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The cigarette seller of Addis Ababa works her corner near the 
entrance to the brewery. She buys her cigarettes by the packet at 
the wholesale shop a twenty-minute walk away, and sells them 
one by one to the men who pass by on the street. Some days a 
man will buy a whole packet at once and she has made an after-
noon’s fortune in a minute.

In the beginning, the cigarette seller of Addis Ababa needs 
only enough capital to buy her first packet, and somehow she has 
enough. She works her corner in the afternoons after school.

The cigarette seller lives with her family in the compound of 
the St George beer factory because her father has an important 
job there. He is responsible for the smooth running of all of the 
beer-making machinery. If anything goes wrong, day or night, 
the cigarette seller’s father has to fix it.

Prologue
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Her father’s job is so important that, if he goes to the stadium to 
watch the St George soccer team on a Saturday afternoon, which 
he loves to do, he has to tell his men in which section and in which 
row of the stadium he will be sitting, so that, if there is a problem 
with the machinery, one of them can run into the stadium during 
the soccer match and fetch him from his seat. They don’t have 
mobile phones at this time, in Addis Ababa or anywhere.

Her father’s job is so important that, two times, His Royal 
Highness the Emperor Haile Selasse (to use only the bare mini-
mum of his titles) came to the St George brewery in his imperial 
vehicle, a luxury car imported from Europe, and paid her father 
his monthly salary in person. The Emperor Haile Selasse happens 
to be the owner of the St George brewery. He is remarkably small 
and slight, as everybody knows, but he has a power. The entire 
world respects him. He stood up to Mussolini. It is said that he 
is descended in a direct line from King Solomon and the Queen 
of Sheba. Even if this hasn’t been confirmed, it is true he has 
a power.

The cigarette seller doesn’t tell her father she is selling cigarettes. 
He wouldn’t want his daughter selling cigarettes. No other girls 
sell cigarettes.

She doesn’t care what other girls do. She has no interest in 
the dolls they play with. She will never be able to make coffee 
properly. Even when she is eighteen years old, if her mother asks 
her to make coffee, she will straddle the coffee pot with her legs 
apart on the ground, and her mother will tell her to get out. Her 
mother will never enjoy watching her make coffee in this fashion.

Being on the street enables the cigarette seller to understand 
people when they are drunk. This knowledge will come in handy 
sometimes, later in her life.

If she has sold enough cigarettes for the afternoon, the cigarette 
seller plays table soccer or ping-pong with the boys, her friends 



3

PROLOGUE

in the street who make money washing cars, barefoot in the dust. 
All the bad boys are her friends because she can do tricks. She can 
show them things she has learnt from Bruce Lee movies. She can 
do the splits and she can hit them. Also, she can read their minds. 
They are not so scary. They are too afraid to hit her like they hit 
her sister.

The cigarette seller’s sister will always be in trouble. She is too 
beautiful. She is six years older but, when the cigarette seller is 
eight, the older sister asks the younger to teach her how to do 
a walkover. A walkover is like a cartwheel with one hand. The 
cigarette seller spends time trying to teach her sister how to do a 
walkover. Her sister is hopeless. She is the opposite of the cigarette 
seller. She is clean, decent and prays all the time, every night and 
every morning. She says, ‘Thank God for the day we have had.’ 
The cigarette seller doesn’t thank God every night for her earnings.

She says to her sister: ‘I’ve taught you everything about how to 
do a walkover and now it’s up to you.’ But her sister is hopeless. 
The boys hit her. She is too beautiful.

After this, the sister stays always near the lounge room of their 
home. She makes it spotless.

The sister has beautiful clothes, which the cigarette seller loves 
to wear sometimes. They are actually exactly the same as her own 
clothes, but bigger. She prefers them. Because they are much too 
big for her, she ties them up with a belt. She steals her sister’s 
clothes, ties them up with a belt, and jumps out of her sister’s 
window. Her mother catches her and threatens: ‘Don’t you ever 
do that again!’

But, even though the cigarette seller says she never will, the 
next day she is out of the window again with her sister’s clothes 
on and the belt. The cigarette seller is scared of nothing.

She has left her house since she was eight years old to sell 
her cigarettes. She is not like any other girls. At the St George 
Elementary School, which lies on the same road as the beer factory 
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but on the other side, she sits at the front in class and cleans the 
blackboard. She is covered in white dust but doesn’t care.

If her older sister stays out until after seven in the evening, her 
parents are worried about where she is. The cigarette seller tells her 
parents: ‘You don’t like me. That’s why you don’t worry where I am.’ 

Her mother tells her: ‘You are not the daughter of me! You are 
the daughter of Chagago!’ The cigarette seller knows very well 
that Chagago is the mad guy down the street. When Chagago 
comes by, all the kids run.

The cigarette seller of Addis Ababa does well at her trade. She 
looks like a boy, with her hair cropped short, but people are more 
likely to buy from her than from the boys. She is loud. She sings, 
she dances and does flips. It is very hard for the others to compete 
with this cigarette seller. She is business-oriented.

The cigarette seller diversifies. She sells small pastries in plastic 
wrappers and chewing gum as well as cigarettes.

She shares her money with her friends. She takes them out to 
buy espris – rainbow-striped juices, thick as soup, with layers of 
papaya, guava, mango, banana and avocado.

She shares her money with the boys who wash the cars and 
the others who sell things with her outside the compound. If they 
have no money of their own she buys goods from the wholesaler 
for them to sell.

At home the cigarette seller is never still, even if she is watching 
Bruce Lee and German variety shows on television. She is always 
wrestling with her brothers or using the beds as trampolines.

Her brothers who, afterwards, will be lost or far away.
She has a problem to be still. She is of no use to her mother. 

Before Easter, there is two months’ fasting. All this time, the cig-
arette seller’s family eats no meat or dairy. At the end there is a 
feast, where the family, which is large, eats four chickens. There is a 
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certain way to cut each chicken into twelve pieces before cooking, a 
very certain way it must be done. The cigarette seller’s mother gives 
a chicken to each child so that each of them can learn how to split 
the chicken properly. But the cigarette seller never learns how to 
split a chicken properly. She says to her mother: ‘I need to go to the 
toilet.’ Then she climbs out of the window and doesn’t come back.

The St George soccer team lives in a house in the cigarette seller’s 
compound at the brewery. One of the families moved out and 
the St George football team moved in. Whenever the St George 
football team goes for training, the cigarette seller hops on to 
their bus. She trains with them. They kick the ball and she does 
flips and bends her body into shapes. They say to her, ‘Come on, 
Mimi,’ – because mimi, little girl, is her nickname – ‘Come on, 
Mimi, show us some tricks. Show us a dog, a cat, a six. A nine.’ 
The cigarette seller knows all of these tricks and more.

Inside the entrance to the compound of the St George brewery is 
a pub. You can buy dinner there, and St George beer from the tap. 
It is the freshest beer in Addis.

One day, the managers of the St George brewery pub go to 
visit the cigarette seller’s father, at his office. They are angry. They 
have collected up all the empty plastic wrappers from the pastries 
that the cigarette seller has sold. They show the plastic wrappers 
to the cigarette seller’s father: ‘Your daughter is taking over our 
business! We are losing customers – look at how many pastries she 
is selling. This many in a day!’

They wave all the plastic wrappers at him.
But the cigarette seller’s father says to them: ‘Calm down. My 

daughter wouldn’t do that.’
He goes home and says to the cigarette seller: ‘Sit here and tell 

me honestly what you are up to. Are you selling cigarettes, and 
these pastries with the wrappers?’
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‘Yes.’ She says straight out. ‘Yes, I sell the cigarettes. I sell 
everything.’

The cigarette seller’s father asks her to stop selling.
‘I don’t want to stop,’ she says.
Then they have a very big argument. She tells him that she is 

not going to stop because there are a lot of poor kids who live 
outside the compound and she shares her money with them. If she 
sells something, she shares her money with the other kids who are 
trying to make money by cleaning cars. ‘So,’ she says, ‘it is not 
only for me, because I share it with the other kids, and I am not 
going to stop this.’

The cigarette seller’s father tries to negotiate a peace between 
the managers of the St George pub and the cigarette seller. He 
brings them together to discuss the situation. He says to the man-
agers of the pub: ‘Don’t worry, she is not going to sell the things 
inside the compound; she is only going to sell them outside the 
front gate, so it should be fine.’

The managers are still not happy.
The cigarette seller’s father becomes angry with the managers 

now. He says to them: ‘Do you think, if somebody is coming 
here to eat a roast at your pub, they are just going to eat that little 
pastry instead and leave? Are you that stupid?’

And he walks off.
The managers all call out after him: ‘We don’t want to see her 

around here any more! Okay?’
The cigarette seller’s father comes right back to them and says: 

‘This is her compound; this is where she lives and where she plays 
and you can’t stop her being here.’

And the cigarette seller says to the managers – who have all 
shaken hands with the Emperor Haile Selasse, the owner of the 
St George pub and brewery who in turn may be directly descended 
from King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba and certainly, at 
this time at least, has a power that emanates from every fibre of 
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his diminutive body – she says to these imperial hotel managers: 
‘I  am going to sell my cigarettes right here from my own front 
door, behind the gate of our house, here inside the compound, 
and nobody can stop me because I am still inside my house.’

The managers don’t know how to deal with this cigarette seller, 
who is so small and insignificant but seems also to have a power.

The cigarette seller’s father asks her one more time. ‘Just stop this 
thing and go to school and when you finish school I will try to 
put you in a good job,’ he says. But the cigarette seller is very strict 
with her father: she tells him that if wants to put anybody in a 
good job it should be her sister, who is beautiful but has already 
left school and doesn’t have a job. ‘Don’t worry about me,’ says the 
cigarette seller, ‘I can get myself a job. I can do any job. You don’t 
need to put me in a job.’

Her father sighs and says to her: ‘You are not like any ordinary 
kid.’ He wonders where she came from, how she came to be his 
daughter.

But actually this brings about a remarkable change in the cigarette 
seller’s father, hitherto very strict and unbending in his family, 
and never known to change his mind. Now someone else in 
the family is unbending in her beliefs, but on top of that a very 
good negotiator. The cigarette seller’s father learns from his own 
daughter how to negotiate and be flexible.

Her mother says to her: ‘You’re making money, but now you need 
to start saving money.’

Her mother says to her: ‘You need to start an ekube.’
An ekube is a traditional system for saving money in Ethiopia. 

The cigarette seller knows already how one works. You gather 
together a group of people and each agrees to put in so much 
money once a month. Every month it will be the turn of a 
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different member of the group to draw out all the money put 
in that month, and use it as needed. You all come together and 
socialise, drink coffee, bring along your monthly savings and 
place them in the pot. The one whose turn it is to draw out the 
money each month has been determined at the beginning of the 
ekube by the picking of the names out one by one: first name, first 
month, and so on. And if the January person doesn’t want to take 
their money in January they can sell it to the October person, 
minus ten per cent.

But the cigarette seller’s mother organises it so that the ciga-
rette seller’s name comes out last in her ekube. She will receive her 
money only in the final month.

There are twelve people in this ekube, including the cigarette 
seller. Every month the twelve will each put in 100 birr.

In Ethiopia there are thirteen months every year, and every 
year starts seven years, eight months and eleven days later than 
the same year in the Gregorian calendar, but for leap years when 
they wait one day more. The cigarette seller of Addis Ababa lives 
always in the past.

The months have thirty days, save for the last, Pagumen, which 
has only five. Naturally this short, stubby month does not count 
in the ekube.

After a year has gone by, the cigarette seller’s mother hands her, 
one day, an envelope with 1200 birr inside. The cigarette seller is 
speechless. She doesn’t know what to do with all this money.

She says: ‘I’m going to give it to my dad.’
Growing up in Ethiopia, it is every child’s wish to give money 

to their family. There is no welfare system.
The father of the cigarette seller is sitting in the lounge room 

watching television when she brings him in her gift. He looks 
inside the envelope and at his little girl, this cigarette seller with 
her cropped hair and her spunk. Then he cries and cries for ages, 
because he has been against her selling cigarettes the whole time. 
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He wonders again where this cigarette seller came from; how she 
came to be his daughter. He asks the grandmother of the cigarette 
seller to come to bless her; to bless his child for God to give 
her everything she wants. The grandmother is the elder of the 
family and age has made her wise; therefore, she is best equipped 
for blessings.

The cigarette seller’s name is Sosina. (She has other names, too; 
but, as we will see later, precisely what they are is liable to change.)





So this is sort of how it happened. 
Sosina said to me: ‘How about it, Dave?’
I was walking to the flat Sosina shared with her husband, Mel, 

in the Housing Commission high-rises of Carlton, inner-north 
Melbourne, Australia.

I had never been inside these Housing Commission flats 
before, and was a little nervous at the prospect  – on guard for 
drug-dealers and muggers. These flats, like their post-war cousins 
elsewhere, the abandoned children of Le Corbusier, are decrepit 
now, windswept castles with invisible battlements to keep the 
poor, the mad and the newly migrated isolated from the chic bars 
and cafés springing up all round.

I ride my bicycle to work at the university each weekday 
through the grounds of the Housing Commission flats. In the 
morning I see the Somali mothers in their hijabs, walking their 

1

Hurdy-gurdy
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kids to the little public school on the edge of the flats, the school 
that the middle-class families avoid.

Opposite the school, at the southern end of the flats, is a church 
that doles out soup sometimes. The mosque is a much longer walk 
away, in the other direction, along Drummond Street. Built by the 
expatriate Albanian community, its slender minaret towers incon-
gruously above the Victorian terrace houses of Carlton North.

Sosi had given me instructions: which building to enter, which 
lift to take, which floor to get out on. The foyer for the lifts was 
cold and grimy brown. A middle-aged man occupied a bench 
opposite the twin lift doors, hunched and distant. I thought to 
myself, idly, If the lift doors open and a young man steps in, do I follow? 
What are the chances he will knife me in the lift against the mirror? 
I occasionally have such idle knifing thoughts; I imagine how 
surprised my face would look as the blade slid into me.

I rode up to the eleventh floor alone and came out onto an 
open landing. Like a hotel turned inside out, the building’s corri-
dors run on its exterior. Heavy mesh had been erected above the 
concrete railings, as if to say the urge to fly downwards or to push 
one’s fucking wife or fucking neighbour over to a bloody death had 
often enough been too hard to resist.

Nothing stirred on the eleventh floor. 
I knocked on the door that bore the number Sosi had given 

me. Immediately, it swung open and she embraced me with her 
familiar gusto. ‘Hi, Dave! Come in!’

The flat, a small oasis, shimmered in the late afternoon light 
from the west-facing windows. A large red-leather couch set and 
a flat screen TV crowded the living room.

‘Look at our beautiful view!’ said Sosi. Through the golden 
haze I could make out the Westgate Bridge and the distant hills 
of the You Yangs.

Sosi made me Ethiopian coffee, strong, black and sweet. I sat 
at the dining room table and looked at the large framed wedding 
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photos on the wall. Sosi and Mel posed resplendent in their formal 
outfits, like royalty.

Mel, she told me, was sleeping in the bedroom. He worked the 
night shift at a biscuit factory in Kensington, as well as studying 
for his degree in computer networking and helping out with the 
Footscray community at the African Youth Centre.

Sosi poured the boiling water onto the coffee in the traditional 
ceramic pot, dun-coloured with a narrow open neck that also 
served as a handle, and a separate spout. She tilted the pot on its 
side towards the spout, and left it to brew, balanced on a stand. 
When she poured the coffee she took care to keep the pot tilted, 
so that the sediment remained undisturbed at the bottom.

‘Why do you want to tell your story in a book?’ I asked. 
‘Why precisely?’

‘Because people don’t see me for who I am. If I say I am 
Ethiopian, people only think of 1984: the famine, starving 
children. They are so surprised to look at me: you are a well-fed 
Ethiopian girl! They ask: do you have a house? Do you have pet 
elephants? Pet tigers?’

She looked at me, incredulous. 
‘We get asked about kangaroos,’ I nodded.
She smiled and pointed at the bowl of vegetable stew. 
‘Do you like the sauce? We call that wat. Is it too hot for you? 

Coffee?’
She poured more coffee into my cup and munched on a scrap 

of injera, the ubiquitous Ethiopian bread.
She told me that she had a name in mind for the book: ‘Short 

Black’. This refers both to her height and skin, and to the cul-
tural significance of coffee in her birth land of Ethiopia  – for 
Ethiopia is coffee’s birth land, too. Not South America, as I had 
vaguely thought.

‘I have a subtitle for the book, too,’ she said: ‘Tales of an 
Abyssinian girl. It’s better to say Abyssinian instead of Ethiopian, 



THE ABYSSINIAN CONTORTIONIST

14

because they will not think only of 1984. How about it, Dave?’ 
she said, and looked at me with her clear brown eyes.

Usually I hate being called Dave…

Sosina and I first met among trapeze bars and tightwire walkers. 
We were both working for Circus Oz, a contemporary circus – the 
sort without animals or sawdust – and something of an institution 
in Australia. You can search it up, as my son, Louis, would say.

Sosina, having long since ceased to surprise her parents back 
in Ethiopia, had walked into the job as a performer, straight out 
of the new Australian national circus school. I was helping to 
direct their new show. I’d directed Circus Oz once before but, 
unlike Sosina, wasn’t really a circus type. My background and 
training had been in theatre and, personally, I had a positive terror 
of attempting anything more acrobatic than a forward roll.

Sosina came into Circus Oz as a contortionist and juggler, 
and her act was one of those I was responsible for directing. In 
practice, this meant I mainly stayed out of the way and made 
encouraging noises as she and aerialist Anni Davey devised a new 
hybrid contortion and trapeze act.

The lights come up on Sosina rotating on a small disc lit with 
footlights. She is dressed as if in a nineteenth-century travelling 
show; the circus musicians stand close by, playing hurdy-gurdy 
music as she twists her body inside and out. The Big Top is 
crowded, hushed. Sosina comes to a rest in some enfolded pose, 
from which Anni, who has been lowered towards the stage 
upside down on a trapeze bar, grasps and lifts her into the air as 
the ropes of the trapeze are hoisted up again. In the air above 
the ring, the two of them twist in each other’s arms with Anni 
(strong as two women) bearing the weight of Sosina, until the 
latter settles her body into a new impossible position and is once 
more deposited on the disc, there to slowly spin, hurdy-gurdy, 
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hurdy-gurdy, shoulders onto ankles, eyes staring out between 
her thighs.

Sosina’s gaze, calm and even, catches the audience just as they 
catch her; this is the act, really. Contortion makes the body strange 
and freakish, and this is an African body, too, in front of a largely 
white audience, so it is stranger still, tickling distant memories 
buried deep within the culture. Isn’t she a little like a (whisper it) 
golliwog, with her raggle-taggle hair and floppy limbs? The dolls 
our mothers played with; the dolls I, David, remember from my 
Australian childhood in the sixties. Everything had its place in the 
corner pile of porcelain and cloth and wool. Even little Golly! She 
could join in, too, although she was altogether different and came 
from somewhere far away in the jungles and the deserts where 
Mowgli lived and Little Black Sambo, too, the dark boy who ran 
and ran in circles and melted into butter with the tiger chasing 
him. Or did the yellow tiger melt? They all melted together in the 
jungles of a child’s mind and the glimmer of a starchy hardback 
(hurdy-gurdy).

Sosina on her spinning disc among the light bulbs is, in the 
depths of some white eyes, the golliwog brought to life. But she 
looks right back at us, her audience, and says: Well, actually, you 
have no idea who I am; but that’s okay, because it’s my show now 
that you are watching.

At first glance, there is nothing about Sosina and me that is the 
same. She is short, I am tall; she is black, I am white; she’s a woman, 
I’m a man. She was born in just about the poorest country in the 
world, I in affluent Australia. She can bounce-juggle eight balls on 
a block of marble; I – well, I can juggle three balls. In my hands.

That’s my greatest circus trick and I’m quite proud of it. It has 
variations: the basic pattern, the outside-in, the upside down, the 
snazzy one – where you throw one of the balls especially high in 
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the air and pause or do a twirl – and the joke pattern, in which 
one hand juggles two balls while the other moves the third ball up 
and down alongside, doing no juggling at all. If you do the joke 
pattern well, the audience falls for the illusion, even if only for a 
moment, before they see the trick, and before they realise that you 
are happy for them to see the trick.

But I cannot begin to imagine being able to juggle eight balls, 
what it must take to master such a skill. Not only the hours of 
single-minded practice, but the obsession, the yogic focus. Sosina 
says she loves to train her hands to do things really fast. When 
she had a job for a few weeks selling popcorn front of house, 
one of her tasks was to fold the paper cups for the popcorn into 
shape. She became obsessed with the choreography of the task. 
She analysed the exact sequence of movements required to fold 
one paper cup. Once she had it down, she worked on going faster. 
And faster. She would come in early to work and fold a whole 
stack of cups, far more than she needed to, quicker than anyone 
else would dream of. She turned the act of folding paper cups into 
a feat. A meditation. A private art form.

Sosina’s told me that, ever since she first came across contortion-
ists, magicians, jugglers, knife-throwers and all the rest, at the age 
of six, sitting on the floor of her parents’ lounge room in Addis 
Ababa, gazing at the once-a-week German variety show on the 
only television channel in the land, she knew that she wanted to 
master such tricks for herself, no matter how long it took, and to 
perform them wherever and whenever she could find an audience, 
in all the great and far-off corners of the world. And she has done it.

Maybe it was exactly because of this chasm of difference 
between us that I felt myself drawn more and more to the idea of 
making a book with Sosina; a book that tried to trace the contours 
of that gap. This, I thought, would be my ‘not me’ book. I had 
already written a book about me – about my family, my father, 
his suicide and how I missed it, being only six months old when 
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it occurred, and about nobody afterwards ever mentioning it, or 
him, and how I had this overwhelming drive to make them all 
tell me everything they knew about his life and death, no matter 
how bad it was, and this overwhelming drive, too, to write the 
story down, have others read it – and, yes, I suppose that includes 
others in all the great and far-off corners of the world.

This book would be about Sosina, the epitome of ‘not me’. But 
it would also feel wrong to pretend I wasn’t involved, to pretend 
that telling, making and sharing stories across cultures isn’t com-
plicated. In Circus Oz they never hide the rigging in their acts.

I wondered what kind of book we could make together. What 
would be its bones and its intestines. Sosi, early on, lent me a 
couple of recent autobiographies of African women, stories of 
extraordinary courage and hardship: female circumcision, war, 
bloodshed. Triumph over circumstance. Stories that went inexo-
rably, for better or worse, from A to B. I couldn’t get into them. I 
felt I knew already what they were telling me, just not the details. 
We turn on the TV; we see current affairs reports of far-off pain 
and suffering. On the other channel is the tennis. I almost cer-
tainly didn’t give those books the attention that those women’s 
stories merit. But half the world’s problems, maybe more than 
that, are about getting somebody to pay attention, aren’t they?

The bookselling industry has a category I’ve come across in 
airport bookshops called Misery Biography. The counterpoint on 
the adjacent shelf is Entertainment Biography. But are those really 
the only two types of life-stories we are interested in?

‘I don’t think I want to do it quite like that,’ I said to Sosi. ‘You 
know, straight, like that.’

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘I don’t mind. We can do it how we like.’
Sosina is an artist. In a circus, it’s all about trust. If your partner 

drops you, you might be dead.
Thus together, but from completely different places, we set out.



To see Sosina’s mother and father, Ayanalem and Tewabé, mar-
ried so long and happily, you wouldn’t think it all started with a 
kidnapping. True love at gunpoint – and Ayanalem, her mother, 
aged only fourteen, back in the 1960s when Haile Selassie was his 
most Imperial Highness in Ethiopia and seemed like he always 
would be.

Tewabé grew up in the countryside, in a simple one-room hut 
on a farm outside a small village in the province of Shewa, 160 kilo-
metres from Addis Ababa. When he was a boy he knew only of 
the farm and his family, the animals – goats, sheep, chickens – and 
the bush all around. The sound of hyenas in the moonlight.

He was born into Ethiopia’s Italian occupation in the 1930s, 
which in the end came and went quickly because Mussolini did so 
badly in World War II. Tewabé was raised on the stories his mother 
told him of those days. The men of the area they lived in were 

2

True love at gunpoint
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fierce warriors, she told him, which prevented the Italian troops 
from coming through and burning all the houses down. Instead 
the Italians set up a camp outside the village, to which the women 
of the village brought fresh eggs and milk and other food they’d 
grown, to fill the soldier’s bellies and keep war out of their minds. 
Tewabé’s mother carried eggs to the Italians while her stomach 
was swollen with him inside. The Italian soldiers were so touched 
that they gave her in return 100 kilograms of sugar and many bags 
of coffee to take home. Tewabé became known as the lucky boy, 
the rich boy, as if it was he who had brought these unheard-of 
riches to his family when really it was his mother all along.

Tewabé’s mother told him later: ‘Your grandfather once played 
a trick on the Italians. One day they captured him in the street 
on his way to church and forced him, with a dozen others, to 
lead them across the rocky countryside to Minjat, a place they 
wanted to invade. The Italians forced your grandfather and the 
others to walk all day until nightfall.’ In the evening, she told 
him, they stopped to sleep in a field, and the Italians gave their 
Ethiopian prisoner guides a cow to share between them for their 
dinner. The Ethiopians, choosing their best moment, stabbed the 
cow with a small knife, just enough to make her angry and run 
away. Pretending to chase after her, they fled in the black night 
all the way home to their villages, leaving the Italians lost in the 
bush and dreaming, no doubt, of hyenas. Not to mention lions.

His mother sent Tewabé to the church school in the local town, 
the only sort of school available. He learnt the two hundred dif-
ferent letters of Amharic and how to read and write with them. 
From the alphabet and calendar, he graduated to prayers and 
Bible stories. The children lived in the rooms of the school that 
clustered around the church and relied on their relatives, such as 
Tewabé’s elder sister, to send them food.

As Tewabé grew older he was given more duties in the 
service of the church. He helped to organise the christenings 
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and weddings, the weekly prayers. This was the unpaid work 
expected of every boy who wanted an education but couldn’t pay 
for it. Tewabé would have continued happily to serve the church, 
eventually travelling the 500 kilo metres to the town where the 
higher learning of the church was conducted, attaining the best 
education possible and one day becoming a priest; but when he 
was fourteen his elder sister died, and with her his means of sup-
port. He could no longer afford his life of study. Tewabé pulled 
up all the vegetables he had been growing on a plot of land for 
his sister, sold them at the market, and ran away to Addis Ababa 
with the money.

It was enough to get him to his aunt’s.

As Tewabé is telling us this story, Sosina and I are sitting at the 
dining table in his unadorned linoleum-floored lounge room, 
which from my point of view is simply somewhere in the vast 
reaches of Addis Ababa where if not for Sosina I would be as lost 
as those Italians. Tewabé speaks Amharic; Sosina translates for me.

The night I first met Tewabé, a few days earlier, he was spread 
out on the couch in the same room, watching Manchester United 
on cable TV. The television was positioned on a cabinet above 
one end of the couch so that he could lie down and gaze at it 
above his feet. He got up and shook my hand, professing not 
to speak English. Sosina translated our simple greetings, and he 
turned back to the football.

Tewabé seemed at first somewhat marginal in the family, 
just another of the many household satellites orbiting his wife, 
Ayanalem. He didn’t appear to do much. Only later would I come 
to appreciate his quiet energy. He was lean and fit, looking younger 
than his sixty-eight years. Sosina told me he had built each and 
every building in the small compound – the house, hotel, café 
and restaurant – with his own hands and those of his son Amaha 
(Sosina’s brother). The masonry, the plastering, the plumbing, the 
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wiring, everything. DIY is not a weekend hobby in Ethiopia; it’s 
the only way a middle-class family like Sosina’s can afford to get 
things done.

At the age of nineteen, staying with his aunt in Addis Ababa, 
Tewabé enrolled in elementary school (clearly his previous school-
ing had had its limitations). He didn’t care that the other students 
were all aged around six. He studied for three years in elementary 
school, skipping a grade every year to reach Grade Six in record 
time. But he began to have disagreements, of one sort or another, 
living with his aunt. He might have been in elementary school 
but he was a young man, not a child. He moved out of her house 
to look for work.

At this point, a miraculous deus ex machina, in the shape of the 
world-famous Ethiopian marathon runner Abebe Bikila, landed 
in the story. It was 1953 in the Ethiopian calendar and Abebe 
Bikila was returning in triumph to his homeland, having won 
the marathon in the Rome Olympics, barefoot. Tewabé and his 
friends walked all morning through the rambling backblocks of 
the city and out into the country fields to reach the tiny airport. 
They watched the plane descending from the clouds, held their 
breath as its wheels bumped against the ground, and cheered as 
the world champion stepped out onto the tarmac. As they tromped 
back to the city afterwards they happened to pass the St George 
brewery and noticed a mass of men outside. The brewery had put 
out a call that very day, seeking new workers.

Tewabé added his name to the list outside the brewery. A few 
days later he was given a job (behind the scenes, his aunt had 
begged on his behalf to someone she knew who worked there). 
He began by carrying boxes of beer to the brewery warehouse, 
on a wage of 75 Ethiopian cents (0.75 birr) a day. He had never 
been happier, he says, for life was cheap back then. He and his 
friends each paid a man 12 birr to feed them for a whole month, 
and still had money left to buy beer and cigarettes.
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Tewabé rose up quickly through the ranks as his intelligence 
and talents became apparent. First they made him an apprentice 
to the chief technician of the factory, then an assistant technician. 
He had a gift for anything mechanical.

He got to know a man named Mola. Together with his brother 
and other members of their family, Mola occupied the higher 
echelons of management. Mola was a boss Tewabé held in high 
esteem, a man of principle, dignity and refinement. This was a 
man with whom it would be an honour to be related. And wasn’t 
that Mola’s daughter, the graceful young girl he saw coming and 
going from the brewery? Could Tewabé permit himself to dream? 
Over weeks and months the idea of marriage, at first fanciful, 
grew stronger in his head.

Tewabé didn’t overestimate his chances as a suitor. Coming from 
a poor family in the countryside, he had no good family connections 
in Addis. Who did he think he was: an ordinary workingman asking 
to marry into the management class of the St George brewery?

But about this time a group of German engineers came to the 
factory to install sophisticated modern machinery. Tewabé was 
assigned to help them. He so impressed them that they recom-
mended him for promotion. His salary and status climbed, and 
this emboldened him to take the plunge.

As was customary with such affairs, he gathered together a 
group of his elders – in this case, senior co-workers at the brewery 
who were also on good terms with Mola – and he laid out his 
desires before them. Already impressed by his character and now 
also by the strength of his convictions, they agreed to form a 
delegation. They would convey Tewabé’s formal request to Mola 
for an engagement with his daughter, Ayanalem.

Tewabé was twenty-seven years old; she was fourteen.
The widower Mola was already concerned that his motherless 

daughter was old enough to lose her virginity and thereby be ruined. 
With this in mind he was keen to see her married, or at least engaged, 
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and hence prepared to listen to Tewabé’s elders. But it soon became 
apparent that his extended family was aghast at the prospect of a 
family jewel being swept up in the grasp of some dusty factory-man. 
Surely there was a better family with which to form a liaison?

Meanwhile, Tewabé’s mother, back in the countryside in Shewa, 
was equally unimpressed. What was the point of marrying a city 
girl who had no land and not even any animals? What could she 
bring to the table? But in this instance, Tewabé took no notice of 
her opinions.

Mola’s extended family hurriedly presented the cases for two 
rival suitors, from good families of their acquaintance. His sisters, 
brothers and great-aunts took turns to badger him.

Everyone waited.
Finally, Mola made up his mind. Tewabé lacked social connec-

tions and prestige, but nevertheless displayed fine character, and 
would therefore make the best husband for his daughter.

Mola’s family was dismayed. Tewabé’s elders at the brewery 
were elated. Tewabé himself went into shock.

Oh my God! he thought. This beautiful girl, so young, the daughter 
of my boss – what am I going to do with her? How will I be able to look 
after her like a proper husband should?

He panicked and told the elders: ‘I cannot marry her.’ They, 
needless to say, were unimpressed.

‘What are you doing to us?’ they hectored. ‘You make us plead 
to Mola on your behalf. We tell him how strong your feelings are, 
how strong is your resolve. Now we come back and tell you that 
you have won the girl and you are climbing up a tree and hiding 
with your pants stained brown! Do you know how embarrassed 
we will be if you make us go back to Mola and tell him you are 
not going to do anything after all? Do you know how bad it is to 
put us in this position?’

‘Okay,’ mumbled Tewabé. ‘I’ll do the engagement.’
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Ayanalem is seated in the middle of her marital bed like a colossus, 
her legs spread wide on either side of her stomach. Sosina’s moth-
er’s bed, day and night, is the centre of their household in Addis. 
All activities pivot around Ayanalem here, where she is marooned, 
tethered to the oxygen bottle at her bedside; where we listen to 
her side of the story.

‘I was born in St George beer,’ she starts in English – and stops. 
She bows her head. Everything is difficult for her now.

‘Mimi,’ she says to Sosina, who has this nickname, ‘Mimi, 
translate for me.’

Ayanalem apologises for her English even though I am in her 
country and don’t know a single word of Amharic. She under-
stands English well enough but can speak it only slowly, painfully. 
When she was younger it was better. All her high school classes 
were in English. She learnt about the history of Ethiopia in 
English. She learnt about King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba 
and the line of Solomonic kings that stretched through the great 
empires of Axum and Lalibela (now tourist destinations) to the 
emperors Tewodros, Menelik II and finally His Excellency Haile 
Selassie. She learnt about the great victory over the Italians at the 
Battle of Adwa in 1896, and about Mussolini’s revenge; all this in 
a foreign language.

Now she will talk in Amharic and let herself be translated.
‘My father began as a storekeeper at the St George brewery. He 

organised the ingredients to make the beer: the grains and things.’
So this is how not only Sosina but her mother, too, grew up 

at the brewery.
‘My father, Mola Tessema, had fifteen brothers and sisters. They 

all lived to be over eighty but my father died at sixty-two. He was 
the unlucky one,’ says Ayanalem. Doubly so because his wife died 
even younger.

‘He had to be our father and our mother,’ said Ayanalem. ‘My 
mother died when I was four. My brother was three months.’
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Her breath is heavy with asthma and memories.
‘My family came from Ancober. Do you know that town? It 

is in the countryside. They came to settle in Addis Ababa before 
the Italian war. There was work here for my father at the brewery.’

It is late by now. Night drops suddenly in Addis. The sun falls 
behind the mountains. The boy Sosina calls the Guard enters the 
bedroom and passes Ayanalem some rumpled notes of Ethiopian 
birr. She says a word or two to him in Amharic and he nods. She 
counts the notes and puts them in the small Tupperware container 
by her knee. She gives the Guard another banknote in return, the 
change, which he duly goes off to deliver. Ayanalem picks up an 
exercise book with covers folded back upon each other and writes 
some figures in a column she has drawn. She is the banker of the 
household. As well as a family home it is a hotel, restaurant and 
café. All financial transactions flow in and out via her Tupperware 
container and her exercise book. She keeps track of every birr. A 
couple is booking in, short stay, for Room Eleven: 50 birr. Two 
ladies want dinner in the restaurant: 42 birr. Amaha needs to buy 
petrol for his car: 200 birr.

Ayanalem takes a big wheezy breath and adjusts her position 
on the bed.

‘I am fat,’ she says sadly. ‘Look at me. You would not know 
how beautiful I was. When I was young everyone asked me if I 
was a daughter of Haile Selassie. I looked just like a member of 
the royal family. You look at the pictures! Same nose, same eyes, 
same hair. Fine hair. Now – no hair! My hair is white!’

She shows Sosina and I the top of her scalp and smiles ruefully, 
as if to say: What can you do! This is what God brings us! 

A portrait of Jesus in electric blue gleams above her bedhead. 
In a country where Christians and Muslims have lived side by side 
for centuries, Sosina’s family follows the teachings of the Ethiopian 
Orthodox church, the country’s largest religious group – and it is 
Ayanalem who is most devout.
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She is tired now. What were we saying?
‘The brewery, Mama.’
‘Yes, so I grew up living at the brewery and that is where 

your father saw me, Mimi, because he worked there. He saw me 
walking by each day on my way to school and decided he would 
like to marry me. I was beautiful then. Fourteen years old. And 
he was a man.’

‘Did you talk to him?’
‘Oh, no! We never spoke.’
Sosina says, ‘Mama, tell us how he kidnapped you.’

Ayanalem noticed they were gathering a lot of spices and making 
preparations at her father’s house for a grand banquet, but she 
didn’t know it was for her own engagement. She helped out 
in the kitchen and did all the normal work she would do for a 
big occasion.

It was not until a week before the party that her father asked 
to speak with her in private. He started crying. He told her that 
she was getting married. Ayanalem started crying, too. She was 
frightened at the thought of it. She felt like she was still a child 
inside a body that had changed. But her father reminded her that 
she was motherless and he had sole responsibility for her future. 
He had made up his mind that this was best.

‘Tewabé is a good man,’ he told her. ‘He’ll look after you. He 
won’t harm you.’

Ayanalem, who couldn’t live without her father’s permission, 
steeled herself for this unknown future.

Two days before the engagement, Tewabé was ushered in to 
meet Ayanalem for the first time. He had borrowed money to buy 
her presents: fine clothes, gold earrings, a gold necklace, a gold 
ring. The couple-to-be exchanged a bare few words. He was a 
grown man, almost twice her age. All they shared was a mutual 
awkwardness in each other’s company.



27

TRUE LOVE AT GUNPOINT

The deal agreed between Tewabé’s elders and Mola was that, 
after the big engagement party at Mola’s house had lasted for the 
customary several days, Tewabé would allow Ayanalem to live 
with her father for another two years so that she could mature and 
finish her studies at high school, before they married and began 
to live together.

After the party, at first everything went according to this plan. 
The engaged Tewabé and Ayanalem would cross the road to 
avoid each other in the street. They never spoke. Tewabé watched 
Ayanalem on her way to and from school as she grew older and 
Ayanalem tried to avoid his eye, thinking ahead to her marriage 
and what this strange man might expect from her.

But after a year or so Tewabé began to hear rumours from 
his friends in the brewery who also had connections with Mola’s 
family. They sat with Tewabé around a table at the pub inside 
the St George brewery compound each (let’s imagine) with a 
pint in front of him, and told him about the whispers they were 
hearing. Apparently many in Mola’s family remained unhappy at 
the prospect of Tewabé wedding Ayanalem. A plot was being 
hatched, so the whispers went, to take Tewabé’s engagement ring 
from Ayanalem’s finger. A new potential husband had entered the 
scene, a much richer man, a government man. A government 
man would have the power to take Ayanalem.

This is the way these things worked at that time in Addis Ababa.
The government man, according to the whispers, would one 

day abduct her from her father’s house. These things happened 
all the time. He would simply take Ayanalem: take her away, and 
take her – in the sexual sense. She would no longer be a virgin 
and the damage would be done.

The government man would then send his elders to inform 
Mola that he had taken his daughter, and the elders would negoti-
ate for a marriage to take place. Mola would have little power but 
to sue the government man for taking his daughter, if he chose, 
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but it would be too late by then to turn back what had already 
happened and, in any event, there was never much to be gained 
by suing a govern ment man.

Tewabé’s elders, each with a pint in front of him at the St 
George brewery pub, talking sotto voce in case of eavesdroppers, 
told Tewabé they’d heard whispers that the government man 
could be taking Ayanalem any time now. Tewabé felt his blood 
racing to his fingertips as he clenched the handle of his beer glass, 
and his cheeks grow hot with rage. Soon after he heard this story 
from the elders, he bought a gun.

A gun was not too hard to buy in Addis Ababa at that time, 
but the cost was 600 birr, which, even after Tewabé’s most recent 
promotion, equalled four months of his salary. Tewabé had to 
go to a good friend of his and ask to borrow the 600 birr, while 
managing not to mention why he needed it.

Tewabé bought a gun because he decided that, if Ayanalem 
was to be kidnapped by the government man, he, Tewabé, 
must get in first with a kidnapping of his own. He developed 
a secret plan.

First, he needed to find a way to trick Mola into allowing 
Ayanalem to leave the house…

Now, it happened that one of Tewabé’s two best men at the 
engagement party had lately become very ill. Tewabé pleaded with 
his other best man, the healthy one, to visit Mola on his behalf 
and ask that Ayanalem be allowed to leave the house to visit the 
sick best man in his hospital bed. The healthy best man went to 
the house, prostrated himself on the floor and kissed Mola’s foot, 
in the customary sign of extreme respect, as he begged him to 
let Ayanalem leave the house for several hours. Tewabé’s healthy 
best man promised that he would drive Ayanalem to and from 
her home at the St  George brewery compound and be utterly 
responsible for her safety. Eventually, Mola agreed.

Tewabé hadn’t told his best men about the gun.
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The healthy best man drove Ayanalem to visit the sick best man 
in hospital, picking up Tewabé along the way. After the visit was 
over, Tewabé and some friends decided to stop off at a park and 
have a little party, with Ayanalem as the special guest. Ayanalem 
was a little scared, but the men were nice to her and respectful. 
They all drank tea together and ate some snacks.

Ayanalem began to be more anxious, because it was past 
the time that it had been arranged for her to return home to 
her father’s house. She went and waited in the car and began 
to cry. Meanwhile Tewabé drank a few swigs of whiskey from 
a flask, to give him courage. He accosted his best man as he 
was about to get into the car to drive Ayanalem home. He told 
him about the plan of the government man, how it had put 
Ayanalem in imminent danger of being taken. Tewabé told his 
best man, having drunk a few swigs of whiskey, which the best 
man could smell on his breath (let’s imagine), ‘I am going to 
take her tonight.’ He opened his eyes wide and stared at his best 
man to demonstrate just how serious he was. At which point 
the best man started crying and fell on the ground at Tewabé’s 
feet. He begged Tewabé not to go ahead with the plan, and 
told him he could have no part in it because he had promised 
Ayanalem’s father on his honour that he would deliver her back 
to him safe and sound.

Ayanalem was crying inside the car and panicking, saying, 
‘I have to go home now, my dad is going to kill me!’ Shouting: 
‘I have to go home!’

So the two men got into the car, but not before Tewabé took 
one last swig of whiskey to give him courage.

(Sosina says to me, when she reads this chapter: ‘I like it how 
this part is like a movie!’)

The best man started to drive towards the St George brewery, 
but it wasn’t very long before Tewabé, becoming increasingly 
agitated as he realised that this was the most important moment 
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of his life, said to his friend: ‘I want you to drive us somewhere 
else, not to the house of her father.’

But his friend said: ‘Tewabé, you know I cannot do that. You 
know I have made a promise to her father.’

Ayanalem cowered in the back seat.
Tewabé looked out of the window at the dusty Addis street, 

with goats and donkeys swarming everywhere, and remembered 
once again the story of the hijackers he had recently read about in 
the news, hijackers who drew a gun on the pilot of an Ethiopian 
Airlines flight and forced him to go wherever they wanted.

He pulled out the gun from his jacket pocket and pointed it at 
the head of his best man.

‘Jesus!’ said his best man. ‘What are you doing?’
Tewabé put the gun away again and said: ‘Okay, I can force 

you to drive us wherever I want, because if you don’t I will kill 
you and I will kill her.’

Having seen the gun, the best man was terrified, believing 
that Tewabé was mad enough or strong enough to carry out his 
threat. He offered to take Tewabé anywhere his car could travel 
to in Ethiopia. 

Tewabé said he should take them to a big hotel that lay on the 
outskirts of the city, a long way from the house of Ayanalem’s 
father. They pulled up outside the hotel and Tewabé made sure he 
could book a room for three nights, before he sent his best man 
away. Ayanalem, by this time, was almost unconscious, delirious 
from crying and fear.

Tewabé and Ayanalem stayed together at the hotel for three 
nights. 

She was taken.
As soon as Mola realised that the best man of Tewabé was not 

about to bring his daughter home, he went crazy. He became so 
angry that he couldn’t think, and all he wanted to do was kill 
Tewabé. He went out onto the street outside his house and fired 
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his gun into the air again and again. All the men in his family, 
and the neighbours, too, came out with their guns and fired them 
into the air as well, in solidarity with Mola. They were like a 
band of warriors from the old days, seeking vengeance.

Mola and his family and neighbours started looking for Tewabé’s 
house, because they wanted to murder him. They asked around at 
the brewery and soon found out where he lived. They went to his 
house, which he shared with several friends, but nobody answered 
the door when Mola pounded on it. Tewabé, foreseeing the like-
lihood of such a reaction from Ayanalem’s father, had advised his 
friends to stay away from the house. He had even told the woman 
who lived there as their cook that she should disappear for a few 
days; go visit her family in the countryside.

Mola was quite happy to break down the door of Tewabé’s 
house and fire his gun in all directions. He asked a person who 
knew Tewabé to tell him behind which door lay Tewabé’s bed-
room. And then he fired his gun several times straight through 
that door, so that if Tewabé and Ayanalem were lying inside 
they would have both been killed. But of course they were lying 
instead at the big hotel faraway on the outskirts of the city.

When Mola had done enough shooting, I imagine, to tempo-
rarily exhaust the blindness of his rage, he returned home.

Meanwhile the healthy best man of Tewabé was by this time 
sick with fear, since it was he who Mola would blame for let-
ting Tewabé kidnap Ayanalem. The best man ran around to all 
of the elders of Tewabé to tell them what had happened, and 
pleaded with them to intercede once more with Mola on behalf 
of Tewabé. He told them that Tewabé was a good man who had 
only kidnapped Ayanalem to stop the rich government man from 
kidnapping her instead. But the elders were so angry with the 
best man that they didn’t accept his pleas. Even when he lay down 
on the floor to kiss their feet they kept pushing him away. He lay 
down and kissed their feet again, but they pushed him away. (You 
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know we are imagining these details. This is the timbre of the 
story as passed on through Sosina.)

He lay down at the feet of the elders and accepted all of the 
anger they dropped on him, until at last he had lain down for long 
enough, and they agreed to talk to Mola on behalf of Tewabé.

The next day Mola received the elders, and listened to their 
arguments. At first he just got angry again and wanted to take his 
gun, find Tewabé and shoot him; but he couldn’t find out where 
he was – since the best man hadn’t told the elders, just in case.

After many hours and several days of talking, Mola at last 
agreed with the elders, because he remembered that he had always 
believed Tewabé to be a good man and a fitting husband for his 
daughter. Now it was time to swallow his pride and agree that the 
marriage could go ahead, even if the events leading up to it had 
been less than ideal.

He agreed with the elders that, as was traditional after a pre-
nuptial kidnapping, Ayanalem would now return home to her 
father’s house while preparations for the grand wedding with 
Tewabé were completed. For, even after a girl had been taken, it 
was well-established that she should return home to her family for 
the ritual of her legal transfer to her husband, to be enacted on the 
wedding day. This way, everyone agreed to forget about the kid-
napping and celebrate a new beginning for their son and daughter.

The best man raced to the big hotel to bring the good news to 
Tewabé and Ayanalem, breathless— 

Tewabé said no.
No?
‘I cannot trust them,’ he said. ‘If I give her back how do I know 

her family won’t give her away to that government man?’ And, he 
added dramatically, ‘If they do that I will have to kill them all!’

It was hard to square this man of passion with his older self on 
the couch, watching Premier League soccer. But he came to life 
in the telling.
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TRUE LOVE AT GUNPOINT

Tewabé’s strong stand stirred his friends to lend him their 
support. They started turning up one by one at the hotel. They 
brought food and held a big party in the hotel room with Tewabé 
and Ayanalem.

Another big party got underway almost simultaneously at 
Mola’s house, where the elders gathered with their own food and 
drink, and took turns to say to Mola: ‘It’s okay! After all, you 
already gave her to him. Why are you getting so angry? She’ll be 
his wife now, and he’ll look after her. You don’t need to worry!’

Mola felt better with all of the food and drink and, in par-
ticular, the encouragement and reassurances of his trusted friends. 
He agreed that Tewabé could keep Ayanalem with him while 
he, Mola, made all of the preparations for the wedding, and that 
Ayanalem would come home only one day before the big day, 
by which time it would be too late for the government man or 
anyone else to kidnap her.

With everything at last agreed, Tewabé took Ayanalem back to 
his own house, where they could see for themselves the bullet holes 
and the broken doors her father had left behind. They could imagine 
how the bullets would have gone right through each of them in the 
bedroom. This was one of the first experiences they shared.

By this time, Ayanalem was no longer scared of Tewabé. He 
treated her well, was gentle and kind. She could foresee that her 
married life would not be too bad after all.

Underneath it all, Mola still found himself angry with Tewabé 
for the kidnapping of his daughter. In usual circumstances, the 
groom would be encouraged to invite forty or fifty friends and 
family to the wedding, which by tradition takes place at the house 
of the bride’s parents. But Mola said Tewabé must come alone and 
take his bride. He could not bring his forty or fifty guests because 
he had broken the rules by taking Ayanalem before the wedding.

Tewabé was resigned to this arrangement, and didn’t invite his 
mother or anyone else from his family in the countryside to the 
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wedding. He planned to bring only three or four of his best men 
to support him.

The day of the wedding arrived. Ayanalem had gone home to 
her father’s house to dress up and be made altogether beautiful 
and sparkling. Tewabé stepped outside his house, in his finest 
wedding clothes, and was surprised to discover sixty of his friends 
had gathered to make a special wedding procession with him. 
Mola had relented at the last minute.

All of Tewabé’s sixty friends joined him at the house of Mola, 
where the priest performed the marriage ceremony and there was 
singing and dancing until well into the night. They ate three 
whole cows. No matter that half of Ayanalem’s relatives were still 
sulking because of the lost opportunity with the govern ment man.

Before Ayanalem had turned sixteen, her first daughter would be 
born. This was the beautiful one who could not do walkovers.


