gebeya’. Remember how I told 
you about a guy who has a girl roommate and the jealousy 
that was involved?”

I nodded my head.
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“Yeah… that was Etse,” He smiled “I was planning to move 
out of San Francisco, not sure where, when I came across this 
very mature Habesha girl on Ethiolove, this diaspora forum 
I used to spend all my waking hours on. She was asking if any-
body knows anybody who was looking for a housemate and 
I said tell me more. Apparently a friend of hers – White – was 
in Denmark on a study tour for about three years. And, 
knowing this girl’s situation, the friend has told her to live at 
her place rent-free as long as she was willing to pay the bills 
and keep the place tidy. And as long as I was paying rent and 
not asking for a receipt, I would have everything I ever 
dreamed of in that house: a private entrance to my own 
room, a ventilator for summer, a heater for winter and a 
small garden I can overlook from my window. There was a 
big living room I can study and read at – starting school was 
the �rst thing I planned to do when moving to Seattle. A kit-
chen with everything I would ever need, and a roommate 
who barely uses it. She eats at the school, mostly, and comes 
home to sleep – except on weekends. When we talked on the 
phone, she told me she was a full time student at an unspeci-
�ed University, she was more secretive than I was, and been 
a full time student for like 14 years now. Came through 
scholarship when she was like 18 and has not succeeded in 
getting a resident visa; so been extending it for years. Did not 
have any intention of returning to Ethiopia because she 
didn’t feel at home the last time she was there. [You know… 
one of those rich-people kids who grew up dreaming in 
French.] Anyway… she can’t o�cially work, having no per-
mit, but has been helping in the lab, writing dissertations for 
students, and odd jobs of all kinds before she landed this gig 
with an Amharic newspaper – which wasn't much but at 
least a solid income as far as being paid under the table goes. 
Said she has learned to make do after all the things she has 
been through. I learned later some guy took money from her 
mother to ‘process’ her papers and disappeared after he 
came back here. That brought about depression and nervous 
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breakdown which led to her being committed as an out-
patient at some psyche-ward. When some Ethiopian guy 
heard of it from somebody who goes to school with her, he 
went around gathering money for her; you know ... those 
'aid' things. I don't know how they induced her to take the 
money but I don't think she ever forgave herself for sinking 
that low. Needless to say, I was automatically intrigued. And 
when I actually met her, I drove all the way from San Fran-
cisco; I was stunned by how lovely she was. She was neither 
skinny, nor tall, or 'teyim' like your cousin - and didn't have 
anything I would have thought I wanted - save for breast-
size, perhaps. She was light-skinned. Has a short kinky hair 
that she washed almost every day to make it look curly. 
Wore eyeglasses that made her eyes look ginormous. But she 
was what we call ‘demam’ or ‘derbaba’ back home, real lady-
like. [What Etege Tayitu or TanGut from ‘YeTanGut Mister’ 
would look like, if they were modern-day women]. A beauti-
ful dimple, an adorable small nose - kind of like yours - and a 
skin so clear it scares you to touch it. And she was a genius!” 
here he looked up and smiled apologetically "pleasant, al-
though not what you call out-going. For a while, we were 
good roommates. We smiled, said hi, made small talk when 
we came across one another. Ate one or two meals together 
when she came while I was cooking. I had a huge crush on her 
since my Ethiolove days and have hoped against hope she 
would feel the same for me, because it felt so pre-meditated. 
Like she was the reward for my tears, my second-shot at 
love, ‘fruit of heaven’, like her name. Got out of my way to 
encourage intimacy, despite getting no encouragement 
from her. Subscribed to the newspaper, checked out the ar-
ticles she contributed to various publications, asked for 
reading suggestions and became a regular on this Ethiopian-
students’ community chat-room she moderated [although I 
tried not to say more than ‘LoL’ when she was around, be-
cause I was afraid I would come o� as an idiot if I attempted 
to say more]. Tried to help in any way I can: told her to feel 

Metasebia "Abesheet" Seifu

492

free to take anything she needs from the cabinet. Stocked 
everything before it run out. Played a lot of Reggae, a lot of 
‘come and take me, here I am babe’ on Sundays; real back-
home ‘lovey-dovey’ stu�. Then one night, I heard the door 
being �ddled with. It was like 2 am so I grabbed the wooden 
stool that I brought from home and walked out, determined 
to defend our abode from an intruder. We lived in Northgate 
then, a nice neighborhood with not too fancy but decent 
houses that have fences around them. Anyway, when I 
walked out of my room, she has just managed to open the 
door, and was coming in drunk and giggling with this Afri-
can-American guy. I was somewhat stunned, not just be-
cause I never saw her like that but because he looks so much 
younger than any of us. Like early to mid-20s. Asked if every-
thing was alright and walked back to my room. I was so un-
settled by how young the kid was and by how I never saw it 
coming, that I could not sleep that night. Jealousy, embar-
rassment, confusion. He was still there the next day and said 
‘hey man’ to me. I mean I can see why women would like 
him. He was a good-looking kid, with an athletic build, and 
what you call 'a winning smile'. But nowhere near mature or 
grown up. I thought maybe it was some student she has been 
helping that she decided to humor once or twice: a tempta-
tion she gave into just to see how it feels to date someone so 
young. Alas, he came again, and again, and again like she has 
only been hiding him until I was settled. I would come 
across him in the restroom, the kitchen, the living room al-
most every other day - just lounging there, watching TV, eat-
ing something or just chilling. He was respectful and 
friendly. And, to be fair, I was not paying more than I would 
have paid were I living alone. But it bothered me that he was 
burning the electricity I pay for and running the water like 
he hasn’t got a care in the world, he was into sports and 
showering like three times a day. But above all this, I hated 
listening to him. He has this deep rapper-kind of voice that 
you can hear from across the street, and he talked as if he 
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wanted to be heard by everyone. ‘Bay’b this’ ‘Bay’b that’. Just 
kissing on her, groping her and getting real physical with her 
for the few minutes they stepped out of the bedroom. It got 
to a point where I hated coming home when he was around. 
If they are not there, I made my meal quickly, removed any 
trace that I was there, and locked myself in my room. Hop-
ing, if they thought I was not there, they would not only 
think I have a woman too but be less loud than they usually 
are. Of course, I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want 
them to think I was jealous. Said hi, behaved in the friendli-
est manner I can when he tried to talk to me – which he did if 
we ever met outside. But my insides were twisted with 
anger around the clock. When I hear them laughing, I would 
wonder if they were laughing at me - my English, at my at-
tempt to hooking up with her before he came. If I was being 
punished for something some other Habesha dude did to 
her. If they made all that sex-noise to drive me mad.

One day, I said ‘fuck it’, and got out and brought a hooker 
from the street. That was something I considered behind 
me; something I vowed not to do. But there is a limit to what 
a person can endure. We did not make unnecessary noise but 
I have been on a sexual-sabbatical for months and we fucked 
like there was no tomorrow. They were dead silent for the 
rest of the night, and when I got up to send the girl away, I 
saw the guy tip-toeing back to their bedroom, like he came 
out to spy on us. I hoped they would at least keep it down 
now that they realized two can play that game. Instead, Etse 
made me her enemy. Started with giving me a look and walk-
ing away without saying hi back the next day. Then to bang-
ing everything in the kitchen, throwing doors, and turning 
the TV really loud until we can't hear one another when the 
girl was around. I did not give a rat’s ass. But it made Kuri 
very uncomfortable - she is one of those girls from the coun-
try brought to the city to work for some rich family, who 
not just train her in the art of cooking European cuisine, 
but �ll her head with promises of someday going there as 
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a nanny for their kids or a caretaker for their aging parent. 
When she �nally got her wish, after basically prostituting 
herself to every expat who promised to get her a work-per-
mit, she was working as a babysitter, a housekeeper, a cook, 
and a companion for two sets of her sponsors’ friends who 
took turns to pick her and drop her o� by the beginning and 
end of their 'turn' every day. Six days a week of almost-free 
labor to people determined to get as much out of her as they 
can while they can. When they �nally had a fall out, she said 
she “disciplined” one of the kids because he kicked and spat 
at her - I think it was more than a few slaps, not only did 
they make sure she lost her ability to earn an honest living, 
but would have had her deported if her old employer didn't 
intervene on her behalf. She said not even the Ethiopian res-
taurants she enquired after would take her as a cook. The 
only thing she knew how to do is ‘ferenj’ recipes, and they 
have no use for it here.

Anyway, I brought all this up to say she still has her sensi-
tivities to the way Etse was behaving. I, on the other hand, 
was having the time of my life! Vengeance never felt so good 
or so - absolutely hilarious. I was no longer angry, so it was 
easy for me to play the 'bigger person': spent more time in 
the living room, joking around with the guy - even watching 
a football game or two with him. Then I found out that she 
has changed the door key. I am like 'what's up'. She said with 
all the people coming in and out, she was worried we will be 
robbed soon. I said 'ok', despite being really pissed o�. It is 
true that I called her at ungodly hours, when the depression 
seems to overwhelm me, but it was only that one girl who 
usually came. A few days after the key-change, I noticed she 
was getting my mail for me. She used to take hers and leave 
mine in the box. Instead, I would �nd them thrown on a 
table, like purposefully messed with. 'Ok'. Then she attacked 
me for leaving my clothes in the drier. I was both surprised 
and hurt, and asked her why that would be a problem. She 
said it is a problem because she would have to wait until I 
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came home to wash her stu� or would have to take 'my 
things' out and put them aside - like there was some kind of 
disease on 'my things'. So I said 'alright', took my stu� out 
and just walked to my room. If I had any prospects, I would 
have quit that very night. But I keep getting torn between 
what a good thing I have going there, how there was still 
hope for us to end together and how I didn’t want to get used 
to another room-mate, etc. When Hiwot came along, it felt 
like providence’ doing. I was never sure about her, but was so 
drained from dealing with Etse that I did not hesitate to 
move in with her when she said I could. It would help me re-
move myself from such a hostile environment, give me time 
to look around for a promising situation while also saving 
money. And having a vagina I can pork without paying for it 
wasn’t a bad idea either. Yes," he said, looking up and smiling 
bitterly "I had whatever happen afterwards coming! But I 
did right by Etse. I waited until the �rst of the month, paid 
the rent & the bills, then left her a two week notice on the 
kitchen table where I thanked her for everything she ‘did for 
me’. I knew she found it because the note wasn’t there that 
evening. But she neither asked why or how. She just went 
AWOL. Neither saw nor heard from the guy for almost the 
whole fortnight, although Etse was there. She would wait 
until I was done showering, or cooking or washing dishes 
and gone back to my room to come out. I can hear her going 
in and out of the restroom, watching a movie or listening to 
music in her room: a lot of Aster Aweke - ‘Awoy sewu 
mehone' still eats at my heart when I hear it because I knew 
she was grieving. I wasn’t sure what she was aiming for when 
bringing that kid around, but it was obviously not what 
happened. On the morning I was packing my stu�, she came 
out of her room and asked if she can help. I said, ‘we are �ne’ 
and asked what she was meaning to do. She smiled, as if it 
was the last thing on her mind, and said she would �gure 
something out – she always did. Seyoum – my fellow cab-
driver - was standing there hoping to be introduced because 
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he could not believe we would go being roommates for 9 
months without fucking at least once. When we were done, 
we shook hands and said ‘atit�’ ‘atitfa’. I said I won’t, prom-
ised to come visit and handed all the keys. Later she texted 
me saying she hopes she hasn’t grieved me in anyway al-
though she admits things were far from ideal. I said she 
hasn’t. That I left because I have met a girl I liked and I wish 
her the best. Wrote it in English, too, if you will believe it, 
and sent it without re-reading it. That is when I knew, I 
think, that I no longer held any hope of ever being with her.

Well... you know the story with Hiwot! I wasn’t surprised 
when she turned out the way she was. But it was the last 
straw in making me lose faith in women-kind. I know that 
is no excuse for treating you the way I did, or for all the 
mean things I said, but until I sat and talked to you, I wasn’t 
sure I won’t be screwed – whether �guratively or other-
wise – by every woman I trusted. Bitch went around telling 
people I could not keep her satis�ed because I have a small 
dick; hoping that would be the most devastating thing that 
could happen to me. You don’t know the half of it, woman! 
I remember how Seyoum once said he was very surprised I 
didn’t do more than be a little annoyed when I heard it �rst. 
Would have told me to pay somebody to beat her up if we 
were close. But I didn’t care which woman I would lose based 
on such a rumor, not even after I learned who your aunt was. 
What I worried about is the news of my depravity somehow 
making it all the way from San Francisco. I know the kind of 
person you are and how you won’t believe it was all in my 
past. You will never believe that I have no sexual interest in 
men, or that I won't go suck dick behind your back just so I 
could have that sensation again. So I have been holding my 
breath ever since - feeling so much better about myself every 
time I walked out and decided we were never going to see 
each other again. At least we separated before she found out. 
At least I won’t see that look on her face. Then I would start 
panicking and being sick and in love and retrace my steps. 
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Hoping – that maybe – you would understand. You would 
forgive. You would still somehow love me despite it. I can 
kill the fucking bitch, right? I can kill her and bury her some-
where, destroy her house, and every piece of paper she may 
have hidden in her drawer. Even if I get caught, I would know 
you will never �nd out. But prison – I will take the beating 
up, but not the rape; I will slash my own throat with my own 
hand before that happens”

"Would you go home with me?" I said, putting my hand on 
his "Let us go to my place and you will go to sleep, and later, 
when I come from work, we will talk about it"

"I have nothing more to say," he said, looking stubbornly 
out the window “You don’t have to feel sorry for me. This is 
something I chose to do”

"I love you,” I said, looking up, and tears bursting out of my 
eyes like snow pebbles “This is not easy for me. But I love 
you and I want to take care of you the way you took care of 
me when I was sick”

“I am not sick,” he said stubbornly. Although my car was 
much warmer than the outside, I can hear his teeth chatter 
behind every word.

“No you are not. But you are going through emotional 
pain. Isn't it better to have me around than Seyoum at such a 
time?"

“But you won't be around tomorrow" he said bursting into 
tears "or the day after. I have to go back to my room and face 
losing the love of my life. You won't care if I tell you how I 
would call Zemen if you will love me. How I will marry you 
tomorrow and have kids with you if there was a hope of gain-
ing your trust; how I will even buy jeans and those sweaters 
you said you liked on a guy just to make you happy. I won’t 
�ght with you or try to run away from you or be mean to 
you. I will prove to you that it was never my intention to 
hurt you. And what made me behave badly was this self-hat-
red I have and the fear that you would drop me the minute 
you found out. That I was resenting you and punishing you 
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as a credit for when you leave me, for when you would no 
longer care for my feeling”

“I understand” I said, comforting him “But I feel, if you can 
face me, for however long I am around, knowing that I know, 
you can �nd some peace with this. It may even prove eas-
ier for you to get over 'us', in case something happened, be-
cause there will be nothing to blame yourself for. Don't you 
agree?”

He took a glance at me and bit his lip. "Sure” he said �nally 
“Whatever"
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CHAPTER 76

He was not asleep when I came from work that 
evening. Instead, he was languishing on my 
couch, with his hands tucked between his knees, 

looking out the window into the parking lot behind the 
hedges.

"Hey..." I said, giving him a half-kiss "I thought you would 
still be sleeping by now"

He yawned and got up. The bags under his eyes appeared 
even darker, like they were made from a stab by a knife – not 
a restless mind.

“I tried but I couldn’t” he said, following me into the kit-
chen, “So I started looking for jobs. My God, I have forgotten 
how depressing �lling online applicatons was. All the ques-
tions you have to answer and the scenario examples you 
have to give over and over again”

“Don’t remind me” I said, laying my burden on the kit-
chen island “Those were the most depressing three months I 
spent in my life. If Amy didn’t text to wish me a happy birth-
day and found out I was still working at the 7/11, I would 
have started applying for janitorial jobs. I was convinced 
that was all I was good for by then. So,” I said, trying to sound 
casual “were you able to �nd many places to apply at?”

“Not many” he said, opening and closing the fridge for no 
apparent reason, “It is unfortunate there isn’t much market 
for LPNs. Someone called us ‘the dianosaurs of the medical 
profession’ a while back. But I found a couple of clinics near 
here. The pay doesn’t come close to what I get from my cur-
rent job, or if I applied to a clinic in Seattle, but I will get 
to sleep at night. Not to mention how we will have more 
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than two hours a day together, if.. if that --- is something you 
want”

“Of course it is” I said, disappointed, “I want you to do it 
because you want to, though. Not because you are trying to 
please me”

“If I were trying to please myself, I would work at the li-
brary in the day time, and at my bar at night,” he answered 
philosophically, “Seeing there isn’t much money to be got 
either way, I thought I would settle for making it easier on 
myself. Speaking of libraries and books, that guy – Cli�ord – 
he has sent you an email”

“What? Are you serious?” I said �eeing to my laptop
“I was replying to a vacancy on craigslist when it took me 

to your Gmail box,” he replied less than enthused, “I wasn't 
trying to spy on you”

“It’s alright,” I said, turning the laptop on “So what did he 
say?”

“He said he has been to Ethiopia when he was younger as 
part of some church Ministry”

"Oh my God!”
"Yup. He said although his intention in volunteering was 

never to put people to sleep, your comment has made him 
wonder if he shouldn’t start a podcast for those su�ering 
from insomnia. He is a councilor by profession, and said he 
is always looking for ways to help others. He has invited you 
to read this blog where he discusses all kinds of things from 
a religious vs. scienti�c perspective. Like how evolution and 
climate-change do not have to necessarily be opposed to 
biblical teachings, etc. It wasn’t bad, actually”

"Oh yeah?"
"Yeah. He is not that old either. May have three or four 

years on Mulugeta; but de�nitely not old"
"I see,” I said, changing my mind about sending an immedi-

ate reply back. It was obvious, what he was trying to imply. 
Shaky grounds still. Tread carefully, me. 

So I let Cli�ord, and the ache that kept me company for 
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years now - chaining me to the past, go. I released the regret 
and nostalgia that makes breathing hard when I remember 
all the streets I walked alone in, and all the places I never said 
good bye to before hastily leaving the only home away from 
home I knew, into the air. For "No man," I have been told, 
"putteth new wine into old wineskins" lest the new wine 
burst the wineskins, spilling the wine and ruining the skins. 
There will be enough time to exercise my right to speak on 
behalf of those I love, to miss those I miss, to complain how 
he separated me from all those things I love. What has he 
done for me lately?

Now, wasn't that time.
"What else?"
“What else!? Well… I have seen an o�er from some online 

shopping mall, a payment reminder from PayPal, and an 
email from KUOW”

“Maybe to say pledge season is here,” I said, giving up, “Last 
time they had a drive, I called and told the guy this would 
be the last time I give money to their station because I was 
tired of their obsession with Asians, Asian culture, and going 
on and on about how implicitly biased America is against 
black people. If I needed a reminder how I was part of the 
hated-minority, I’ll walk on Capitol Hill after 5 pm”

“You are not a minority,” he said, his voice thickening “You 
are a tribe when you have somebody who loves you"

I looked up, my eyes �lling with tears. His response was a 
kiss on my cheek; a fretful, self-conscious, almost apologetic 
kiss. Then, perhaps as a way of avoiding my eyes, he opened 
the shopping bag and looked in "What have you got there?”

"Corn" I said "some chicken and vegetable"
"You know I am going to work, right?"
"I know," I said, "But if you ate now, it won't bother you 

later"
He opened the fridge a second time, looked in and closed 

it. “So you are ok?”
“Of course,” I looked up, surprised, “Why won’t I be?”
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He sighed as if he hasn’t got the energy to list all the 
reasons why I won’t be �ne. Then went into the bedroom, 
and put on his sweater.

For the next 30 minutes or so, he stood by me, watching 
me cook. I could not help notice how most of his agitation 
seems gone. But he was not settled yet, and he appeared sur-
prised and/or startled every time I turned my head to him. 
When I was done cooking, I let him set the table and dish 
the sauce - with rice - for the both of us. Then I turned the 
radio on and sat next to him, making use of my kitchen is-
land. Wasihun was clearly not in the mood to eat; he played 
with his food before he put it in a Tupperware and left it in 
the fridge, to take it with him when he leaves for work. We 
washed the dishes in the sink and dried them with an old 
towel. When we were done with that, I turned on the TV 
to my favorite sitcom, Curb Your Enthusiasm, and started 
watching one episode after another before we were both 
asleep [like the wounded soldiers we were] on the couch. 
By the time Wasihun’s phone buzzed the few notes of “The 
Shepherd with the Flute”, a classic Ethiopian symphony that 
was the background to many of the radio programs I enjoyed 
as a kid, I was practically drooling on his shoulder. I looked 
up at him when he gently moved my head o� his shoulder.

“Hi” I said yawning
“Hey” he said, looking cautiously at me. That was not the 

Wasihun I went to sleep with. This was an angrier, more vigi-
lant Wasihun.

“You going to work?” I said, avoiding his eyes
“Yes”
I waited on the couch, feeling cold and lonely, while he 

took a shower, dressed up and came back into the room.
“I can take your car to work and bring it back tomorrow,” 

he said, after I remind him not to forget his dinner.
“But I want to come with you” I said, getting up
“No need”
“No, I do”
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“Look at you, you are still sleepy”
“I will make some co�ee,” I said, walking to the stove 

“Then I will come with you”
“What are you afraid of?” He asked in a teasing voice, “That 

I would drive your car into a wall?”
“No, I just want to spend all the time I have with you be-

cause…”
“Because you are worried you may not see me again!”
I looked at him. His hair slightly curled from the heat of 

the shower and his face washed clean, he looks devastatingly 
handsome. Something crushing my chest led me �ying to his 
side, and I gave him a hug. “What?” he said, smiling tearfully.

“I want to spend all the time I have with you because I love 
you” I said “And because I miss you”

“But when you are no longer missing me or are afraid of 
losing me," Wasihun was saying "you would think twice be-
fore committing yourself to me”

“Can we climb that bridge when we get to it?” I asked, for I 
could not deny the sensibility in what he was saying. Liberal 
as he was, not even Cody, whom I reached out to on lunch 
time [to ask if this was something a girl should try to live 
with], could rule out the possibility of my guy going into 
the dangerous territory of experimenting someday. But, yes, 
those anal beads in that pouch he brought along, they were 
not strictly just for me. And, no, he doesn't consider himself 
even remotely bisexual, “Why do we have to have every-
thing �gured out?”

“Why?! Because I fear I won’t be able to breath until I know 
for sure”

“Well maybe that is something you have to learn” I said, 
“Learning to breathe despite your fear. Knowing you would 
be ok even if your heart is broken”

“But isn’t that like not giving love 100%?” he asked, 
“Knowing you are with someone who thinks ‘I will be �ne 
if she goes’. Don’t you want to be with someone who would 
be devastated when you leave them? Someone who can’t im-
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agine a world without you?”
I smiled, my eyes full of tears. “Joe was once showing me 

how he would look at my funeral, and it appeared more 
pouting than devastated”

“Wow”
“I know” I smiled, a little surprised at the pain even ad-

mitting that brought about, “It hurt every time I thought of 
it. But when I come across things like that, things that are 
disappointing but don’t merit a break-up, I remember the 
theme song from ‘A di�erent world’ and feel better”

“Well, I envy your maturity” he said, not appearing too 
envious, “But for me not having that rush, that madness, 
that insanity, means not being fully committed. Maybe it is 
something I should have gotten out of my system long ago – 
by being in love and out of love in my youth, instead of walk-
ing home in the snow to a hostile German apartment. But 
when love isn’t torturous, it feels like settling”

“I know you do” I teased, “And I am convinced you won’t 
have decided to pursue me if I didn’t show you how I hated 
the sight of you when you came to drop the GPS. I also know 
most of the decisions you make, the move to Federal Way, 
the decision to stay in Washington state, even the engage-
ment ring, are inspired by fear. I think it is I who should 
worry what would happen when you stop being afraid of los-
ing me and not the other way round”

“But you are not afraid!”
“No I am not” I smiled. “Because I am willing to give you 

the bene�t of the doubt; that someday you will grow up and 
realize that love, ‘perhaps…means a little bit more’”

Neither a smile, nor a protest. Too soon to be �ippant 
maybe.

“I am sorry” I said, throwing my arms around his neck. “I 
don’t mean..”

“Oh no you are �ne,” he said, �xing my hair behind my 
ear, then looking into my eyes shyly, “It is true, I am a glut-
ton for punishment. I have yet to forgive myself for running 
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to Germany when I should have been home by my mother. 
For choosing my peace of mind over my brother’s problems, 
however real, imagined or super�cial they maybe. For things 
that are both in my control and out of my control”

“It would get better” I promised, “The trick, as we say back 
home, is to stick around long enough”

He smiled distractedly, looked around as if he wanted to 
add more, then took his jacket o� the hook.

“So I will take your car now,” he said, “You will come with 
me tomorrow, when you aren’t so sleepy, and bring it back. 
But I can’t let you drive in this condition – no matter how 
short the distance. How does that sound?”

“It sounds good,” I said, yawning and walking him to the 
door. By the time my neighbor walked up to interrupt us, 
pu�ng a crystalline cloud of breath [to give us an update on 
his dilemma, as if he worried the thread of our communica-
tion will sever otherwise]; we were exchanging a goodnight 
kiss. A very long, very lustful kiss to make sure he knows I 
have no intention to love him any less than I did the day be-
fore. That there would always be love and understanding at 
my place for him and how the information I got this morn-
ing would change nothing.

Which, of course, is hogwash. Things would change. I 
would change. But the loving kindness borne of the forgive-
ness he feels he received, would remain. It would withstand 
the burst of anger, the quiet suspicion, and the sudden ani-
mosity I would shuttle through for the next year and a half, 
while waiting for Zemen and her kids to arrive. After we 
began living together, and took shifts to execute our duties 
as parents of a willful female dog ["Qenubish" - a mix of pug 
and Bichon Frise who smells of roasted almonds and neither 
barks, nor bares her teeth, nor bites, but looks up with an 
injured look at every attempt to withhold love from her], 
he recalls fondly that season in our relationship where we 
switched places. How, while the baring of his soul seems to 
have not only cured him of his obsession with the past, but 
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turn him into a man capable of tolerating his girlfriend's 
mood-swings, I [albeit brie�y] took his place as the quarrel-
some and �dgety companion who grew hot and cold to the 
touch by the minute.

I would laugh at that, at the way he exaggerated the ex-
cuses I made to thwart his advances [until the month he 
stopped asking; whence I broke down in tears and admitted 
the turmoil I have been going through, how I seem unable to 
stop certain images from crowding my mind every time he 
got on top of me, and how I require patience while I strug-
gled to live with them, and enjoy sex despite them until they 
blurred and fade into the background] and watch him as he 
basked in a well-deserved glory of having lived up to his ex-
pectations of himself.

For, if there is such a thing as a soul mate, we cannot ask 
them to come with less baggage than ours; or not demand 
they put up with our burden as much as we put up with 
theirs, now, can we?!

The End
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